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CCI’s 35 Year Anniversary
—A Timeline of Events
Community Connections, Inc. (CCI)
Mission & Vision
Our mission is to provide opportunities for children and adults with
intellectual and developmental disabilities to lead healthy and
fulfilling lives within our community.
Our vision is a community where all people with developmental
disabilities have the same opportunities as other community members.

June 1985— Services for Developmental Disabilities (SDD) starts with 115
clients inherited from a previous agency, which closed due to deficiencies.
1989—Name changes to Community Connections, Inc.

1990—Passage of the Americans with Disabilities Act.
Early 1990’s—Gradually closed group homes and sheltered
workshops and transitioned to more individualized services.
1994—Built Administrative Office at 281 Sawyer Drive in Durango in cooperation
with Southwest Community Health Center (now Axis Health System) and San
Juan Basin Health Department (now San Juan Basin Public Health).
2000—Built new office at 105 Harrison Street in Cortez.
2003—Transitioned old children’s group home at 831 Holly in Durango to a
Community Center for day services.
2005—Established Community Center at 325 Pine Street in
Cortez.
2006—Became the Lead Agency for Part C Early Intervention in Southwest
Colorado.

Connect With Us!

(970) 259-2464 | cci@cci-colorado.org
communityconnectionsco.org

2008—Recognized as the “Nonprofit of the Year” by the
Durango Chamber of Commerce.
2017—Held the first annual Ability Summit (then called “Family Day”) with
San Juan BOCES, Southwest Center for Independence, the Arc of Southwest
Colorado, and the Adaptive Sports Association.

Cover Photo: Mollie Hanson, Community Connections client and client advocate
(Photo credit: Matt Arnold)
Additional Photos: Alyssa Beck (pg. 5); Jeff Newman and Wyatt Coffman (pg. 8); Sara
and Juniper (pg. 11); Staff images-right column (pg. 19) credit Matt Payne. Lana Burns
(pg. 14) credit Gabrielle Dorr.

2020—Acquired Single Entry Point (SEP) Program for
Archuleta, La Plata, and San Juan Counties, along with more
than 400 new SEP clients with a variety of disabilities.
2020—Reopened Pagosa Springs office.
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Letter from the CEO/
Director

Letter from the Board
Chair

Dear Friends of Community Connections:

To Our Wonderful Communities:

Like many businesses and nonprofits, 2020 was a
challenging year for Community Connections. COVID-19
disrupted our programs and supporting revenue and
greatly exacerbated the isolation our clients experience
to greater degrees than other community members. On
March 16, 2020, we closed our offices and day program
services to protect both clients and employees from the
spread of COVID-19. We arranged for employees to work
from home, and essential services for clients continued
either virtually or with necessary safety precautions in
place. Many services paused due to safety concerns or
by the choice of the client or family.

First and foremost, it is with sincere thanks that we extend a heart of gratitude to all of our
staff, clients, families and community for your support in enduring the last year with us. We
have been fortunate this past year, that in spite of the global pandemic, we have continued
to serve our wonderful members of this community and build deeper relationships with one
another. As an organization, it caused us much concern about the uncertain outcomes of
2020, and how we could ever meet the needs of our clients. However, with the creativity and
willingness to get out of their comfort zones, our staff and clients maintained relationships and
services through various safe means. Not only did
our staff and clients pivot with these challenging
times, but our incredible donors gave so much in a
way that humbled our hearts with overwhelming
generosity.

With the challenges came growth. Over the course of the
year, we learned the benefits and the limitations of telehealth. There were times when state-level prohibitions
on face-to-face visits caused harm, such as preventing
an occupational therapist from fitting a crucial orthotic
on a toddler. Other times, it was mildly inconvenient,
such as our case managers trying to build and maintain
relationships with seniors and people with disabilities over a phone line. Sometimes, they forced
creativity that will benefit us in years to come, such as the virtual day program classes where
new leaders emerged (see story page 6.)
Overall, we found that as people with disabilities are fabulously resilient, Community Connections
could be resilient as well. Thanks to important governmental programs and the generosity of
our local donors, we survived to continue working for inclusion in 2021 and beyond. If this
pandemic taught us anything, it was the necessity of social connections. As the world reaches
a new post-pandemic normal, we hope that we are all more dedicated to ensuring that
everyone has the opportunity to truly belong.

In summary, we are thankful to all of you for being
the reason Community Connections continues
to serve people with disabilities, and providing
services that aim to promote equality and
inclusion. We will continue to go forward through
2021 with the lessons we have learned from the
prevous year, and a hope for the future that our
world will continue to heal and bring a welcoming
spirit of inclusion for all.
Sincerely,
Sarah Kahn
Board Chair

Sincerely,
Tara Kiene
CEO & Executive Director
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COVID-19 Created An
Opportunity to Lead
RYNETTA SMITH & ALYSSA BECK
When the world shut down in March 2020 due to COVID-19, many of Community Connections’ clients
were left isolated at home. Clients that were used to volunteering, going to the gym, and socializing
at Community Center programs had their worlds turned upside down. Community Connections staff
came together to brainstorm creative ways to keep their clients connected. Of course, Zoom classes
were a common way people were connecting virtually during the pandemic so a team of employees,
including Rynetta Smith, Lead Direct Support Professional in Cortez, started planning some virtual
activities.
“We started with 3 classes per week and quickly went to 21 classes per week since our clients really
showed a lot of interest. Our clients could choose from exercise, music, science, history, life skills,
advocacy, budgeting classes and many more. We worked on the clients’ goals and what they wanted
to learn. Also, to encourage more interaction we had social hours where clients could just talk and
express their feelings, a book club to read the Harry Potter series and even a singles group,” said Smith.
What Smith did not expect was the interest from clients to lead their own classes on Zoom. Alyssa Beck
was the first client to express interest and with a little help from Smith, she learned how to research her
own curriculum and plan for her classes.
“I currently teach 3 classes per day including Hangman, Karaoke and Science. Rynetta (Smith) helped
me in the beginning but now I lead them myself. For the science class I teach, I look for videos to share
with the group. I thought it would be fun to do and it is pretty easy for me,” said Beck.
Smith also mentioned that another client who is shy and would not have ever thought of volunteering
to lead her peers in a class showed interest and was able to shine as a leader.
“We never would have known what our clients were capable of and how much of a confidencebuilder the virtual classes have been for them,” said Smith.
Another positive outcome of the class is that Community Connections clients in Cortez and Durango
have formed friendships online that they did not have before COVID-19. Although in-person residential
programs have opened again, clients are still leading virtual classes to nurture new-found friendships
and to continue building their leadership skills!
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Challenging Historical
Perspectives of Inclusion
People with intellectual and developmental disabilities, implicitly and explicitly, still do not have equal
rights in the United States. We have made some progress as a society but prejudices still exist that are
based on historical perspectives and that are ingrained in our belief systems. Jeff Newman, Director of
Community Integration at Community Connections, is on a mission to change that mindset.
“Until people with disabilities are truly and equitably at the table making decisions about what services
should look like, we are still not reaching our goal of inclusion,” said Newman. “We have a whole system
of disability support services, built from the top to bottom, that has not included disabled people in
building that system. We need disabled leadership, a critical mass of disabled employees, and input
from disabled people at all levels of this system if we are ever going to see this change. I am both proud
and excited that Community Connections shares these values and is taking active steps to platform,
empower, and employ the disabled leaders that will be the future of creating an equitable system.”
The definition of inclusion states “the practice or policy of providing equal access to opportunities
and resources for people who might otherwise be excluded or marginalized, such as those who have
physical or mental disabilities and members of other minority groups.”
Newman’s work with Community Connections began by serving on the board of directors in 2013. Jeff
took a paid position as a Case Manager in 2015. In 2020, Newman accepted his current role, which
includes advocating for society to recognize and embrace the values, gifts, talents, and personalities
of people with disabilities. To this day, disabled people feel marginalized and shut off from the freedoms
and autonomy that non-disabled people take for granted.
“I want society to put aside their ideas of stigmatism, incapability, pity, and burden when they see
someone with a disability and accept that we all have the same desires, motivations and goals in life.
We should all have the autonomy and support to access lives that we value, rather than lives decided
for us,” said Newman.
Newman’s desire to change the status quo is also a personal goal because he identifies as Autistic.
He saw firsthand that there was a need to provide better services to the 20% of the population in the
United States living with disabilities. Despite the experience, stigma, and hostility of being among the
first generation of special education students given mainstream access to classrooms, he feels like he
had a lot of advantages in his life that put him in a place to now serve people like him and to make a
difference in people’s lives.
One of the things that Newman is most proud of in his new role is the development of a Leadership
and Advocacy class that he launched. Through this class, which was held virtually due to COVID-19,
Newman set out to empower people with disabilities to do their own advocacy work.
“As a result of this class and based on some results of advocacy work we have done in early 2021,
participants are learning the true power their voice has,” Newman said.
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WYATT COFFMAN & JEFF NEWMAN
Through the work that Newman is doing and with Community Connections leading the way for
discussions about inclusion, the State of Colorado is listening better to the needs of people with
disabilities and seeking their input in decision-making. Newman feels like there is still a long way to go
to cultivate these relationships so that disabled people feel welcome in this setting, but it is a good start.
Everyone has a role in community inclusion and the first step is to start challenging the historical
perspectives and prejudices that we have been taught about people with disabilities.
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Talking About Inclusion
at the 2020 Ability Summit
Community Connections held its 4th annual Southwest Ability Summit at the Durango Recreation
Center earlier in 2020 before Governor Polis ordered public spaces to close. This annual event is a
cooperative learning experience among staff, clients and friends of Community Connections, the
Southwest Center for Independence, San Juan Board of Cooperative Educational Services and the
9-R Durango School District. The focus of this year’s event was on inclusion and how to make life better
for people with disabilities living in the four corners region. 50-60 participants joined this year’s event
including Durango Mayor Dean Brookie, who spoke about inclusion.
“One of the ways we are creating a more inclusive community is by bringing representatives for people
with disabilities to the table that represent the issues we need to address in Durango,” said Mayor
Brookie.
Also at the event, Katie Gailey of Durango shared her story to highlight the challenges she faced living
with a disability. At the age of 12, Gailey’s grandparents rescued her from daily abuse by her brother
and father. She lived with her grandparents for 11 years while also helping to care for them as they
became more elderly. After both of Gailey’s grandparents passed away, she moved in with her aunt
who lived in Colorado. When it seemed like it was time for Gailey to live more independently, her aunt
found Community Connections.
“CCI has been the best thing that happened to me. I have no idea where I would be without them,”
said Gailey.
Gailey now lives on her own in Durango with the help of Community Connections and has a very busy
social life. She volunteers, participates in virtual day programs, and ventures out on her own into town
when she feels like it. Gailey’s story is hopeful because it shows that with the right types of services,
people with disabilities can live independently and thrive.
Gailey also shared what inclusion meant to her.
“My disability is just who I am. It’s not a crutch and that is something I wish society would understand
better,” said Gailey.
The rest of the event included nine breakout session options. One of the topics included using technology
like settings, websites, apps and extensions on your smartphone and computer to assist with disabilities.
Other topics touched on exploring college, emergency planning for people with disabilities, developing
support circles, and becoming employed.
Throughout the day summit participants were asked a series of questions that focused on inclusion and
were given post-it notes to write down their ideas. The post-it notes were then given to a graphic artist
who translated these statements into visual graphics (see opposite page).
“This was a learning opportunity for anyone who is touched by someone with a disability. We have
seen participation grow over the years and people’s ideas of inclusion are growing too,” said Tara
Kiene, Community Connections’ President/CEO.
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CCI Helped Me Feel More
Confident As A Parent
SARA & JUNIPER MACKEY
When Sara Mackey was first told by a physician that her daughter, Juniper, might need speech
therapy at 12 months old, she quickly dismissed their suggestion and found another doctor. When
Juniper still wasn’t showing signs of speaking at 15 months old, Mackey realized that her daughter
might have a speech delay, and at that point she was open to exploring therapy. After meeting
with a speech therapist from Community Connections named Derek, she felt like her daughter was
in good hands.
“Within a year, Juniper went from not speaking any words to possibly not qualifying for additional
services. CCI is amazing to work with and has done everything to make sure that Juniper is thriving,”
said Mackey.
A typical session with the speech therapist included play time between Mackey and her daughter.
When there was a natural place to teach Juniper a word, the speech therapist would coach
Mackey on how to make the words sound big and exciting. Mackey learned how to push her
daughter to use words and develop her speech.
“It’s been a great experience working with CCI. Juniper is almost 3 and we may be able to unenroll
her because of the progress we have made together,” said Mackey.
Mackey knows that other parents may feel insecure like she did when she was first approached
about her daughter’s speech delay. She wants them to know that they are not alone, and she
wishes she had signed up for support earlier than she did for her daughter.
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Successful Integration
of New Program at CCI
LANA BURNS
In 2020, state-level proposed changes in the rate structure for their program caused
the Single Entry Point (SEP) case management program at San Juan Basin Public
Health to seek a new home. Seeing the opportunity to offer easier access to
case management services for all disabled populations, Community Connections
welcomed them into our fold. The SEP program provides services to a population
that is different than the clients that Community Connections normally serves such
as seniors who are blind or disabled, survivors of traumatic brain injuries, disabilities
due to mental health, and children with life limiting illnesses. Some of the clients
were already receiving an overlap of services between Community Connections
and SEP prior to the move.
“The advantage of moving the management of this program from San Juan
Basin Public Health to Community Connections is that all of the services for some
of our clients are now in one place. It is now streamlined for them, and we have
more opportunities to grow as a whole,” said Tara Kiene, Community Connections
President/CEO.
Lana Burns who was a former case manager for the program took over the role of
director and now oversees a 10-person team.
“The partnership with Community Connections started as a one-year trial and we
quickly realized that it works really well. Community Connections was already an
organization that supports the disabled community in a way that helps them thrive,”
said Burns.
The integration of SEP with other disabled advocacy programs will take place
throughout the state of Colorado through 2024. Community Connections was an
early adopter of this partnership so the southwest Colorado region is way ahead of
the curve and will serve as a model to future programs in the state.
“Community Connections has such a strong foundation and relationship with the
state in terms of listening to the needs of people with disabilities and setting up
new policies. This first year was a test and starting July 1, 2021 we will be putting
everything into action,” said Burns.
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Festival of Trees Was
A Huge Hit in 2020
Festival of Trees is Community Connections’ largest fundraiser event of the year. Like many events during
2020, ours was virtual. What we didn’t expect was the overwhelming support from our community
during this year. Through an outpouring of support, we raised $77,000 from business sponsors, in-kind
donations, raffle ticket sales, auction participants, and private donations!
During this year’s Festival of Trees, 45 local businesses, individuals and families sponsored a tree or
wreath and then decorated that tree/wreath with a particular theme. Viewing of the trees was virtual
because of COVID-19 restrictions. People were able to bid on a tree or wreath while watching a
series of videos from the comfort of their home on CCIFOT.givesmart.com for their chance to win the
decorations and presents. The virtual event welcomed 250 participants. An additional approximately
8,000 locals and visitors riding the Durango & Silverton Narrow Gauge Railroad’s Polar Express were
able to see the trees and wreaths in limited, in-person groups.
“Our early decision to invest in the GiveSmart virtual platform paid off beyond our wildest expectations.
Sponsors and contributors were anxious to participate, and the hundreds of supporters who participated
online reminded us that inclusion is an idea that not even a pandemic could stop,” said Greg Furda,
Community Connections event volunteer and donor.
Participants in the event could also vote for their favorite trees and wreaths. This year, Best of Show was
tied between Alpine Bank and Home Depot. The Best Theme went to Durango Autoworks. Richard
Siegele won Kid’s Favorite for his Dinosaur Wreath. Courtney Harshberger’s Farmer’s Insurance Agency
won the Community Spirit award for their “Support Durango’s Restaurants” tree.
In Cortez, we held the 1st Annual Festival of Wreaths event that was supported by 20 local businesses
and individuals. The wreaths were hung inside participating businesses along main street in downtown
Cortez.
“Our first Cortez Festival of Wreaths was surprisingly successful considering we were in the heart of the
pandemic. It brought a much-needed touch of cheer during a difficult time,” said Cynthia Sadler,
Community Connections Board of Directors Secretary.
The virtual event not only showcased the beauty and joy of the holiday season, but viewers could
also watch short videos featuring Community Connections clients, staff, board members and all of
the great work that Community Connections does in the region. It also brought the communities of
Durango and Cortez together to celebrate the most magical time of year.
We are hopeful that the 2021 event will be held in-person, but either way we hope you will join our
Community Connections family to celebrate this wonderful time of year. Stay tuned for the 18th Annual
Festival of Trees event coming to you December 3-5, 2021.

HOME DEPOT-TIED FOR ”BEST IN SHOW”
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Fundraising Dollars Go
Directly to Our Clients
Almost 90% of Community Connections’ funding comes from Medicaid and State of Colorado-funded
programs that support the health and safety of people with intellectual and developmental disabilities
in our communities. The remaining 10% of funding comes from donations, grants, special events and
other local sources.
As one of the largest not-for-profit organizations serving Southwest Colorado, Community Connections
is proud to draw these financial resources to our region. We invest more than $4 million in state funding
annually across five counties and we employ an average of 85 staff.
Having this state funding means we do not have to raise $4 million locally. Yet, due to constraints
associated with certain state funding, we often have a limited capacity to help clients meet their
social integration goals. With the support of the local community through fundraising efforts, we can
meet these additional program costs and be a more competitive employer.
Government, private foundation, corporate and individual donations remain vital to our capacity to
provide more person-centered services and be most responsive to the needs of people with intellectual
and developmental disabilities in our region.
Community Connections is a large, yet efficient, and nimble organization with 86% of our expenses
spent on Direct Program Services, 13% on Administrative Services and 1% on Fundraising. Fully audited
financial statements are available at communityconnectionsco.org.
Note: Financial figures for 2020 (opposite page) are based on the Community Connections audit for
the fiscal year ending June 30, 2020 and do not reflect the impacts of COVID-19 during the 2020-21
fiscal year.

CCI Clients in Southwest
Colorado (340 total)
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Leadership & Board
of Directors

Tara Kiene
President/CEO

Shannon Kreuser
Chief Financial
Officer

Elizabeth Fabrey
Vice President of
Case Management

Judy Schreckenbach
Vice President of
Human Resources
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Julie Ferguson
Adult Services
Program Director

Matt Payne
Adult Services
Program Director

Board of Directors
Sarah Kahn, Chairperson
Professional Counselor /
Life Skills Coach

George Glass, Vice Chairperson
Healthcare Clinic Owner,
Manager/Practitioner

Janice Moen, Treasurer
CPA, Not-For-Profit Management
and Finance

Cynthia Sadler, Secretary
Teacher & Trust Administrator

Jim Denier
Co-owner of Bechtolt Engineering

Bob Conrad
Retired Hospital Administrator

Alexandra Rodriguez
StoneAge Waterblast Tools /
CCI Program Participant

Richard Siegele
Community Speaker / CCI Program
Participant

Kirsten Seafus, MD
Family Physician / Direct Primary
Care Practice

Cathy Sykes
Lifeguard / CCI Program
Participant

Jeff Newman
Community
Integration
Director

Scott Kuster
Director of Family
and Children
Services
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Thank You to our
Donors & Sponsors!
1st Southwest Bank
Kathleen Adams
Alpine Bank
Kelly Alsum
Laura Alsum
American General Media
Arc Thrift Stores
David Arkenstone
Diane Arkenstone
Rachel Arnold
Balcony Bar & Grill
Ballantine Family Fund
Richard and Mary Lyn Ballantine
Bartig-Small Family Fund
Sally & Vic Bellerue
Best Cleaning & Disaster Restoration
Christopher L Bettin
Carrie Bitz
Black Bear Carpet Cleaning & Repair, LLC
Colton Black
Judy Bolton
Boone Fund
Cheryle L Brandsma
Marcia Bray
Paul Cahill
Connie & Paul Cassidy
Centerpoint Insurance Group
City of Cortez
CJ’s Diner
Irene Clay
Cliffrose Garden Center & Gifts
Gordon & Marcia Clouser
Colorado Document Security
Community Foundation Serving Southwest Colorado
Bob Conrad
Sondra Cordova
Cortez Area Chamber of Commerce
Cortez Dental
Kathleen Costello
CoWest Insurance
Steven W Cranston
Cross Canyon Engineering
Jim Denier
Dolores River Brewery
Dolores State Bank
Durango & Silverton Narrow Gauge Railroad
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Durango Autoworks
Durango Coca Cola
Durango Joes Coffee
Durango Land & Homes LLC
Edward Jones
El Pomar Foundation
Wanda Ellingson
Lauren Ellison
Empire Electric Association
Engel & Völkers Telluride + Durango.
Farm Bistro
Farmers Insurance
Flying Fish CO.
Foundation Source
Four Corners Broadcasting
Four Corners Community Bank
Four Corners Textile Recycling LLC
Terry Foy
FredrickZink & Associates
Greg Furda
Lynn Gallati
Garcia & CO.
George Glass
Global Down Syndrome Foundation
Grenadier Financial Services
Barbara Gysel
Dawn Hanson
Mary Hanson
Jude Harrison
Heather Hawk
Heart and Soul Craft Fairs LLC
Susie Herb
Laverne E Hering
House of Carpets
Innovative Design and Renovations Inc.
Intelligent Investment Management LLP
Julia M. Jackson
JC Pets
Jill Jones
Nancy S Jones
Peter Joslin
Sarah Kahn
Louis & Gay Kiene
Tara Kiene
Kokopelli Bike & Board
Kroeger’s Ace Hardware

Timothy Kroes
La Casita Resturant
La Plata County
La Plata Electric Association
Legacy Properties West LLC International Reality
Susan Leigh
Dorothy Lirette
Gerald A Maxey
Maynes, Bradford, Shipps & Sheftel
Barbara McLachlan
Francis X. McManus
Mesa Verde Country Welcome Center
Methodist Thrift Shop
Mi Mexico
Janice Moen
Montezuma County
Morehart Murphy Regional Auto Center
Marcella Mosher
Mountain Hyperbarics
Abbi Munn
Natural Grocers
Marcey Olajos
Lois Oliver
Mary Susan Patalan
Pathfinder Chiropractic
Payroll Department
Dorothy Peacock
Pediatric Associates of Durango
Pet Haus
RDF Gun
Re/Max Mesa Verde Realty
Rio Rapids Durango SC U16 Girls Soccer Club
Prissilla Rippee
Rock Pirates & Ice Pirates
Todd Rossignol

Sachs Construction
Cynthia Sadler
San Juan Historical Society
Scapegoat Landscaping
Cheryl Schlabach
Judy Schreckenbach
Robert D. Scott
Kirsten Searfus
Tammy Smith
Diana Snodgrass
Snooty’s Pet Salon
Southwest Colorado Canyons Alliance
Ellen Stein
Stellar Blue LLC
Subaru of America
Summit Church Singles Group
Cathy Sykes
Hunter Sykes
Kay Tally
The Arc of Southwest Colorado
The Durango Team Wells Group
The Gallery
The Kroger Company
The Mail Room & Copy Center
The San Juan Angler
The Wells Group of Durango
Town of Bayfield
Town of Mancos
United Way of Southwest Colorado
Laura Webb
Dorothy L. Wehrly
Julie Westendorff
Roger & Marjorie Wolf
John E. Wolgamott
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