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WHO ARE WE?
The Illinois Families for Hands & Voices mission: A parent-driven, non-profit organization that supports
families with children who are deaf and hard of hearing without a bias around communication modes or
methodologies.

The Illinois Hands & Voices Guide By Your Side mission: Provides free, unbiased emotional support and
resources by trained Parent Guides to families with children who are deaf and hard of hearing.

If you are looking for resources, parent support, events or anything else, we want to help!  View our
contact information on page 30.

New Guides

National Parks



Dear Readers,

When my son was young I remember feeling like there was a constant “to do” list.
Calling doctors, making appointments, practicing what therapists recommended
on top of cooking, cleaning, sleeping and living.

If you feel anything like what I just described, please know you aren’t alone.
However, I’m going to ask you to “save the date” to squeeze in something you won’t
regret.  

On page 5 you will see two upcoming events that we will be hosting. The first one
being Mom’s Night Inn.  This is a wonderful overnight retreat for moms and female
caregivers.  It’s an opportunity to meet many other moms who are navigating
similar journeys while taking some time for pampering and enjoying meals you
didn’t have to cook or clean up!  This is a once a year event and a fan favorite!  The
other event is a family event, our SuperHEARo 5k!  The 5k is a chance for parents,
children and siblings to meet others just like them while enjoying a morning of fun
activities and community!  Bring friends, family, neighbors, because there is
something for everyone!  

If distance is a factor then I encourage you to join one of our zoom events.  You can
find these on pages 21-26.  Why are these opportunities so important?  These
events provide parents and their children time to meet others and to hear their
stories.  This is incredibly important so kids don’t feel like they are the only one.  

I remember when my son was young hearing stories that children with a hearing
loss thought that their hearing loss would go away by the time they grew up or
they thought that they were going to pass away because they didn’t know of any
adults living with hearing loss.  That left an impact on me and spurred me to make
sure that my son had opportunities to meet others and find a community that he
could relate too.  We can provide that opportunity at our events and through
interactions with our DHH guides.  

I know it may be a struggle to find time for the “extras” I mentioned above, but
those extras provide new friendships, experiences and memories that you will
never regret!

See you soon,
Carrie Balian

Parent of a son who is DHH
ILHV GBYS Coordinator

HV HQ Region V Coordinator
HV HQ GBYS Program Lead
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The new year is in full swing, and we at Illinois Hands & Voices are looking forward to a
great year!

This next couple of months tend to be "IEP season" in our schools. If you have questions,
or just want to soak up some information related to advocating for your DHH child in
school, our region hosts monthly Q&A Drop-In calls with a group ranging from seasoned
advocates to parents with children transitioning to preschool from Early Intervention.
For dates and more information, go to ilhandsandvoices.org/astra-drop-in/.

Spring holds some of our biggest and favorite events of the year, including Moms Night
Inn and our Annual 5K. 

Moms Night Inn is a yearly retreat for moms of kids who are deaf and hard of hearing.
On Saturday, April 5, we will have a day of learning, connection, and relaxation, with
speakers, crafts, and a delicious dinner! Attendees can choose to spend the night in our
hotel or attend only for the day. On Sunday, April 6, we conclude our event with a panel
discussion that is open to all (not only moms). We are planning to host the event in the
Schaumburg area, and details will be coming soon. Moms Night Inn was one of my first
ILHV events, and I have never looked back. You don't want to miss it!

Our Annual 5K will be on May 3 in Aurora. Not only is this a vital way that our
organization raises funds to do what we do, but it's a super fun way to connect with
other families while enjoying some movement in the (hopefully!) beautiful spring
weather. We put a lot of time and effort into making this event the best it can be, and
we would love to see you there.

As always, if you have any questions, you can always email me at
amy.keslinke@ilhandsandvoices.com. I can't wait to see you at some of our events this
year!

News from our Illinois
Hands & Voices President,
Amy Keslinke

President’s
Corner
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SUN TUE THUMON WED FRI SAT

Aurora Area SuperHEARo
5K

Registration information coming soon!
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W r i t t e n  b y  S a r a  S i d d i q u i ,  D H H  G u i d e

FUELING FAMILIES
Illinois Hands & Voices Guide By Your Side
(HV GBYS) is here to connect families to
support.  We provide one-on-one support
from both Parent Guides and DHH Guides.  I,
Anita Cervantes Bowen, have been with H&V
GBYS for a long time and work alongside
Carrie Balian, ILHV GBYS Program
Coordinator. I have two roles within our
GBYS program.  One is as a Senior Parent
Guide and the second as a Lead Deaf/Hard
of Hearing (DHH) Guide.  I graduated from
the National H&V Leadership to Leadership
(L2L) program in 2023 which provided me
with skills to lead our DHH Guide program.
Aside from myself, we have four other DHH
guides.  Most recently Erum Baig and Max
Rollins were hired to join our DHH Guide
team. Parents whose children are deaf and
hard of hearing benefit from meeting with and
learning of the experiences of DHH guides.
Here is what Sara had to share about her
experience in supporting families as a DHH
Guide.

N O M A D I C   |   2 4

As a DHH Guide, I have come across many families, each having
unique perspectives. This process can be an overwhelming and
stressful time for parents. My parents expressed the emotions
they experienced in the first couple of years I was born, feelings
of high pressure and weight on their shoulders. 20 years later,
parents today can still relate to those feelings. In my experience
interacting with families, I get asked many questions, but the
questions families ask me, no matter how minor they seem, are
always critical and they are not just questions, they lead to so
much more. These questions showcase involvement and hope. I
once spoke with a mother who did not feel like she was doing
enough as a parent, which could not be further from the truth.
After a few meetings, I received this feedback, “Sara helped me
learn how to support my daughter as a child living with hearing
loss. She always listens and affirms the things I am doing right as
a parent and I learn so much from her just by listening to her and
her family's experiences. Words can’t say what she means to
me.” This journey can be challenging, but utilizing your resources
and having a foundational system can be a way to not only
receive support but also meet the incredible folks who are a part
of the Guide By Your Side Program here at Illinois Hands &
Voices.

Illinois Hands & Voices Guide By Your
Side (HV GBYS) provides free one-on-
one support and resources to families
with children who are deaf/hard of
hearing (DHH).  We have a team of
Parent Guides who are parents raising
children who are DHH.  All Parent
Guides live in IL and in addition to
their own experience they receive
additional and ongoing training from
our program so that they are aware of
resources and tools to use with the
families that they work with.  

Our goal is to have a variety of
experiences and perspectives within
our team.  By doing so we can
connect families with guides who can
relate to their needs by sharing tips
and resources from their experience
and training.  To connect with at guide
email ilhvgbys@gmail.com.  
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In November, we recognized our Guides who had
celebrated their 2 year Anniversary with IL Hands &

Voices Guide By Your Side in 2024!

Thank you for your ongoing commitment to our
Programs and the families we serve!



8

KELLY FULTON-ARMER
Kelly has been with the IL Hands & Voices Board of Directors for 3
years. Her background in Deaf Education is a significant asset to
our organization. I had the pleasure of interviewing Kelly and getting
to know her a bit better, now I share her with you. If you have
questions for Kelly, you can reach her at the contact information
below. Enjoy getting to know her!

Board of Director Spotlight
by Andrea Marwah, ILHV Executive Director

Kelly......

Kelly has 2 different colored eyes.
When asked what her go to dance move
is, she said swaying all the way, she has a
toddler after all. 
Kelly likes her name, but if you see her
ask her how Monique, the hairdresser is
doing from her childhood pretend play.
Kelly has a statue of a balloon dog on her
desk.
If Kelly would have a talking pet, she’d
have a duck that would be the town
gossip. 
Kelly hopes to get to Yellowstone soon.
If Kelly were a fictional character she
would be Joy from Inside Out, solving all
the problems.
Kelly would tell her younger self not to be
a people pleaser.  As far as what she
would ask her older self?  What stocks
should I invest in?  and, will I ever move
and break the 30 minute radius?

www.ilhandsandvoices.org

Fun Facts about Kelly:

....lives with her husband Kaleb and ADORABLE
daughter Mallory in Mohamet.
....Grew up in Pesotum and besides her time at ISU,
she’s lived within 30 minutes of her hometown.
....says Deaf Ed kind of chose her.  As an elementary
Education major she was asked to choose a room, and
ended up choosing the deaf hard of hearing
classroom, she found her calling and changed her
major to deaf ed that day.
....Kelly taught Deaf Ed for 8 years and saw some
systemic issues in early childhood, decided to go back
to school to pursue her PhD in Special Education in
hopes to make change for students in the future.
....Kelly brings the rural perspective to our board, she
lives the farthest south of all members of our team.
....Kelly is proud of her advocacy efforts for families
using the Early Intervention research she has done. 

Kelly Fulton-Armer
PhD Candidate - Special Education
Kelly.fulton91@gmail.com
https://www.ilhandsandvoices.org/board-of-directors

Kelly’s advice to families:

“Never attend an IEP meeting alone.  So much
information is shared, bring anyone you want but don’t
go alone.  If you go with someone, they will hear the
stuff you may miss.  Bring a friend, family member,
hairdresser, just someone.  Someone you trust and
know, never go alone.”

Illinois Families for Hands & Voices is a 
501c3 Non-Profit Organization, EIN 06-1724201 

https://www.ilhandsandvoices.org/
mailto:kelly.fulton91@gmail.com
mailto:kelly.fulton91@gmail.com


Eating is an important skill for most children to learn. For parents, it can also be one of the most stressful! If your little one is
deaf or deafblind, you might notice that learning to eat looks a little different. Let’s explore some of the unique
challenges and strategies to help make mealtime a positive experience for everyone.

**The Experience for Children Who Are Deaf/Hard-of-Hearing**
For deaf infants and toddlers, communication is key when it comes to mealtime. When hearing is a consideration, infants
and toddlers may rely heavily on visual cues to understand what’s happening. For example, they may watch your facial
expressions and gestures to know if it’s time to eat, how to eat, or when a new food is safe to try. This means parents and
caregivers might use speech, sign language, exaggerated facial expressions, or even picture cards to help explain
mealtime routines.
Another factor is environmental noise. Children who are hard-of-hearing or deaf might not hear background sounds that
can sometimes alert a child to food preparation, like the hum of a blender or the sizzle of a pan. Instead, they rely on
direct visual engagement. Showing them the food or letting them touch it before it goes on their plate can help bridge
this gap.

**The Experience for Children Who Are Deafblind**
For infants and toddlers who are deafblind, the development of eating may be supported by touch, taste, and smell. This
can make introducing new foods a slower process because they need time to explore and become comfortable with the
texture and scent of each item before trying it. This can be challenging if new textures are worrisome for a child.
Routines and predictability are essential. Consistent mealtime setups—like always using the same plate or arranging
utensils in the same spot—help children feel more secure. Hand-under-hand guidance (placing your hands under theirs
to demonstrate actions like holding a spoon) can be an invaluable teaching tool.

**What They Have in Common**
Whether your child is deaf/hard-of-hearing or deafblind, patience and creativity are your best allies. All children—
regardless of sensory abilities—may experience food aversions, messy meals, and the occasional stubborn refusal to eat.
Celebrating small victories, like trying a new food or mastering a new skill, goes a long way.

**Tips to Make Mealtimes Easier**
1. Use clear communication: For deaf children, sign or gesture what’s happening. For deafblind children, use touch and
consistency to help them understand.
2. Create a sensory-friendly environment: Minimize distractions and keep mealtime routines predictable.
3. Make it hands-on: Let your child touch, smell, and explore their food. This helps build trust and curiosity about eating.
4. Be patient: Learning to eat is a skill that takes time, especially when navigating sensory differences.
Remember, mealtimes are about more than just food—they’re an opportunity to connect, learn, and grow together. With
a little creativity and a lot of love, your child can thrive at the table.

THE
DEAFBLIND
DIFFERENCE
MICHELLE CLYNE, ILHV BOARD MEMBER
Written by:
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Chill
Let’s

WRITTEN BY: ANITA CERVANTES-BOWEN, IL H&V BOARD MEMBER 
AND GBYS LEAD DHH GUIDE

The “Let’s Chill” event was held
on January 18th and turned out
to be a blast even during the icy
cold weather.  Families with
children who are Deaf and Hard
of Hearing (DHH) buttoned up
and arrived at the Santori
Library in Aurora, IL. The
children were excited to
interact with each other.  There
were also Deaf adults, Deaf
grandparents, DHH Guides,
parent guides as well as the
President of IL Hands & Voices.
The parents, siblings and
children with hearing loss all
enjoyed learning more about
our programs and participating
in planned activities.

Special thanks to the IL H&V
Family Engagement Committee
members, Anita and Maira who
planned and hosted the event
along with their husbands who
assisted during the event.  

Thanks to DHH guides for
attending, participating in the
activities, and for sharing their
experiences with the families
who have children who are DHH.
Thanks also to our IL Hands &
Voices President who shared
about our IL Hands & Voices
mission and programs.  

We truly enjoyed an afternoon
to “chill” and make memories
together. 

We provided snacks, beverages,
and crafts.  The crafts were
planned by Emma, Enrique’s
sister and daughter of one of
our GBYS parent guides. They
enjoyed making the “snow” and
added penguins to their snow
art by using their hands.  

They also enjoyed listening to
and watching the “Little
Penguin Gets the Hiccups”,
written by Tadgh Bentley. The
story was provided in spoken
English and American Sign
Language (ASL) by two DHH
guides, Sara and Anita. 

The children had fun walking
like penguins, laughing together
until it was time to leave!
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Uniting
Professionals:
Insights from
the ILAA Annual
Conference
Written by Sara Siddiqui

The Illinois Academy of Audiology (ILAA) hosted its annual conference this past
January. ILAA brings audiology professionals and hearing healthcare providers
together. The 2025 conference, located in Naperville, Illinois, brought professionals
from across the state. Various presentations from experts in the field were featured
focusing on audiology practice, advocacy, and development.

Illinois Hands & Voices was represented during two impactful presentations. Anna Tess
and Andrea Marwah spoke about Supporting Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing (DHH)
Students with Hearing Loss and Classroom Placement. Ginger Mullin, Kate Jordan,
Carrie Balian, and Sara Siddiqui discussed Bridging Gaps Through Partnership with
Early Hearing Detection & Intervention (EHDI). These presentations showcased their
expertise and contributions to the profession. They also initiated reflective
conversations and the need to collaborate from an audiological standpoint.

Throughout the conference, those who attended explored advanced technology within
the field, discovered new products, and met with exhibitors. The event also provided
professionals with the ability to further their skills through continuing education and
discussions surrounding trends in the hearing health world.

ILAA continues to serve as a significant event in the community, uniting researchers,
practitioners, and leaders to cultivate innovation and growth within the industry.
Whether you are an audiologist, a student, an advocate for hearing health, or involved
in the industry, ILAA is a great source of knowledge and networking opportunities
allowing for an exchange of ideas and lasting professional relationships.
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Andrea Marwah is a special education advocate supporting families with children who are deaf/hard of
hearing. She is the Executive Director of IL Hands & Voices, Special Education Advocate at the IL School
for the Deaf Outreach and national ASTra trainer for Hands & Voices. She is also the parent of a young deaf
adult.

Special Factors. Understanding the Special Factors in IDEA will help to ensure your child received the
appropriate services. Many teams are not aware of the importance of special factors or how much we
should be considering them for our students who are deaf, hard of hearing, or deafblind. In fact, this
should take up a good amount of time in your IEP planning meetings.

A few things to note about this important part of the law:
There are 5 special factors defined in IDEA. The areas we must consider are behavior, Limited English
Proficiency, Vision, Hearing, and Assistive Technology.
Very important for you to know is special factor 4 and 5: 1414(D)(3)(B): (iv) consider the communication
needs of the child, and in the case of a child who is deaf or hard of hearing, consider the child’s
language and communication needs, opportunities for direct communications with peers and
professional personnel in the child’s language and communication mode, academic level, and full
range of needs, including opportunities for direct instruction in the child’s language and
communication mode; and (v) consider whether the child needs assistive technology devices and
services.
We must consider the communication needs. It is necessary that we seek COMPREHENSIVE language
evaluations to ensure we are getting a true picture of all facets of language.
We must consider the child’s ability to directly communicate with peers and school personnel AND
receive direct instruction in their language and communication modes.
We must always consider their full range of needs including academic, functional, and developmental.
We must always consider how their communication mode is impacted by environments. Our students
are at risk of language delays and social emotional issues if we are not meeting their needs from the
start.
We must always consider whether our children need Assistive Technology to access the school
environment.
This is included in the required IEP sections in IL. Make sure your team spends time on the Linguistic
and Cultural Accommodations Section of your next IEP.

You can view basic SPED webinars here: 
https://www.illinoissoundbeginnings.com/2019-parent-infant-recordings 

You can request state funded Special Education Advocacy Support through the IL School for the Deaf
Outreach Department here: http://www.illinoisdeaf.org/Outreach/Special%20Education%20Support.html
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Double
Your

Donation!

Help us support IL families
with children who are deaf

and hard of hearing!

Double your impact! Many employers offer matching gift programs that
can double or even triple your donation to Illinois Hands & Voices!

Check with your HR department to see if your employer participates.

For more details from IL Hands & Voices, send an email to:
executivedirector@ilhandsandvoices.com

https://tinyurl.com/ilhvdonate
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Their unique lived experiences
Technology tips
How they navigate social situations
How they developed their personal identity
And so much more

Deaf & Hard of Hearing Guides share with families:

NOW
AVAILABLE! ilhvgbys@gmail.com

224.343.1873 Voice/Text

Contact us to get connected for free!

What do you do to make
sure you don’t miss hearing

announcements in
environments like an

airport?
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Resources�for�Families

www.illinoissoundbeginnings.org          
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Illinois Sound Beginnings

https://www.illinoissoundbeginnings.com/
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Register at: http://tinyurl.com/ILHVSignup2025 

http://tinyurl.com/ILHVSignup2025
http://tinyurl.com/ILHVSignup2025
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Register at: http://tinyurl.com/ILHVSignup2025 

http://tinyurl.com/ILHVSignup2025
http://tinyurl.com/ILHVSignup2025
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https://tinyurl.com/ILHVskate

https://tinyurl.com/ILHVskate
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https://forms.gle/jWnbd1aABGFoqzXP7

https://forms.gle/jWnbd1aABGFoqzXP7
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Join us for an opportunity to ask questions
and learn more from our team of deaf and

hard of hearing (DHH) Guides.
Register through the QR code or at

http://tinyurl.com/ILHVSignup2025  
to receive the zoom link.

http://tinyurl.com/ILHVSignup2025
http://tinyurl.com/ILHVSignup2025
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Register at: http://tinyurl.com/ILHVSignup2025  or

http://tinyurl.com/ILHVSignup2025
http://tinyurl.com/ILHVSignup2025
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Illinois Hands & Voices, Guide By Your Side does not support or endorse any
specific organization, communication or amplification choice. 

The information in this newsletter is to simply share with families and
professionals the resources and events available to them. 

Follow us on Social Media:

IL Hands & Voices Guide By Your Side (ILHV GBYS)
Carrie Balian, Program Coordinator
Phone: (224) 343-1873
Email: ilhvgbys@gmail.com

Andrea Marwah, Executive Director
Email: executivedirector@ilhandsandvoices.com
Web: www.ilhandsandvoices.org

IL EHDI Program
Phone: 217-782-4733
 Email: DPH.newbornhearing@illinois.gov
Web: www.illinoissoundbeginnings.org

FIND US
HERE... @illinoishandsandvoices @ilhandsandvoices
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ACRONYMS
H E R E  A R E  S O M E  A C R O N Y M S  T H A T  Y O U  M A Y  S E E  T H R O U G H O U T  T H I S
N E W S L E T T E R  O R  I N  I N F O R M A T I O N  O N L I N E

IDPH - Illinois Department of Public Health
IEP - Individualized Education Program
ILHV – Illinois Hands & Voices 
ISRC - Illinois Service Resource Center
GBYS – Guide By Your Side 
JCIH - Joint Committee on Infant Hearing
LTF - Lost to Follow-up
L2L - Leadership to Leadership
NCHAM - National Center for Hearing
Assessment and Management
PG - Parent Guides (parents of children who
are deaf/hard of hearing)
SNIPPET - Simple N Informative Parent-to-
Parent Education Tools
Learn more on common acronyms here:
https://www.illinoissoundbeginnings.com/acronyms

1-3-6 - Hearing screened by 1 months of
age, Diagnostic testing by 3 months of age,
and enrolled in Early Intervention and
parent support by 6 months of age
AAP - American Academy of Pediatrics
ADA - Americans With Disabilities Act
ASL - American Sign Language
CMV - Cytomegalovirus
DBA - Doing Business as Agreement
DEI - Diversity & Equity Infusion 
DHH – Deaf Hard of Hearing
EHDI - Early Hearing Detection &
Intervention
IDEA - Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act

ILHV GBYS and IL EHDI work together on many initiatives
and call themselves The IL Sound Beginnings Team

https://www.illinoissoundbeginnings.com/acronyms

