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Leilani Chaco was worried when the 
nonprofit that helped transform her 
daughter’s life was forced to go exclu-
sively online earlier this year.

Since the age of 18 months, Emilia — 
or Emi for short — had been attending 
classes and receiving therapy almost 
every day through Kindering, which 
specializes in services for children with 
special needs.

And it was working.
Before the pandemic shutdowns, 

Emi, who has autism spectrum disorder, 

experienced an exhilarating burst of 
progress. At 3 years old, she was learn-
ing new words, eating new foods and 
overcoming some of her fears.

“To be honest, I was really nervous 
she would regress,” Chaco said. “I was 
scared we wouldn’t be able to make any 
impact with virtual services — but I was 
very wrong.

“The team at Kindering really pulled 
out all the stops. They did everything 
they could to remain supportive.”

The transition wasn’t easy for such 
a hands-on type of operation, where 
hugs are the quintessential currency 

of communication and kids learn vital 
skills by playing together. But Kindering 
was able to pivot quickly, drawing on its 
experience working online with families 
that were traveling or otherwise unable 
to meet in person and during the 2019 
“Snowpocalypse” storms that left roads 
impassable, said Lisa Greenwald, CEO of 
the agency, which is one of several that 
benefit from The Seattle Times’ Fund 
For The Needy.

Since March, the nonprofit’s staff has 
conducted more than 32,000 telether-
apy sessions with infants, toddlers and 
their caregivers. If households didn’t 
have computers or internet service, Kin-
dering provided Wi-Fi enabled tablets.

As a growing number of families 
found themselves unable to pay rent, 
the organization ramped up services for 
children facing homelessness. To fill the 
gap created when classrooms closed, 
Kindering launched a virtual playroom 
with more than 50 monthly sessions in 
English and Spanish.

No one knew if any of it would work, 
but the data so far suggest that most 
children are doing just as well as with 
in-person services, Greenwald said.

“That’s what’s really exciting to us.”
One key to that success has been en-

listing parents to play even more active 
roles in their children’s therapy, said 
Lexi Baasch, an occupational therapist 
at Kindering.

“I feel like I’m able to empower par-
ents more since we went virtual,” she 
said. “It’s cool, because I’m able to teach 
them to do exactly what I do.”

On a rainy afternoon last week, Emi 
and her mother tuned in for an online 
session with Baasch. The therapist has 
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Three-year-old Emilia plays in a Bothell park with her mom, Leilani Chaco, and dad, 
Jeremy Boyer. Emilia was diagnosed with autism at age 2 and has been receiving services 
through nonprofit Kindering, which, because of the pandemic, shifted its services entirely 
online this year. 
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nonprofit that helped transform her 
daughter’s life was forced to go
 exclusively online earlier this year.

Since the age of 18 months, Emilia — or Emi 
for short — had been attending classes and 
receiving therapy almost every day through 
Kindering, which specializes in services for 
children with special needs.

And it was working.
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has Autism Spectrum Disorder, experienced an 
exhilarating burst of progress. At 3 years old, 
she was learning new words, eating new foods 
and overcoming some of her fears.

“To be honest, I was really nervous she would 
regress,” Chaco said. “I was scared we wouldn’t 
be able to make any impact with virtual services 
— but I was very wrong.

“The team at Kindering really pulled out all 
the stops. They did everything they could to 

remain supportive.”
The transition wasn’t easy for such a hands-

on type of operation, where hugs are the quint-
essential currency of communication and kids 
learn vital skills by playing together. But Kinder-
ing was able to pivot quickly, drawing on its 
experience working online with families that 
were traveling or otherwise unable to meet in 
person and during the 2019 “Snowpocalypse” 
storms that left roads impassable, said Lisa 
Greenwald, CEO of the agency, which is one of 
several that benefit from The Seattle Times’ 
Fund For The Needy.

Since March, the nonprofit’s staff has con-
ducted more than 32,000 teletherapy sessions 
with infants, toddlers and their caregivers. If 
households didn’t have computers or internet 
service, Kindering provided Wi-Fi enabled 
tablets.

As a growing number of families found them-
selves unable to pay rent, the organization 
ramped up services for children facing
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‘It’s been life-altering for everyone’ 
Kindering bridges the virtual gap to help kids with special needs
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Leilani Chaco and her daughter Emilia work online with occupational therapist Lexi Baasch of nonprofit Kindering, which specializes in services 
for children with special needs. Baasch was helping Chaco show Emilia how to put on socks, boots and her jacket. 
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More than a third of people who 
have been infected with the new 
coronavirus in the last 60 days 
likely caught it within their house-
holds, according to a new review of 
coronavirus exposures by Public 
Health - Seattle & King County.

The proportion of cases linked to 
households, social gatherings and 
workplaces other than health care 
has risen in recent months.

The review, which includes data 
from 37,482 cases, from Feb. 28 to 
Nov. 20, provides the most detailed 
view to date of how the virus is 
spreading in King County and how 
the patterns of transmission likely 
have changed over the pandemic’s 
course. The report also highlights 
data that describes the disease’s 
disproportionate impact on com-
munities of color.

The report relies on data derived 
from outbreak investigations and 

contact-tracing interviews with 
people infected with the coronavi-
rus. The health department was 
able to determine the most likely 
source of exposure or link to an 
outbreak in 27,172 cases, or 72%.

Patterns of transmission appear 
to have shifted.

In the early months of the pan-
demic, the most common source of 
exposure was in health care set-
tings, mostly among those who 
lived or worked in long-term care 

facilities.
But household transmission, 

social activities and workplaces 
other than in health care are now 
the more common sources of the 
spread, the data suggests. And by 
the time the virus is within house-
holds, it’s often too late, said Dr. 
Jeff Duchin, health officer with 
Public Health - Seattle & King 
County.

“This disease spreads so rapidly. 
see > SpREAd, A5

 Households, workplaces new 
hot spots for virus, report finds

The New York Times 
and The Washington Post

WASHINGTON — President-
elect Joe   Biden   on Wednesday 
delivered a raw but optimistic 
address to Americans in his first 
nonpolitical speech since win-
ning the election, pleading with 
the nation to “hang on” and have 
hope even with the number of 
coronavirus cases spiking across 
the country and a hard winter on 
the horizon.

“Looking back over our history, 
you see that it’s been in the most 
difficult circumstances that the 
soul of our nation has been 
forged,”   Biden said, speaking 
from a stage at the Queen, a 
historic theater in Wilmington, 
Delaware.

In an implicit repudiation of 
President Donald Trump, who 
has dismissed the coronavirus
 as the flu and mocked people 
who wear masks, Biden urged 

see > BIdEN, A5

In a hopeful 
speech, Biden 
seeks unity
to combat 
coronavirus 

Seattle Times news services

WASHINGTON — President 
Donald Trump issued a full
 pardon Wednesday to Michael 
Flynn, his first national security 
adviser, rewarding a loyalist who 
pleaded guilty to lying to the FBI 
during the Russia investigation. 

Flynn, a retired three-star 
Army general, 
was the only 
White House 
official charged 
by special
 counsel Robert 
Mueller during 
the probe into 
Russian med-
dling in the 
2016 election. 

Flynn admit-
ted to lying to federal agents in 
early 2017 about his conversa-
tions with the Russian ambassa-
dor. The scandal forced Flynn out 
of the White House after only 24 
days, the shortest tenure of any 
U.S. national security adviser. 

He later tried to withdraw his 
guilty plea and accused law en-
forcement officials of unfairly 
targeting him. 

Attorney General William Barr 
asked to dismiss the case in May, 
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been working with Emi for more than a 
year, helping the little girl become more 
proficient at things like dressing herself, 
using the potty and understanding and 
communicating her feelings.

One of the goals on this day was to 
work on fine motor skills — things like 
holding a crayon and drawing small 
circles and straight lines — which can 
be challenging for kids with autism. But 
Emi was wound up, bouncing around 
the room in her pink boots and yellow 
slicker, ponytail flying.

Baasch suggested she get the “wiggles 
out,” by dancing and singing along to 
a tune about falling rain. Finally, they 
got down to business in the guise of 
a playful drawing exercise and more 
singing. When Emi got frustrated trying 
to write an “E,” Baasch broke the task 
down to simply making vertical and 

horizontal lines, which she called “zips 
and zooms.”

Throughout the session, Baasch and 
Chaco chatted, the therapist offering 
tips and observations, the mom inter-
preting Emi’s moods and discussing 
ways to make the exercises more fun for 
her.

When Chaco and her fiancé, both 32, 
learned their daughter might have au-
tism, they were stunned and in denial. 
But it also made sense.

Emi had always been a very particular 
child, Chaco said. She picked up several 
words, but then seemed to lose her 
verbal skills. She started getting stuck in 
repetitive loops, like filling a cup in the 
bath and pouring it out over and over 
again. When it was time to leave a park, 
or shift from one activity to another, 
she’d fling herself to the floor, kicking 

and screaming.   
“We really felt defeated for a while,” 

Chaco said. “We didn’t know how to 
comfort her, and at that point, she 
wasn’t able to communicate with us.”

After a single visit to Kindering, the 
organization enveloped the family in a 
supportive network.

“I was blown away by how quickly 
they swooped in with so many different 
things to offer us,” Chaco said.

There was speech therapy, dietitian 
services, behavioral counselors who 
made house calls, and classes where the 
little girl who was afraid to eat anything 
but milk, rice and bread could watch 
other kids munching on cucumbers, car-
rots and apple slices — and occasionally 
follow their lead.

“We were going to Kindering five days 
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Leilani Chaco and her daughter Emilia work online with occupational therapist Lexi Baasch of Kindering. Baasch was helping Chaco 
show Emilia how to put on socks, boots and her jacket.
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a week at one point, and having people 
coming over all the time,” Chaco said. 
“It was a full-time gig.”

It was so all-consuming that Chaco 
sold her business making dip and sea-
soning mixes for sale at farmers mar-
kets, so she could focus her energy on 
taking care of Emi.

She was especially grateful for the 
way Kindering supports parents with 
programs to help them cope with the 
stress inherent in having a special-needs 
child.

“I feel like they’re not just Emi’s ther-
apists,” Chaco said. “As a family, they 
have been there for us, to support us, 
through the entire autism journey.”

Kindering serves children with dis-
abilities ranging from Down syndrome 
and cerebral palsy to those with vision 
and hearing problems and a wide range 
of cognitive and developmental delays. 
They emphasize the first three years of 
life, a time when the brain is flexible 
and developing rapidly, Greenwald said.

“The earlier you intervene the better. 
That’s when you can make such a 
long-lasting impact.”

The agency annually reaches 6,500 
children and their families, who speak 
more than 60 different languages. More 
than half of kids who complete Kinder-
ing’s programs don’t require special ed-
ucation when they enter school, which 
saves East King County districts more 
than $18 million a year.

Funding comes from federal and 
state agencies, insurance payments, 
donations and small fees, but no one 
is turned away if they can’t pay. The 
pandemic took a bite out of the budget, 
including a 30% drop in insurance reim-
bursements and greater demand for free 
services, Greenwald said.

The number of new kids joining pro-
grams also fell, in parallel with a decline 
in visits to primary care doctors who 
often make the referrals. Greenwald 
estimates it will take a year to make 
up lost ground in terms of money and 
enrollment.

But Kindering has already started 
easing back into limited in-person 
sessions — with appropriate safeguards 
— for kids who need close observation 
by therapists or services like wheelchair 
fittings.

For Emi, the predictable, stay-at-home 
schedule imposed by the pandemic has 
been beneficial, Chaco said. She loves 
her online therapy sessions and contin-

ues to make progress.
She’s speaking in complete sentences, 

rarely has meltdowns anymore, and is 
able to let her parents know when she’s 
sad, angry or frustrated. She no longer 
panics at the sight of strange foods and 
has become more open to new expe-
riences — as long as she doesn’t feel 
pressured.

“It’s been life-altering for everyone,” 
Chaco said. “She went from being 
stressed out so often to being more of 
who I think she really is, which is just a 
joyous, happy child.”

A recent, small victory came during a 
visit to a park. Emi’s dad gingerly took 
her down the slide for the first time, not 
knowing how she would react.

She loved it and immediately scram-
bled back up to do it again — on her 
own.
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Leilani Chaco and her daughter Emilia use Zoom to talk with occupational therapist 
Lexi Baasch, in the background, at Kindering. Therapy has gone online because of the 
pandemic, so this is how Baasch helps Chaco show Emilia how to put on her socks, boots 
and jacket.
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FUND FOR THE NEEDY

What your donation can do

$25: buys a month of live online 
early learning classes.
$50: buys therapy balls to loan to 
families for home therapy.
$100: buys screen protectors or 
kid-friendly holders for tablets 
used in virtual therapy session.
$200: buys personal protective 
gear for therapists and children, in-
cluding gowns, masks, face shields, 
gloves, high-volume sanitizer 
dispensers and sanitizer.


