
 

 

Fall 2014 

Dear Friends, 

Recently I had the privilege of attending our Challenge into 

Change Awards Ceremony. What an inspiration! Over 30 

contributors shared triumphant stories of women overcoming issues 

such as abuse, depression, and cancer. Three proudly wrote about 

their mothers. Many opened up about their own struggles and one 

UVA student came up to the podium and stated, “This is the first 

time I am sharing my story.”  

As Eboni Bugg, our Community 

Programs Director, shared from the stage, “It is a privilege and an 

honor to bear witness to the resilience of the human spirit.” At The 

Women’s Initiative we hold space for women to open themselves 

up to the raw, terrifying journey towards healing and growth. We 

empower women to reclaim their lives and their wholeness. On 

the next page you will see writings from our Challenge into 

Change event, where women share their stories of transformation. 

Their words embody the kind of 

strength and renewal that often 

emerges through counseling at The Women’s Initiative. 

More than 2,600 women have benefitted from our mental 

health, social support and educational offerings so far this year 

and we continue to receive calls every day as more women learn 

about our services and seek help.  

As the end of this year approaches, I 

am humbled by all of the work our 

amazing staff has accomplished so far and all of the work yet to 

be done. Work that we cannot do without you. We continue to 

appreciate and need your support for our clients as they 

courageously transform challenge into change. 

Elizabeth Irvin, LCSW 
Executive Director 
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Eboni Bugg, LCSW, 
Community Programs Director 

Beth Gager 
2013 Winner, Keynote Speaker 

Renee Blue O’Connell 
2014 1st  Place 

Anna Degraffinreid,  
2014 Runner Up 

With much gratitude, 

Photos by Portia Schneider Photography 
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Excerpts of Winning Works 

2014 Challenge into Change Writing Contest 

Slowly I opened an eye 

peeking at the stunning view 

in front of me. 4000 feet 

high and climbing higher. I 

took in my surroundings, a 

small glass bubble gliding 

along a thin cord, barely an 

inch wide moving my 180 

pound body…. 

Three years ago I wouldn’t 

have imagined this mo-

ment. My 315 pound body 

would have been paralyzed 

with fear at the thought of 

being transported on a tight-

rope up a 4,000 foot moun-

tain. 

Some of us describe loss as 

sadness, a feeling of longing 

for something that was. Not 

this loss. I lost fear, I lost 

emotional baggage and I 

lost poor self-esteem. 

Climbing higher and higher, I 

knew I would never let fear 

stop me again. I spent nearly 

40 years trapped in a body 

that feared. I will not be 

trapped again…. 

Erin Tucker 
Second Place Winner 

The Chief 

…People don’t understand 

that it’s a lot of work to learn 

to hear with a bionic 

device…. 

I struggled for months. 

Eventually I got help from my 

Rehab counselor. She showed 

me “Listening Gym” websites 

to do auditory exercises. 

Each morning I worked to 

regain speech recognition by 

listening to consonant and 

vowel sounds appearing in 

common words. Then I 

graduated to sentences and 

stories. I failed most of the 

quizzes in my early attempts. 

For my music, I did ear 

training studies with a music 

teacher to regain my pitch 

perception. 

Gradually signs of progress 

came with sounds of birds 

singing, the soft whooshing 

wind blowing in the trees, the 

trickling river flowing nearby 

and a street musician 

playing the flute (heard from 

3 blocks away!)…. 

Renee Blue O’Connell 
First Place Winner 

No more Fried Egg Boons 

Augustina Mensa-Kwao 
Third Place Winner 

Music, My Lifeline 

Chaos in one’s life creates 

a ripple effect that 

adversely affects everyone 

around. In exceptional 

instances, the perfect storm 

also cultivates resilience. In 

middle school, my sister’s 

chronic illness of sickle cell 

anemia reemerged. I spent 

late nights listening to her 

moans of pain that escalated 

to the point of unbearable 

agony. Watching helplessly, 

I resorted to inflicting harm 

on myself to escape 

emotional stress…. 

…I wasn’t hurting anyone, I 

thought to myself. I felt 

alone, afraid, and confused. 

The day my sister walked in, 

with tears in her eyes, she 

ran to my bedside and held 

me tight…. At that moment I 

realized that I was not 

alone; through socia l 

insurance garnered from 

family support, I overcame 

my depression…. 

PROGRAM HIGHLIGHTS 

 Our free walk-in clinics  have 

provided nearly 200 visits for 

women who need immediate 

care. 

 229 patients have been served 

through our integrated care 

partnership at the 

Charlottesville Free Clinic. 

 584 participants received 

education and outreach services 

through our Jefferson School 

City Center Neighborhood 

Health Outreach Program. 

 Over 75 Latina women have 

been served in our Grupo de 

Apoyo (Spanish-speaking 

support group) and Bienestar 

individual counseling  so far this 

year. 

 Kirsten Franke, our Clinical 

Services Director, provided 

meditation training to 65 UVA 

employees. 

 Volunteer Wendy Miller shared 

her career coaching expertise 

with 17 women in workshops, 

one-on-one trainings and a 

support group. 

 More couples are being served 

this year through our mental 

health counseling program. As 

one woman shared, “We have 

our marriage back. Thank you!” 

 Our Bienestar Coordinator, 

Ingrid Ramos, spoke to over 50 

people about the mental health 

impact caused by family 

disruption and immigration. 

 Free knitting groups continue to 

be a bedrock of our social 

support offerings on Tuesday 

evenings and Thursday 

afternoons. 
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Family Barn Party 

Three years ago, a creative group of talented, philanthropic minded 

community members inspired by 

Elizabeth Fennell, created for the 

Women's Initiative its first annual, 

incredibly successful family fundraiser. 

This year our two new co-chairs, 

Catherine Brown and Marcela Foshay, 

along with a number of new and 

equally inventive party committee 

members upped the ante with yet 

another wildly successful, fun-filled family event. Our classic 

wrestling bear donned a pink tutu and shared the stage for 

hilarious antics with Michael Geismar, Erika Viccellio and Bill 

Atwood who volunteered to get dunked in our Dunk Tank to raise 

counseling sessions for women in need. Complete with a pre-

wrestling bear hunt, pony rides, and our Lil' Country Fair 

featuring apple bobbing (new) and a family photo booth (new), 

families left happy and ready for rest, having raised our highest 

level of fundraising support ever to bring vital mental health 

services to women in our community.  

Adventure Farm 

Blue Mountain Brewery 

Branner Graphic Design 

Cindy Janechild 

Dr. Lewis Weber & Associates 

Drs. Bower & Keenan and Associates 

Early Mountain Vineyards 

Gropen 

J.W. Townsend Landscapes—Hotpots 

L’Etoile 

Organic Butcher 

Piedmont Pediatrics 

Plow and Hearth 

Shenanigans 

Sweethaus 

Ten2Wellness—Sonic Whole Body Vibration Training 

Tiger Fuel Company 

Trump Winery 

Whole Foods 

Wineworks—Michael Shaps 

Wisdom Oak Winery 

 

Many thanks to our 

hardworking 2014 Party 

Committee:  

Catherine Brown, co-chair 

Marcela Foshay, co-chair 

 Maylisa Baldwin 

Dorothy Batten 

Kristin Clarens 

Cynnie Davis & Don Swoford 

Elizabeth & Temple Fennell 

Holly Hatcher 

Bebe Heiner & Bill Atwood 

Helen & David Hilliard 

Holen Lewis 

Brooke McGowan 

Sarah-Gray Parrish 

Debbie Rowe 

Portia Schneider 

Rae Skinner 

Tobey Stultz 

Erika Viccellio 

Marisa Vrooman 

Emily Westlake 

Leah Willey 

Many thanks to businesses for their in-kind support!  
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2014 Family Barn Party 
Generous Businesses Supporting Women and Families in our Community 

BELLAIR BEAR AWARD — $10,000 

BLUE RIBBON — $5,000 

Investment Management of Virginia 

Quantitative Investment Management 

Signature Family Wealth Advisors 

RED RIBBON — $2,500 

Southern Cities Studio 

Wells Fargo Advisors 

WHITE RIBBON — $1,500 

Arcane Technologies, Bend Yoga, Clifton Inn, 

Higdon Partners, Loring Woodriff Real 

Estate Associates, McGuire Woods, Piedmont 

Pediatric Dentistry, Portia Schneider 

Photography, Relay Foods 

Some of our 2014 Challenge into Change Writing Contest 
Award Winners and Contributors 

Many thanks to Portia Schneider for generously taking photographs for our newsletter! 


