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Hi friends,
What a year it has been! Going into 2020, our team was so 

excited. “We’re going to expand to a second city! Can you believe 
it?” Little did we know that it wouldn’t be just a second city, or 
a third, or a fourth . . . We now have kids and young adults in 
our program from NINE different cities across the country. 
Our virtual mentorship program has been flying, and hospitals 
all over are asking us if we can bring it to their patients. Who 
knew it could be so exciting to pay taxes in other states? 

We celebrated our 250th all-time friendship and 
opened our second physical location in partnership 
with WVU Medicine Children’s Hospital. Our program 
coordinator has been designated “essential staff” by hospital 
leadership and is working side-by-side the rest of the care 
team during the pandemic. Our participation rate is 95% and 
our outcomes are getting some serious attention.

In March, everything may have stopped, but the kids and 
young adults needed us to keep going. The social isolation 
we all felt was only magnified for kids with cancer and their 
families. Each child could only have one parent with them in 
the hospital, and no siblings or friends.

The need for our program didn’t just maintain —  
it grew.

We worked around the clock to develop a virtual 
mentorship program in a matter of weeks. We saw that kids 
and young adults with cancer across the country needed our 
help, so we decided to accelerate our strategy, dip into our 
reserve fund, and roll out our new program nationwide. Six 
hospital systems across the country have partnered with 
us, and more are putting together implementation teams.

Our virtual mentorship program is centered around 
helping the kids and young adults share passion projects 

with their mentors. Instead of simply talking over video each 
week, we send “passion project kits” so they can get a behind-the-

scenes look at a career / passion from the comfort of their hospital 
bed or home. 

Highlights from 2020
The new Connecting Champions ...

. . . the year when we became a national organization

Sidney's letter continued on next page >>



33
2020 annual report

One of our 21-year-old young 
women, Bree, wants to be a 
cosmetologist when she grows 
up. We sent Bree a mannequin 
so that each week she and her 
mentor, a local cosmetologist,  
can hop on video to perfect all 
kinds of beauty techniques. 

One of our 10-year-old 
girls, Cecilia, loves dinosaurs 
so we paired her with a world-
renowned female paleontologist. 
Each time she's in the hospital, 
Cecilia and her mentor video to 
learn about a different dinosaur 
and the discovery process — and  
even dig up some fossils!  

Last year I shared my belief 
that the best organizations have 
multiple founding moments. 
Well, this is the new Connecting 
Champions. We’re no longer a 
local organization — we are 
a national organization. The 
future we always dreamed of is 
here.

Thank you for all that
you are & help us to be,

Executive Director & Founder,
Connecting Champions

In October, we launched a “hybrid model” 
in partnership with WVU Medicine Children’s 
Hospital. Our program coordinator Sloane 
visits the kids & young adults in the hospital 
each day with her tablet and connects them, 
from the comfort of their hospital beds, with 
their mentors in the community.

We now have a second physical location:
WeSt virginia

Within eight weeks of the pandemic, we designed 
a brand new program and partnered with 
hospital systems across the country. Kids and 
young adults from nine different cities have signed 
up for our program. Hello Chicago, Morgantown, 
Cleveland, Buffalo, Grand Rapids, Washington, 
D.C., Dover, Cincinnati, and Pittsburgh! Stay 
tuned as we add more cities in 2021!

Our Virtual Friendship Program is in
9 CiTies & COUnTing!

One of the most groundbreaking layers of Connecting Champions  
is our evidence-based, data-driven approach. We built Outcomes 
Reporting software and collect data on a daily basis. Having a  
dedicated Data Analyst (thanks to a grant from the R.K. Mellon 
Foundation) now positions us to present our outcomes on a 
national stage in the coming years.

We hired a
data analySt

One of my favorites this year is with a young girl in rural West 
Virginia who wants to be an aquarist when she grows up. We paired 
her with a woman from the Pittsburgh Zoo & Aquarium; the two of 
them are reading a book together and videoing with the animals!

We reached
250 all-TiMe friendsHips
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What do you  
want to be when 
you grow up?

Baylee, age 11, Future Aquarist

Baylee is an 11-year-old who wants 
to save all of the ocean animals 
when she grows up. We paired 
her with Ariella, an aquarist at the 
Pittsburgh Zoo and Aquarium. Baylee 
and Ariella meet at least twice a 
month virtually to discuss not only 
ocean animals, but also other animals! 
They have discussed sharks, penguins, 
turtles, polar bears, and red pandas 
just to name a few! Baylee loves 
meeting with Ariella so much, she 
decided she wanted to do her  
Make-a-Wish at the zoo  
with ariella for a week!
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Get in Touch with Us
Learn more: www.ConnectingChampions.org 
E-mail: Team@ConnectingChampions.org 
Donate: www.ConnectingChampions.org/give

@ConnectingChampions

@ConnectingChampions

@ConnectChamps

Connecting Champions 
6101 penn avenue, suite 201 
pittsburgh, pa 15206

Maya, age 11, Future Fashion Designer
Maya is an 11-year-old who wants to be 
a fashion designer when she grows up, 
specifically creating wedding dresses 
and gowns. Her mentor Trista, is a 
Fashion Design and Merchandising 
Professor at Kent State University’s 
School of Fashion! Initially this duo 
learned about how to create a design, 
where to draw inspiration from, and 
began sketching fashion creations. 
Currently, Trista is teaching Maya 
how to sew, and they are working 
on bringing Maya’s first fashion 
collection to life, which they hope to 
showcase at the end of the year!

http://www.ConnectingChampions.org
mailto:Team%40ConnectingChampions.org?subject=
http://www.ConnectingChampions.org/give
https://www.facebook.com/connectingchampions/
https://twitter.com/connectchamps
https://www.instagram.com/connectingchampions/
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a Big thank you
to all of our generous donors in 2020!

Thank you to our special donors, sponsors, & foundations for helping our kids pursue their passions!
$125,000
Richard King Mellon 

Foundation
$25,000
Peoples Natural Gas 

Company LLC
$20,000
The Grable Foundation
$5,000
Char & Chuck Fowler 

Family Foundation
Highmark Health
$2,500
Mark & Amy 

Broadhurst 
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Club
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CliftonLarsonAllen LLP
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Mascaro Family 
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Dale & Yvonne Keairns
Robin & Don Kushner
Ruth Lebed
Anne Naqi
Lex & Valerie Rofeberg
Minerd & Sons
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Anonymous
Brigid & Adam Bowland
Suzy & Jim Broadhurst
Pittsburgh (Robinson) 

Sam's Club
Marlene & Irwin Cohen
Lawrence Hufnagel
Jan Hunter
PNC Matching 

Donation Program
Thomas Pratt
Suresh Ramanathan
Ilana & Roni Diamond 

Rosenfeld
Mark Shozda
Isabela Tetino
Carnegie Walmart
Jake Witherell
$250-$499
Anonymous
Lawrence Bauer
Brigid Bowland
Brooks Broadhurst
Andrew Bukowinski
Ian Callender
Harold & Helen Cohen
American Textile 
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Sally Davis
James & Melissa 
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Ellen Doyle
Michael Eisen
Lazor Furniture
David & Donna Gerson
Dana Gold
Diane Gruseck
Sam Iosiovich
Nikole Lazor
Audrey Lew
Malishchak Brothers Inc
Roman Matusz
Connie Ondo
Matt Scoletti
Rosanne & Daniel Stead
Gillian Stohner
Heather Thomas
Sara Thomas
$100-$249
Anonymous (7 donors)
Sharon & Mark 
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Jacob Altholz
Steve Anderson
Jeff Barton
Gregory & Janet 

Bowland
Jeff & Sheryl Broadhurst
Jeffery Brown
Shannon Buckley
Audrey Burgoon
CAF America
Kierra Corcoran
Diane Creme
Dee Dellefemine
Pamela Eckenrode
Marshall Einhorn
Judy & Art Eisen
Arias Flory
Ethel Fried
Rhonda Fried
Brett Fulesday
Angela Garcia
The Gibsons
Jeremy Gill
Cathy Hammel
Matt Hammel
Lisa Gallo Hayes
Heather Hibala
Andrew Horowitz
Jay Jain
James Kelly
Lucille M. Kelly
Steven Kibodeaux
Kelli Kleeb
Jane Kogan
Bob LaMar
Josh, Chrissy, & Camden 

Lookabaugh
Tom & Justine Luparello
Danny Lyons
Amy Malishchak
Joan Malishchak
Alex & Maryanne Mares
Michael Martin
Jonnett Maurer
Ted & Pam McAllister
Linda McAllister-Lucas
The Messina Family
Deborah Mills-Scofield
Susie Murn

Cindy Nichols
Kathryn Noorbakhsh
Nina & Rob Nungesser
Gabe Paley
Doug Paterra
Nana Reagle
Helen Remington
Lisa Ricci
James Scanlon
Charlie Schade
Karen Schade
Beverly Schaefer
Stephanie Scoletti
Madi Sheerer
The Strohs
Tresten Sweigard
Patricia Swenson
Jean Marie Tersak
Patrick Tomboc
Marcia Ungerman
Alaina Wartman
Jean Watkinson
Samantha Wilczynski
Ashleen Wilwohl
Kimberly Zytnick
Up to $100
Anonymous (13 donors)
Vaun & Patricia 

Addleman
Kris Aley
Kristan Allen
Tracey Armant
Wendy & Dan Azzara
Bethany Bailey
Craig Bair
Janet Balas
Julie Baran
Candace Baranski
Genevieve  

Barbee-Turner
Jaclyn Barnes
Jenna Baron
Martha Baron
Leah Bartle
Michael Bartz
Wendy & PJ Belic
Sue Bell
Jessica Berger
Samuel E. Bertenthal
Danielle & John Biagini
Rob & Peggy Blanc
Maria Blazevich
Scott Bliss
Heather Bonomi
Joelle Botti
Chris Brasil
Kim Breaux
Darryl & Pat Brletich
Lee & Sabrina Brletich
Dann Brown
Shira Burg
Albert Burlikowski
Cara Burris
Edward Butcher
Robert Byrnes
John Carter
Alyssa Chance
Erik Chiprich
Frank C. & Eileen M. 

Chiprich

Scott Churchill
Zachary Ciccone
Anthony Cihal
Tammy Cihal
Grace Clair
Jared Clark
Annie Clough
MaryBeth Cohen
Sarah Cohen
Ron & Katie Colaguori
Scott Colbert
Lori Conley
Carla Corbin
Tiffany Costa
Craig Cox
Samantha Dappolonia
Genevieve Davidson
Staci Daykon
Jerry Dellefemine
Rachel DelleFemine
Kristin Deluca
Denike Family
Judy Douglas
Darnell Drewery
Philip & Beth Eades
Amy Egan
Jennifer Elias
Bonnie Evans
Rich Federman
Colleen Fedor
Jim Felker
Michelle Figlar
Alanna Figurelli
Denise & Nick Figurelli
William & Viola 

Figurelli
Cassie Flanagan
William Flanagan
Kate Florence
Steve Flory
Monique Foray
The Shyne Awards 

Foundation
Burke Family 

Foundations
Keary Fox
Cindy Friedlander
Copley Fry
Ellen & Bob Galione
Joel Garceau III
Megan Ghilani
Gina Gilbert
Sam Gilman
Joshua Glass
Kacie Greco
John Hall
Lily & Jeff Hammel
Kelsey Hanahan
Christine Heffner
Lisa Heh
Bethany Hemingway
Amy Henry
Holly Hickling
Charles & Linda Hicks
Erik Hoeke
Jason Hostetler
Ann Hrabik
Cheryl Hufnagel
Justin Ickes
Josh, Tay, & Ava 

Imbrogno

Karen Isenberg
Natalie Jacobs
Amy Johnson
Meghan Jones
Anne Kauffman
Halie Keane
Chris Kemp
Lori Kiehl
Joseph & Catherine 

Kloss
Kathleen Koroskenyi
Peter & Jennifer 

Kozlowski
Chuck Krohg
Bob & Alice Kushner
Madeline Kushner
Sidney Kushner
Tyler Kweder
Scott & Sue Lammie
Kevin Leary
Richard Lebed
Cindy Leen
Rachel Leonard
Nicole Letterio
Jen Leventry
Paul Lloyd
Pam Ludin
Karen Lue
Carmen Malloy
Hannah Malloy
Richard Mandel
Melissa & Aaron Mares
Cindy Marzock
Cassandra Masters
Alex Matthews
Grace McAllister
Terrence McAllister
Shirley Pastore 

McCormack
Meghan McCormick
Margaret McGaughey
Lisa Melman
Rose Metzger
Elizabeth Miller
Jennifer Morris
Paige Morrow
Ryan Moser
Hala Mouzaffar
Erika Mueller
Suzanne Natter
Amy Nelson
Brandon Nelson
Mike Nelson
Lauren Nesbit
Janet Nier
Rich Nolan
Sean Nolan
Margaret Novak
Ken Nowakowski
Chelsea Oakes
Ivy Oliver
Kacy Ondo
Meghan & Tim Ondo
The Mentoring 

Partnership
Shawn Patton
Kathy, Tara, Kai, Patch, 

Winston, & Sam 
Peters

Anne Philbin
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More donors we
are grateful for:
David & Susan Pogue
Beverly Pressley
Morgan Puterbaugh
Clark Putnal
Lisa Rainey
Ben Santoriello &  

Sarah Rains
David Rancatore
Erica Rapelje
Nancy Rapelje
Angela Rebholz
Alice Remington
Manivel Rengasamy
John Rhee
Evan Rhodes
The Riley Family
Lisa Ripper
Haley Roberts
Jennifer Roesch
Christine Rohde
Leigh Roth
Michele Rothstein
Andrew Russo
Dana Salopek
Susan Salopek
Ann Scanlon
Brenda Scanlon
Shaina Schachter
Shelly Schapiro
Brian & Sharon Schell
Henrik Sedin
Raymond & Christine 

Sekowski
Hannah Sherer
Sean Shimansky
Doug Silk
John & Pamela Sipos
Shirley Sites
Danielle Smith
Timothy M. Smith
Allison Stevens
Kristi Stiegler
Geoff Straub
Annabel Summo
Alexis Taylor
Anna Taylor
Gary Theobald
Michelle Thomas
Nancy Thomas
Nicholas Thomas
Deborah Tobias
Nicole Tobias
Zachary Vaughan
Joyce Vecchio
Molly Vogel
Ryan Meyer Von Bremen
Karen Waggoner
Tim Wagner
Chelsie Walker
Dawn Walp
Paul Weaver
Wendy Weaver
Nathan Weinberger
Kathleen Weiser
Philip Wenk
Shannon Wiehagen
Edyta Williams
Tracey Wilson
Courtney Wong
Kevin Wright
Maria Yezovich
Megs Yunn
Michelle Zappa
Jacqueline Ziemianski

Board of Directors
linda Mcallister-lucas Md & phd *

Chief of Division of Pediatric 
Hematology / Oncology at UPMC 
Children’s Hospital of Pittsburgh

Chrissy lookabaugh *
Parent of a Connecting Champions 
Alumnus

deb Mills-scofield *
Owner of Mills-Scofield, LLC

dana gold *
Chief Operating Officer at Jewish 
Family & Community Services of 
Pittsburgh 

Mark Broadhurst
Vice President of Corporate Dining 
& Retail Development at Eat’n Park 
Hospitality Group

Terrence Mcallister ^
Financial Advisor at MassMutual  
of Pittsburgh

Tracey reed armant * ^
Program Officer at The Grable 
Foundation

Jonnett Maurer *
Operations & Partnership Director  
at PULSE

Jane Kogan *
Associate Chief Research & 
Translation Officer at UPMC  
Center for High-Value Health Care

Medical Advisor
andrew Bukowinski, Md

Pediatric Hematologist / Oncologist 
at UPMC Children’s Hospital of 
Pittsburgh

Team
Sidney Kushner

Founder & Executive Director
Fun Fact: “One day in high school, my psychology teacher gave us a challenge: whoever 
memorized the most digits of Pi (the mathematical number) would win an actual pie from 
the teacher! I memorized 101 digits . . .
. . .my teacher forgot the pie.”

emily dougan *
Administrative Assistant
Fun Fact: “I love to engage in all types of creative endeavors — primarily, I love to draw  
with a traditional dip pen and ink, enjoy creative writing, and am working hard at  
learning German!”

Coy Thompson ^
Program Coordinator, Pittsburgh
Fun Fact: “I love trying new food, and I 
make a point to try any new food that I 
am offered, as long as the person serving 
it eats it too. I have gotten to try many 
surprisingly good dishes this way, such as 
gibnut, pigeon soup and tacos de lengua.”

alyssa rapelje *
Program Champion
Fun Fact:  “In addition to working with children, I love to travel and experience new places, 
people, and cultures! I fed a blind rhino in Kenya, rode a bobsled down the Olympic track  
in Utah, and saw the Pope in Japan.” 

 sloane strauss *
Program Coordinator, West Virginia
Fun Fact:  “I have been to the most southern point of Africa and saw where the Pacific and 
Indian oceans blend together!”

With respect to diversity:  * = female  |  ^ = person of color
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Every fall, Connecting Champions hosts the  
“Night of Inspiration,” an evening where our 
mentors present the kids and young adults 
personalized awards sharing how they’ve inspired  
us with their bravery during the cancer journey.

inspiraTiOn
Night of
every September 
(ConnectingChampions.org/inspiration)
emceed by sean nolan, teen cancer survivor

In 2020, we hosted our first ever virtual toast —  
the Toast to 250 — to celebrate the 250  
all-time friendships in Connecting Champions.  
350 attendees from 30 states received a “mystery 
toast box” at their doorstep, with a fancy drink, 
pastries, and other mystery items. I wonder if  
there will be another milestone to toast to soon…

TOasT TO . . .
When: it's a mystery!
(ConnectingChampions.org/milestone)

Starting in 2020, we transitioned 
to a “virtual marathon,” where 
participants run or walk wherever  
they are in the world! Whether a  
full marathon or a pet walk, there  
are many ways to hop into nature 
for a cause.

MaraTHOn TeaM
Charity
every May (ConnectingChampions.org/marathon)
in memory of Victoria Ondo Burnfin, 
our beloved intern & mentor

Before passing away from cancer in 2016,  
Janet’s birthday wish was to host a masquerade  
ball to raise money for those impacted by  
cancer. We “dress to the nines” and a kid in 
Connecting Champions is presented with a  
“Guiding Light” award.

MaSquerade Ball
Janet Lynne McAllister
every april (jlmMasqueradeBall.com)
in memory of Janet lynne Mcallister, 
mother of our Board member Terrence

E

V
E N T

S

During March Madness season, people across  
the country form teams with their coworkers, 
friends, and classmates to sponsor the kids and 
young adults with cancer in Connecting  
Champions. People make their bracket pools 
charitable or simply raise money to change a life.

friendsHip
March to
entire month of March, online
(MarchToFriendship.com)

http://www.incantare-effect.com
http://ConnectingChampions.org/inspiration
http://ConnectingChampions.org/milestone
http://ConnectingChampions.org/marathon
http://jlmMasqueradeBall.com
http://MarchToFriendship.com
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