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Congratulations 
On behalf of the Jackson County Legislature, I extend my heartfelt congratulations to Our Health 

Matters™ magazine on your 20 years of outstanding work and continued dedication to promoting 
health and wellness in our community.

Healthy residents are the foundation of a thriving county. When individuals have access 

grow stronger, productivity rises and our shared quality of life improves. Our Health Matters 
plays an essential role in this effort by providing valuable insights, highlighting local health 
initiatives and connecting residents with the knowledge they need to make informed decisions 
about their well-being.

As we continue working to improve health outcomes across Jackson County, partnerships 

every resident has the opportunity to live a longer, healthier and 

Congratulations once again to Our Health Matters for your 20 
years of service and commitment to our community’s health. 

DaRon McGee
Chairman
Jackson County Legislature
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After our meeting, he said, “I think you should do this.”
And we did.
From our evolving taglines—Get Informed, Be Aware, Live Healthy—to In Touch 

With Your Health and today’s Your Guide to Healthy Living, our mission has remained 
constant: to empower you to take control of your health. That means listening to your 
body, asking questions, seeking second opinions, and being an active member of your 
healthcare team.

I thank God for placing this vision in my heart and guiding me through valleys I’d 
never traveled—with just the words, “Trust Me.” I thank Lora Lee, who helped position 
Our Health Matters™ as a trusted health media brand. And I thank the contributors who 
have helped shape our legacy: Bruce and Justin, who endures my design micromanaging, 
perfectionist tendencies (sometimes I’ve been right about those “can’t-ignore” edits, 
LOL). Ideas for trending health topics start with confi dants and editorial assistants 
Jeanene, Donna, Tenille, Julie and Bebe—Our Health Matters’ ambassador from the fi rst 
day we met. Many others include author Dr. Robert Lee Hill, E. Nathan Gause, MD, 
Orthopaedic Surgeon,  Jim Nunnelly, community health advocate and so many others.

Our editorial planning sessions are focused on keeping you informed. We 
research and engage with experts on a variety of topics. In this issue, learn how 
the Municipal Court and Jackson County Mental Health Court are using 
specialty courts to reduce repeat offending to increase public safety. Read about 
Prosecutor Melesa Johnson’s new policy to hold serious domestic violence 
offenders accountable (pages 7-13).  We sound the alarm about why many third 
graders are not reading at grade level—and a community solution to address this 
issue (page 34). These stories and more provide insights to support your family’s 
health and well-being.

Special thanks to the Health Forward Foundation for their consistent support—a 
true change maker partner! To readers, advertisers and partners—Samuel U. Rodgers 
Health Center, Swope Health, University Health and many others—thank you. Your 
support has made this journey possible.

And honorable mention to my late husband, Floyd Wiggins, Jr—for standing beside 
me in the early years, ensuring Our Health Matters™
reached our readers even when funding was slim. Floyd, 
you believed in the mission that health matters to all of us.

As we celebrate 20 years, I am more committed to 
our purpose. We’re expanding into podcasting, events 
and deeper community engagement. We’re still asking 
questions. We’re still listening. And we’re still here—
because your health still matters.

With gratitude and purpose,

Ruth Ramsey, Publisher and CEO

Floyd Wiggins, Jr. 

Visit us at www.kcourhealthmatters.com 5
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SOME CORE PRINCIPLES INCLUDE:
Equality Before the Law
Everyone, regardless of status, is treated 
equally under the law.

Legal Accountability
Government o�cials and institutions 
must operate within the law and are held 
accountable for their actions.

Fairness
Laws should be applied fairly, and 
individuals should have access to legal 
representation and justice.

Transparency
Laws and legal processes should be open 
and accessible to the public.

RULE OF LAW 
MATTERS

The rule of law is a fundamental principle that asserts that all individuals and institutions are 
subject to and accountable under the law. It emphasizes that laws should be clear, publicized, 
stable and applied evenly, ensuring that justice is delivered impartially. The rule of law is 
essential for protecting rights, maintaining order and fostering trust in legal systems.

THIS SECTION HIGHLIGHTS THE WORK OF LOCAL COURTS. 
The Municipal, Wellness, and Mental Health Courts serve a vital role by administering fair and appropriate responses 

to misdemeanors and felonies. While emphasizing treatment and support, they also uphold accountability, 

especially in cases involving more serious offenses. Learn what Jackson County Prosecutor Melesa Johnson is doing 

to increase oversight and greater accountability for individuals charged with serious domestic violence offenses.



Judge Courtney Wachal 

began her career 

serving as a Missouri 

State Public Defender.  In 2011 

she became a Kansas City 

Municipal Court prosecutor.  In 

2015 Mayor Sly James and the 

City Council appointed Judge 

Wachal as judge to the Kansas 

City Municipal Court Division 

203. Judge Wachal oversees domestic violence cases 

and specialized programming in the municipal court and 

Wellness Court, which was launched by her and her team 

in January 2025.

The Kansas City Municipal Court handles traffic tickets 

and municipal ordinance violations. Municipal ordinance 

violations are punishable by up to six months in jail and 

include such offenses as stealing, trespass, property 

damage, driving under the influence, possession of drug 

paraphernalia, assault and more.

Judge Wachal also presides over Wellness Court, 

a recent merger of Municipal Drug Court and Mental 

Health Court. The goal of Wellness Court is to promote 

the mental, emotional and physical well-being of all 

participants, reduce recidivism (repeat offending) and 

increase public safety. 

Many courts operate separate programs for those 

with substance use issues and those with mental health 

NEW PROGRAM  NEW PROGRAM  
AND BETTER OUTCOMES AND BETTER OUTCOMES 
IN KANSAS CITY COURTSIN KANSAS CITY COURTS

Courtney A. Wachal
Judge - Division 203 
Domestic Violence Docket 
Kansas City  
Municipal Court

8      Our Health Matters 20th Anniversary   |  SPECIAL EDITION
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NEW PROGRAM  NEW PROGRAM  
AND BETTER OUTCOMES AND BETTER OUTCOMES 
IN KANSAS CITY COURTSIN KANSAS CITY COURTS

disorders.  These courts are known as drug courts and 

mental health courts.  They exist in municipal courts as 

well as state courts for those charged with higher level 

criminal offenses.

It is difficult to immediately place individuals in one 

court or another.  Their treatment needs become apparent 

over time and rarely can be defined as only substance 

use or mental health. Researchers estimate that 50% of 

people who experience a substance use disorder will also 

have a mental health disorder, and vice versa. However, 

only about 10% of adults with co-occurring disorders 

receive treatment for both conditions. Wellness Court 

aims to change these statistics.

Kansas City Municipal Court serves the various 

needs of each defendant under one umbrella—

Wellness Court. Wellness Court brings together 

treatment providers and other services that were 

previously working separately with either Drug Court 

or Mental Health Court. To accommodate this large 

group of providers, the court converted a courtroom 

into a flex-space large enough for all of them to 

meet for staffing each Thursday at 1:00 p.m., before 

the Wellness Court docket begins. During staffing, 

community partners review the treatment plans 

and progress of each participant. Wellness Court 

participants have direct and immediate access to the 

services they need.

INDIVIDUALIZED PROGRAMS  INDIVIDUALIZED PROGRAMS  
LEAD TO BETTER OUTCOMESLEAD TO BETTER OUTCOMES

Wellness Court has a person-centered approach. 

In addition to required programming pertaining 

to substance use and mental health treatment, 

participants choose from a variety of elective 

pro-social programs and activities based on their 

individual interests. Wellness Court participants who 

reach phase two of the four-phase program receive 

memberships to the ten Kansas City, MO Parks 

and Recreation community centers to encourage 

participation in activities that improve physical 

health. Participants can also choose to develop 

any of their individual interests such as crocheting, 

reading or cooking for their “elective” requirements.

“The impact of combining the courts and adding the 

elective programming has been remarkable.  Wellness 

Court participants learn to trust that the court is 

trying to help them because they are immediately 

linked to a community partner that can get them the 

resources they need. Participants enjoy coming to 

court and sharing their progress and personal growth 

with the Wellness Court team.  As strange as it seems, 

Wellness Court is fun,” Wachal said.

While there are other courts in the country labeled 

“Wellness Courts,” their focus is on mental health, not 

co-occurring disorders. Kansas City Municipal Court 

continues to build on its 20-year history of operating 

successful specialty courts. 

If you need information about Kansas City’s Municipal 

Wellness Court, please email probation@kcmo.org or 

visit our website at www.kcmo.gov.

Judge Courtney A. Wachal graduated from the 

University of Nebraska—Lincoln in 2001 with a Bachelor 

of Arts degree. She received her law degree from the 

University of Kansas in 2004.  

 
 Wellness Court participants 
learn to trust that the court is 
trying to help them because 

they are immediately linked to a 
community partner that can get 
them the resources they need.  

Visit us at www.kcourhealthmatters.com	 9







On a recent Monday, about 

halfway through her mental 

health probation docket, 

Commissioner Tiffany D. 

Gregg called a woman to the bench to see 

how she was doing. She’d had no incidents 

or problems, was employed and well-

housed. She was doing great—and Gregg 

found it was time for her probation to come 

to an end. “You can go out and live your life 

the way you’ve learned to do,” Gregg said, 

as the courtroom erupted in applause.

 Welcome to the 16th Judicial Circuit’s 

Mental Health Court, a specialized docket 

within the circuit’s Treatment Court 

designed to give qualifying individuals an 

opportunity to go through extensive court-

ordered treatment rather than the typical 

criminal justice system. 

In a typical criminal case, defendants 

remain silent as prosecutors and defense 

attorneys argue before a neutral judge 

overseeing the case. Mental Health Court, 

which is aimed at individuals whose mental 

FACING MENTAL HEALTH FACING MENTAL HEALTH 
COURT CAN CHANGE LIVESCOURT CAN CHANGE LIVES

Scott Lauck
Public Information Officer 
16th Judicial Circuit,  
Jackson County
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health issues have influenced their alleged criminal 

behavior, turns that arrangement on its head. 

At each court hearing, the commissioner quizzes 

the participants about what has occurred in their lives 

since she last saw them. Aiding Gregg is a team of 

court staff, attorneys and treatment providers who are 

able to reach out to local healthcare organizations and 

housing agencies in real time, verifying information and 

securing appointments. Although each person appears 

for just a few minutes, Gregg has a detailed picture 

of their issues. “If I see your face, I know your entire 

history,” she said. 

For some participants, the court appearance 

showcases lives that are slowly getting back on track, 

which can reduce the frequency of their court dates 

and eventually lead to successful graduation from 

 the program. 

For others, it is a tale of bad choices and missed 

opportunities: failed urinalysis tests, absences from 

treatment appointments, probation violations, new 

criminal charges. Most of them agree to try to do better; 

some grow frustrated and agitated. A few demonstrate 

symptoms of ongoing mental health crises.

Gregg remains implacable and professional 

throughout each encounter. For some she orders 

immediate drug tests, for others a quick appointment 

with a clinic that can fill their prescriptions.

Even in the face of repeated setbacks, Gregg would 

much rather get the person into treatment and back on 

their medications than punish them. As she put it, “I can 

put you in jail, but when you get out, you’ll be the exact 

same person.” 

Commissioner Ti�any D. Gregg is the Treatment Court 

Commissioner of the 16th Judicial Circuit’s Division 50. 

She presides over the Drug Court, Mental Health Court 

and Veterans Court. She has served as an attorney with 

the Missouri State Public Defender’s O�ce. She is a 

2007 graduate of the UMKC School of Law.

 In a typical criminal case, 
defendants remain silent 

as prosecutors and defense 
attorneys argue before a neutral 

judge overseeing the case. 
Mental Health Court, which 

is aimed at individuals whose 
mental health issues have 

influenced their alleged criminal 
behavior, turns that arrangement 

on its head.

Visit us at www.kcourhealthmatters.com	 13
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On the occasion of the 20th anniversary of 

Our Health Matters, it is a pleasure to offer 

congratulations to all who have contributed 

to its timely and crucial impact on the overall health of 

Greater Kansas City. It has been a high honor to have been 

invited, from time to time, to make a small contribution 

to its content.

Scott Momaday, of the Kiowa tradition, understood that 

a person’s life proceeds from that person’s name the way 

a river proceeds from its source. Such is the case, I believe, 

with Our Health Matters. Its mission is made plain in the 

three little words of its name: Our. Health. Matters. From 

what I know about Our Health Matters and editor/publisher 

Ruth Ramsey, it has fulfilled that mission splendidly.

Of course, the central focus of OHM is health, in all of 

its manifestations: physical, medical, familial, institutional 

and communal. The statistics and detailed information 

which OHM regularly provides—from diet requirements 

to exercise regimens, from guidance regarding stress 

reduction to social determinants of health—are crucial 

data points and are utterly dependable.

The double entendre of the third word in the name is 

notable: “Matters” is both a subject and a verb. Health is 

a subject that is of the highest priority for people of all 

ages. “If you have your health,” so the old saying goes, 

“you have everything.” While that that cliche may be a 

bit hackneyed and overused, there are several kernels of 

truth in it for all people, from infants to octogenarians.

But let us not forget the verb form of the word “Matters.” 

Health matters in the sense that health counts, it can be 

measured, it signifies certain 

deep dimensions of meaning 

and value in the lives of the 

metro’s citizens.

My favorite word in this 

magazine’s name, however, 

is the first one: “Our.” The 

”Our” in this journalistic 

endeavor pertains equally to 

both recipients of healthcare 

services and those whose 

expertise and dedication move 

them to provide it. It has been 

inspiring to read regularly 

about how caregivers need 

care, too.

Our Health Matters has 

been unflagging in its commitment to and unwavering in 

its uplift for those who have fewer and fewer accessible 

entrance points to healthcare systems. When others 

see the word “Our” in the magazine’s title, I hope they 

understand that “Our” means “All,” or, to use a blunter, 

more familiar interpretation, “All Y’all.”

While they may be few and far between, magazines 

that strive to be inclusive and welcoming toward all 

people are truly agents of healing.

Dr. Robert Lee Hill is Minister Emeritus of Community 

Christian Church, where he served for more than 30 

years. He is the author of eleven books, most recently, 

Life Is To Be Celebrated!

Here’s to Our Health Matters,  
an Agent of Healing for 20 Years!

L E G A C Y 
T R I B U T E

Dr. Robert Lee Hill
Author,  
Community Consultant
Minister Emeritus -  
Community  
Christian Church
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Programs & Services
• Behavioral health counseling for children and families
• Youth development programs that foster creativity, leadership,  

and resilience
• Public safety—violence prevention, substance abuse treatment, 

and support for survivors; advocating for transportation, walkability  
and bikeability

For more than a century, Mattie Rhodes Center 

(MRC) has stood as a beacon of hope and healing in 

Greater Kansas City. Founded in 1894 with a $500 gift 

from Mattie Florence Rhodes—a visionary young woman 

whose legacy lives on—MRC continues to uplift all families 

through culturally competent, wraparound services that 

address the full spectrum of health and well-being.

MATTIE RHODES’ FORWARD  MATTIE RHODES’ FORWARD  
VISION BUILDS COMMUNITYVISION BUILDS COMMUNITY

Rooted in the Historic Northeast, MRC 

serves culturally diverse families and welcomes 

individuals of all backgrounds. Their mission: 

to empower, advocate for, and connect diverse 

communities through programs that tackle the 

social determinants of health—poverty, violence, 

housing instability, and more.

Families lacking resources to meet health, wellness 

and daily living essentials find support through MRC’s 

whole-person care model that ensures no one walks 

alone. Every year, the Behavioral Health team serves 

more than 1,000 individuals who live in Jackson County, 

Missouri, and the surrounding metro area. All services 

are free and open to the public.

Volunteer, especially during the holidays, to distribute 

food, adopt a family and consider making regular 

financial contributions to support and expand outreach. 

Mattie Rhodes is a 501C3 nonprofit organization.

Whether you’re seeking support or looking to give 

back, Mattie Rhodes Center invites you to be part of a 

legacy built on compassion, equity, and community trust.  

For more information, call 816-471-2536

A Century and Two Decades of Loving Care

How Can You Help?

148 N. Topping Avenue  |  Kansas City, MO 64123
Learn more at www.mattierhodes.org

• 
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Over the past 20 years, Ruth Ramsey has tackled 

emerging health-related issues and promoted 

proven best practices and mitigation strategies 

through Our Health Matters, other publications and 

community service. Because our goals were aligned, 

her publication allowed me to act as a “community 

transformer” in my role at Blue KC. As an Editorial Board 

member and article reviewer and contributor, I witnessed 

first-hand Ruth’s relentless pursuit of timely and relevant 

content to advance personal health literacy and self-

empowerment (i.e., understanding health information, 

navigating the healthcare system, interacting with 

healthcare providers and managing one’s own health).  

RETROSPECTIVE ON RUTH RAMSEY’S RETROSPECTIVE ON RUTH RAMSEY’S 
REWARDING WORKREWARDING WORK

For many years Ruth consulted with healthcare leaders 

to produce the Greater Kansas City Health Resource 

Guide in English and Spanish, which was distributed by 

the thousands to local health systems and organizations 

and funded by Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Kansas City 

(Blue KC) and the Health Forward Foundation.

During the H1N1 flu pandemic in 2009, she worked with 

Blue KC and Mid-America Regional Council to distribute 

an Influenza Vaccination Record perforated card as a 

special insert in Our Health Matters. In 2020, Our Health 

Matters created a special edition of timely resources 

informing families about the COVID-19 pandemic, which 

she mailed to 22,000 households.

Fifteen years ago, when Ruth served as Chairperson 

of the Minority Health and Health Equity Committee of 

the KCMO Health Department’s Health Commission, 

she coalesced healthcare and community organizations 

around addressing maternal 

health. Her Mother and 

Baby Health Guide provided 

invaluable information about 

regional resources.

In 2021, Ruth shepherded 

the Caregivers Community 

Resource Guide: Together 

We Can Make a Difference, 

sponsored by AARP Kansas 

City, which is designed to 

help family caregivers find 

and connect to services and 

programs to support them and 

the person in their care. That 

same year, Ruth was awarded 

the Friend of Medicine Award 

by the Kansas City Medical Society. 

I applaud Ruth’s diligence and perseverance in 

promoting prevention, early intervention and recovery 

strategies, survival techniques and overall resilience 

building across numerous topics. I deeply appreciate 

the professionals and organizations that supported her 

many efforts over the past 20 years to further personal 

health literacy and self-empowerment.

Teresa Gerard currently works as an independent 

healthcare consultant. She specializes in  corporate 

strategy, product development, revenue cycle 

management, behavioral health, health information 

technology, health informatics and telehealth. Gerard 

has supported e�orts in health policy, health/community 

information exchanges and interoperability of clinical, 

social services and administrative information.

A Stand-out Health MagazineA Stand-out Health Magazine
Because…It’s Relevant, Inclusive and Valuable

Teresa Gerard 
MBA, CEO
Guardian Group, LLC
Board of Advocates, School 
of Health Professions
KU Medical Center  
Advisory Board

L E G A C Y
T R I B U T E





At University Health’s Center for High-Risk Pregnancy & 

OB/GYN Specialty Care, every mother’s journey matters.

For most women, pregnancy is a time of joy and 

anticipation. But when complications arise, that joy can 

quickly be replaced with worry. That’s where University 

Health’s Center for High-Risk Pregnancy & OB/GYN 

Specialty Care steps in with expertise, compassion and a 

commitment to walking beside you every step of the way.

 Our maternal-fetal medicine specialists understand that 

every pregnancy is different. Whether you’re managing 

diabetes or high blood pressure, carrying multiples, 

experienced past pregnancy challenges or you’re currently 

facing an unexpected challenge, we provide the advanced 

care and emotional support you need. 

University Health’s investment in this advanced facility 

underscores its commitment to providing exceptional care for 

women. By expanding services and access to expert maternal 

care, the Center plays a pivotal role in improving maternal and 

infant health outcomes across the region. Here, medicine and 

compassion work hand in hand. You’ll have access to:

At University Health’s Center, we believe that when 

mothers feel supported, babies thrive.

Every story deserves a hopeful chapter. And we’re here 

to help you write yours with care, comfort and confidence.

YOU’RE NOT ALONE ON THIS JOURNEY.  YOU’RE NOT ALONE ON THIS JOURNEY.  
LET’S WALK IT TOGETHER.LET’S WALK IT TOGETHER.

Ask your doctor for a referral to University Health’s 

Center for High-Risk Pregnancy & OB/GYN Specialty Care, 

or call 816-307-2014 to connect with our team.

• Advanced ultrasounds and monitoring for peace of mind

• Coordinated care with your OB and other specialists

• Level III NICU with direct access to Children’s Mercy Level 

IV NICU

• A team that truly listens, guiding you through every stage 

of your journey

When Pregnancy 
Needs a Little More Care I never  

    lost hope.
“ “

KC’S MOST-ADVANCED HIGH-RISK MATERNITY CARE

LEARN MORE

LaKesha Wooten
University Health patient



I never  
    lost hope.

“ “
KC’S MOST-ADVANCED HIGH-RISK MATERNITY CARE

LEARN MORE

LaKesha Wooten
University Health patient



The Kansas City Health Department achieved 

national accreditation in 2013, becoming a leader 

in public health standards. It was also among the first 

city health departments accredited by the Public Health 

Accreditation Board (PHAB), making it the first health 

department in Missouri to receive this distinction. It 

transitioned to the 2022 PHAB standards, reflecting its 

commitment to innovation and quality improvement. As of 

September 2025, the department received reaccreditation 

for an additional five years, reaffirming its dedication to 

community health.

This recognition reflects years of measurable progress, 

stronger standards, and a continued commitment to 

protecting the health of every Kansas City neighborhood. 

What Reaccreditation Means for FamiliesWhat Reaccreditation Means for Families
Reaccreditation shows the department meets high national 

standards across prevention, emergency preparedness, 

chronic disease programs and community-focused services. 

For families, this means more reliable vaccines, better-informed 

outreach, stronger emergency planning and health services 

designed around real community needs.

Community Engagement and OutreachCommunity Engagement and Outreach
The Health Department brings services directly into 

neighborhoods with pop-up events like “Health on the Block.”

• May 2025: served over 600 community members.

• October 2025 (Southside): welcomed 850 attendees  

and 20+ community partners.

These events offer screenings, immunizations, health 

education and connections to local resources so families can 

get care where they live, work and play.

Vaccines, Flu Awareness,Vaccines, Flu Awareness,
and Why It Matters Nowand Why It Matters Now

Whooping cough and influenza cases have been rising 

among children and young adults. Most recently, resources 

were provided to inform the more than 78,094 viewers on the 

Kansas City Health Department’s Instagram page, and 22,768 

accounts were reached urging families to obtain vaccination 

against Whooping Cough and Influenza. Flu season typically 

KANSAS CITY HEALTH DEPARTMENT  
REACCREDITED FOR EXCELLENCE

At Health On the Block—South Edition. Ryana Parks-Shaw, 
Mayor Pro Tem, 5th District;
Dr. Marvia Jones, Director of Health, Kansas City Health 
Department; Darrell Curls, Council member, 5th District  
at Large.

vaccine-preventable illnesses can return quickly 
when vaccination rates drop,” said Kansas City 
Health Department Director Dr. Marvia Jones. 
“Young children are especially vulnerable to 

complications from both pertussis and flu.”   
Dr. Marvia Jones, Director of Health, 
Kansas City Health Department



Marvia Jones, MPH, PhD
Director of Health  
Kansas City Health Department 

Dr. Marvia Jones leads the Kansas City Health Department with 

more than 15 years in community and behavioral health and violence 

prevention. She holds an MPH and a Ph.D. in Community Behavioral 

Psychology from the University of Kansas and is dedicated to building 

strong, healthy families and neighborhoods.

commences in the fall and peaks in winter, with 

common symptoms including fever, sore throat, 

runny nose, cough and fatigue. 

Extended clinic hours make immunizations 

more accessible for busy families. Stay up to 

date to protect the people you love.

HOW TO GET SERVICES  HOW TO GET SERVICES  
AND STAY INFORMEDAND STAY INFORMED

Clinic hours and vaccination details:  
kcmo.gov/health
Follow for updates and  

event announcements:  
Kansas City Health Department  
Social Channels @kcmohealth
The department’s focus is simple: 

bring high-quality, accessible public 
health to every community corner.
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To My Kansas City  
Friends and Neighbors 

 Twenty years ago, Health Forward Foundation was established 

with a bold and courageous mission: to eliminate barriers to 

health for people and communities. From the very beginning, 

our focus has been clear—advancing health in ways that make a 

lasting difference. 

While our strategies have evolved over time, our commitment 

has never wavered. Today, we center people of color and rural 

communities, while continuing to strengthen healthcare delivery 

and public health. We also know that health is shaped far beyond 

the doctor’s office, so we invest in affordable housing, civic 

participation and democracy, digital access and the fuller narratives 

that drive health equity. 

  When we imagine Stronger Tomorrows for Kansas City and 

beyond, we see organizations with the resources and flexibility 

to respond to complex challenges. We see communities working 

together—across race, ethnicity and sector— to shape a democracy 

and civic life that produces health. 

 Two principles guide us. First, we believe that the outcomes 

we seek are not just possible—they are within reach. Second, 

we know that shifting power, voice and resources to visionary 

leaders and organizations is how change takes root and is 

ultimately sustained. 

 As we celebrate this 20-year milestone, my hope is that we 

continue to fortify one another—with belief, with resources, 

with power and with togetherness. We also congratulate Our 

Health Matters for its 20 years of dedication to increasing health 

literacy in our community. This is how we are creating stronger 

tomorrows, right here in our region.

With gratitude, 

Qiana Thomason 

President & CEO, Health Forward Foundation

PROUD FUNDING PARTNERS SINCE 2005

WWW.HEALTHFORWARD.ORG



For more than 114 years, Bethel Neighborhood Center 

has stood as a beacon of hope and healing in the heart 

of Kansas City, Kansas. Founded in 1911, Bethel began 

as a community center serving immigrant families and has 

since evolved into a vibrant community hub dedicated to 

empowering individuals and strengthening families.

Bethel’s mission is to provide holistic services that 

uplift the body, mind and spirit. They envision a racially 

and socially inclusive community where all residents—

regardless of age, background or circumstance—can live 

healthy, meaningful lives. Bethel services are available to 

everyone—Hispanic, Asian, African American, Caucasian, 

and other backgrounds—with no eligibility requirements, 

just a commitment to help anyone in need.

A COMMUNITY RESOURCE HUB:  A COMMUNITY RESOURCE HUB:  
EDUCATION, FOOD, HEALTHCARE, EDUCATION, FOOD, HEALTHCARE, 
JOB READINESSJOB READINESS

Bethel’s staff speak more than 10 languages. Last 

year, over 10,000 individuals and families in Wyandotte 

County benefited from their programs. Types of services 

provided include:

• Culturally appropriate emergency food items

• Health education, screenings and mental health 

support

• After-school and summer programs for ages 6-18

• Seniors health and social engagement support

• Job readiness training

• Youth leadership development

• Refugee support services

• Financial literacy workshops and more!

SUPPORT IS APPRECIATED  SUPPORT IS APPRECIATED  
IN THE FOLLOWING WAYSIN THE FOLLOWING WAYS
• Donations: Financial contributions to sustain staff  

and services 

• Volunteer: Support staffing for programs, events and 

distribution of food

• Food and Nutrition: Donations of culturally relevant staples

• Medical supplies 

• Sewing supplies of fabric and new or gently used machines

• Sponsor families during the holidays

Every person deserves dignity, opportunity and access to 

essential resources. Your support helps Bethel to create safe 

spaces and ensure lasting benefits. For more information 

contact Mang Sonna, Executive Director, at 913-371-8218.

Guiding Families Toward Hope, Guiding Families Toward Hope, 
Wellness and Self-su�ciencyWellness and Self-su�ciency

14 S. 7th Street14 S. 7th Street
Kansas City, Kansas 66101Kansas City, Kansas 66101
www.bethelcenter.orgwww.bethelcenter.org

Seniors enjoy water excursion and socializing.

Kids love Bethel Center’s programs. Bethel’s sewing class is popular  
with participants.

SPONSORED BY

PROUD FUNDING PARTNERS SINCE 2005  
WWW.HEALTHFORWARD.ORG





Infant mortality means the number of babies who die before 

their first birthday. Experts say it’s one of the most important 

signs of how healthy a community is and how well people 

can get medical care.

“Every moment counts” when caring for premature babies 

means that doctors and nurses must act quickly and carefully 

right before and after the baby is born. Because premature 

babies’ vital organs—particularly the lungs, brain and heart—

have not fully matured, they are at greater risk and need 

immediate, well-coordinated medical attention. Acting fast can 

help them survive and avoid health problems later. The first hour 

after birth, called the “Golden Hour,” is especially important for 

giving these babies the best possible start. 

In 2023 Kansas had about 5 deaths for every 1,000 live births, 

and Missouri had about 6 deaths for every 1,000 live births. 

While both states have made progress over time, Missouri saw 

a sharp rise in infant deaths between 2021 and 2022—a 16% 

increase, the highest since 2016.

Black infants in both states die at much higher rates than 

other groups. In Kansas, their death rate was about twice as high 

as that of Asian/Pacific Islander infants between 2021 and 2023.

WHAT’S CAUSING THESE DEATHS?
• In Missouri, common causes include problems during 

pregnancy such as mental health and substance use 

disorders, infections, accidents and unsafe sleep.

• In Kansas, leading causes are birth defects, babies born too 

early or too small, sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS) and 

pregnancy complications.

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,  
Fetal & Infant Mortality Review 

DR. JAMESIA DONATO 
IS COMMITTED TO 
SAVING NEWBORNS

Jamesia Donato, MD, FAAP
Board Certified Neonatologist,  
Sunflower Neonatology Associates

Dr. Donato provides neonatal intensive care services to  
Overland Park Regional Medical Center, Menorah Medical Center, 
Centerpoint Medical Center and Lawrence Memorial Hospital.
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Our health matters. The health of a mother matters. 

The health of our children matters, from the 

threshold of viability (22 weeks) and beyond. It 

is an honor to dedicate my career and life to protecting 

the health of mothers and infants before, during and after 

the birthing process. I am a healer, but more importantly, 

I am a holder…holding accountable systems in medicine 

that contribute to health disparities and create barriers to 

representation in scientific studies, both of which impact 

infant and maternal morbidity (illness) and mortality (death) 

among marginalized populations, such as poor, Black and 

Brown communities. Many times, these patients are viewed 

through a lens of bias as the least, the lowest paying, the last 

and the unimportant. 

Neonatologists are pediatricians who specialize in 

the care of newborns, especially those born prematurely, 

critically ill or with congenital differences in anatomy. As 

an African American and female neonatologist, I hold 

a uniquely powerful role in medicine, one that includes 

clinical expertise and also representation, advocacy and 

most importantly, community trust. For marginalized 

populations (groups of people who are systematically 

pushed to the edges of society, resulting in social, 

economic and political exclusion), my role is even more 

vital, because structural inequities—and frankly, racism 

and biases in healthcare—disproportionately affect 

maternal and infant outcomes of those who look like me 

and share similarities in my lived experience. 

My work days are dedicated to providing lifesaving 

care to critically ill and often premature babies in the 

Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU). I work closely with 

obstetricians and maternal fetal medicine physicians to 

ensure that high-risk pregnancies receive coordinated 

and evidence-based care. One of my most sacred and 

humbling opportunities is to walk into the room of a 

minority patient and feel the temperature, pressure and 

anxiety immediately decrease as I offer a cocoon of 

safety to mothers in some of the scariest moments of 

their lives. Giving culturally sensitive care that respects 

patients’ lived experiences, spoken words, silent whispers 

and beliefs is my super power. I don’t need a cape. I act as 

“a bridge over troubled waters” to enhance trust between 

marginalized families and the healthcare system by 

being a empathetic voice and presence who understands 

cultural nuances. 

SEVERAL LEVELS OF CARE ARE  SEVERAL LEVELS OF CARE ARE  
PROVIDED IN THE NICUPROVIDED IN THE NICU

Babies can be admitted to the NICU for common reasons 

including prematurity, hyperbilirubinemia (jaundice), 

difficulty breathing, poor feeding and/or blood sugar control 

in conditions like maternal diabetes, maternal substance 

use/abuse, and infections like sepsis. NICUs range in the 

level of care that they provide to babies. Generally speaking, 

the sicker the baby, the higher the level of care.

• A Level I unit, a “well-baby nursery,” provides basic 

and routine care for healthy infants. 

• A Level II unit, also called a special care nursery, can 

provide more intensive care for sick and mildly 

premature babies, often older than 32 weeks.

• A Level III unit provides more prolonged critical care 

to extremely premature babies and term babies with 

complex medical conditions.

• A Level IV unit is the highest level of care available, 

featuring a full range of pediatric medical and surgical 

specialists, including heart surgeons. 

Neonatologists are the Heartbeat of  
Specialized Care for Premature Babies 
By Jamesia Donato, MD, FAAP
Board Certified Neonatologist 
Sunflower Neonatology Associates

The premature birth of Dr. Donato’s twins amplified her insight into the 

importance of self-advocacy and culturally sensitive NICU care. Read her story 

online at kcourhealthmatters.com about her personal experience as a patient 

and a doctor.
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LIFESAVING TOOLS IN THE NICULIFESAVING TOOLS IN THE NICU
Some of the many available important and lifesaving 

tools used in the NICU include isolettes, a kind of 

incubator that insulates from sound while providing 

heat and humidity to premature babies and is where 

the baby sleeps; IVs and feeding tubes to provide 

medications and nutrition for growth for babies who 

don’t have the skills to orally feed; and ventilators, 

which are machines that breathe for babies who are too 

tiny or sick to breathe for themselves. 

Although my ability to save and begin a life is impossible 

without many of these tools, there are also intangible tools 

that sustain and shape a family’s experience in the NICU. 

One of the most important non-medical tools is best 

provided by a parent—Kangaroo care. This is a process that 

involves skin-to-skin contact and directly impacts parent-

infant bonding. Other specialists include perinatal social 

workers who offer support to ease the social/emotional 

stresses and burdens that come along with a short or 

long NICU stay. Physical therapists (PTs), occupational 

therapists (OTs), speech language pathologists (SLPs), 

respiratory therapists (RTs), registered nurses (RNs—

often the real MVPs) and neonatal nurse practitioners 

(NNPs) are only a few of the soldiers that labor daily 

on the NICU battlefield to provide care to some of the 

smallest yet mightiest patients. 

MY ADVICE TO EXPECTANT MOMSMY ADVICE TO EXPECTANT MOMS
• Education is key to providing self-advocacy. Learn 

about and understand any conditions that you have 

that can negatively impact your health or the health of 

your unborn baby (for example, obesity, diabetes, high 

blood pressure). Improving those conditions before 

pregnancy is vital.

• Early and consistent prenatal care is paramount. Always 

talk to your doctor and their staff about any concerns. 

Never be afraid to ask for clarification if you do not 

understand something or even ask for a second opinion if 

you feel like something is off.

• You and your family are your strongest advocates. You 

should demand the best care and strong support for 

yourself and your family.

• Every mother deserves to be heard, respected and 

supported before, during and after birth.

CONT ON PAGE 30 

Dr. Donato’s twins turned four on October 11. Lola 
is wearing a pink/purple pattern, and Nala’s outfit 
has flowers. 

Nanopreemie (an extremely premature infant 
born between 22 and 23 weeks and less than 
1 lb) with endotracheal tube and ventilator for 
respiratory support. 

Dr. Donato, skin-to-skin and 
kangaroo with her nano-
preemie.

Nanopreemie in isolette for 
temperature regulation, endotracheal 
tube for respiratory support, umbilical 
lines for IV nutrition and an oxygen 
saturation probe on the foot to monitor 
oxygen levels. 



SOURCE: Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services
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I congratulate Our Health Matters (OHM) on 20 years 

of publishing important health information for Kansas 

City area residents! I have been a contributor to OHM 

over the years. As a physician who specializes in diabetes 

mellitus and other chronic diseases, I greatly appreciate 

the opportunity to partner with OHM to provide 

information that individuals need to manage their health.

DID YOU KNOW?DID YOU KNOW?
People with diabetes spend less than 1% of their time 

in the doctor’s office. Therefore, they need the skills and 

knowledge to manage their diabetes on a daily basis at 

home, at work and in the community. This is important for 

feeling well and preventing complications from diabetes.

Patients should be a partner with their care team, and 

I recommend that if you have diabetes, you regularly 

discuss the following four issues with your doctor:

1) What is the goal for your blood sugar control, which 

could be based on your hemoglobin A1c and your 

home blood glucose monitoring. Home blood 

glucose monitoring may be done with fingersticks or 

continuous glucose monitors (CGMs).

2) What is your blood pressure, and is it at goal (normal 

120/70). Blood pressure control protects the heart, 

kidneys and eyes.

3) What are the results of your kidney function tests. These 

tests include a blood test for glomerular filtration rate 

(GFR) and a urine test for a protein called albumin. 

Your doctor should explain if your tests are normal or 

abnormal.

4) Make sure the medication lists your doctors have match 

the medications you are taking at home. This is called 

medication reconciliation, 

and it needs to be done at 

every visit. The list should 

include all medications, 

both those that are 

prescribed and those you 

buy over the counter, 

such as vitamins and 

supplements. 

Good communication 

with your healthcare team 

about these and other issues, 

along with reliable health 

information from Our Health 

Matters, will help keep you as 

healthy as possible. 

Dr. Betty Drees is a board-

certified endocrinologist 

at University Health-Truman Medical Centers in 

Kansas City, MO.  She is a Fellow in the American 

College of Physicians and in the American College 

of Endocrinology and a Professor Emerita in the 

Department of Internal Medicine and the Department 

of Biomedical and Health Informatics at UMKC-

School of Medicine. She is the past Dean of the 

School and continues to teach medical students, 

residents and fellows in endocrinology at UMKC. She 

is the President Emerita of the Graduate School of 

the Stowers Institute for Medical Research, which 

provides education and training leading to a doctoral 

degree in biology. 

Self-Care is the Key 
to Managing Diabetes

L E G A C Y
T R I B U T E

Betty M. Drees 
MD, FACP, FACE
Professor Emerita 
Department of Inter-
nal Medicine at UMKC 
School of Medicine







Working together, our 
multidisciplinary care 
teams have one shared 
goal – helping our kids 
get back to building 
big dreams. 

Congratulations to 
Our Health Matters on 
your 20th anniversary.

cmkc.link/builtforkids
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As a Psychiatric Mental Health Nurse Practitioner 

(PMHNP) at University Health’s Outpatient 

Clinic in the Crossroads district of Kansas City, 

Missouri, my primary role is to help individuals discover 

hope, achieve stability and gain the tools needed to 

improve their mental health. I work with patients facing 

a variety of challenges, including depression, anxiety, 

bipolar disorder, PTSD, schizophrenia and ADHD. 

The PMHNP role blends responsibilities commonly 

associated with both psychiatrists and therapists. 

We diagnose conditions, prescribe medications and 

may provide minimal supportive therapy, all while 

maintaining a nursing perspective that considers the 

whole person rather than just their symptoms.  I also 

serve as a liaison to connect patients with essential 

resources such as therapy, case management, housing, 

food and other services that support their mental 

health journey.

A first visit typically begins with listening to your 

story to understand your background and learn 

about your daily life and support systems. Together, 

we set goals and choose approaches that best fit 

your needs. 

MENTAL HEALTH NEEDS  MENTAL HEALTH NEEDS  
IN OUR COMMUNITYIN OUR COMMUNITY

One significant challenge of our community is the need 

for greater diversity within the mental health workforce. 

Representation is important because patients often feel 

more comfortable and better understood when their 

provider shares a similar cultural background or possesses 

strong cultural awareness. Socioeconomic barriers 

also play a crucial role; it 

is difficult for individuals 

to focus on mental health 

when they face challenges 

like housing insecurity or 

hunger. By addressing these 

fundamental needs as well 

as mental health care, we  

can help people build a 

stronger foundation for 

lasting well-being.

RECOGNIZING RECOGNIZING 
WHEN TO  WHEN TO  
SEEK HELPSEEK HELP

Mental health is deeply 

intertwined with physical 

health. For instance, anxiety 

can lead to high blood 

pressure; depression may 

impact sleep, nutrition and 

energy; and chronic stress can weaken the immune 

system. 

Depression and anxiety manifest differently for 

everyone. Early warning signs can include persistent 

sadness, irritability, anxiety lasting more than two weeks, 

mood swings that are difficult to control or withdrawing 

from activities that used to bring joy. 

Consult with a medical doctor about your mental 

health concerns and seek out resources such as the 988 

Suicide & Crisis Lifeline.  If you are supporting someone 

beginning their mental health journey, remember that 

your presence offers steady support.

Alauna Christian founded Mindful Mountain Inc., a 

nonprofit dedicated to combating mental health stigma, 

educating the public and connecting the community to 

essential resources and support.

Understanding Mental Health and the  
Role of a Psychiatric Nurse Practitioner

YOUR MENTAL HEALTH JOURNEY IS UNIQUE.  
MY ROLE IS TO WALK ALONGSIDE YOU,  

OFFERING ACCOUNTABILITY, TOOLS AND  
ENCOURAGEMENT EVERY STEP OF THE WAY.

M E N T A L
H E A L T H

Alauna Christian 
MSN, APRN,  
PMHNP-BC 
Psychiatric Nurse  
Practitioner 
Department of Psychiatry 
University Health



Grief has been defined in many ways, but 

most definitions share the key component 

that grief is an emotional response to a 

significant loss in one’s life. It has been 

variously described as mental, emotional, behavioral, 

psychological and social responses to a loss. While 

most people think of grief as mourning the death of a 

loved one, it can also be a reaction to any meaningful 

or “shadowloss,” such as a job, a relationship, a 

divorce, a falling out with a close friend or the loss of 

independence or identity as life circumstances change. 

(Learn more about shadowloss on our website, 

KCOurHealthMatters.com).

A few days after mourning the loss of my mother, in 

my heart, I heard a still, soft voice say that He (God) didn’t 

need my permission to call my mom, His creation, home. 

As much as I was hurting, this made me realize that our 

loved ones are shared with us by God’s choice only on His 

timetable, unknown to us. I often thank God for sharing 

her with us.

When I returned to work, my supervisor told me, “Take 

as much time as you need.” The tone and sincerity in her 

voice were different than other times she had spoken to 

me. I thanked her for saying this directly to me and told 

her how much it meant. 

I learned a number of ways to survive and grow 

stronger after the loss of my mother. 

MY STEPS TO  MY STEPS TO  
COPING WITH LOSSCOPING WITH LOSS
• Praying

• Reminiscing about one of 

her favorite quotes, “Keep 

looking UP!”

• Listening to music and 

podcasts related to grief 

and bereavement 

• Enjoying family and the 

company of others

• Reading devotionals

• Spiritual counsel

• Saying affirmations

• Watching movies

• I acknowledged the sugar/

salt/pepperiness of the 

challenging times with praise and laughter. I created 

an art piece that symbolizes her personality: a yellow 

flower for her sweetness and love; white flowers for 

her saltiness; and smoky gray for her pepperiness.

Hearing the sweet, pure early morning song of a bird 

lets me know that a new day has been born. The sound 

of crickets at dusk or late at night indicates another day 

has ended. It helps me to know my healing is taking place 

moment by moment. 

May the memory of our dear ones be a blessing and 

inspiration for us all.

Dianne Maddix is a Certified Grief Life Coach and End of Life 

Doula (by referral and appointment) and Certified Mental 

Health Prevention Specialist. Maddix is also an educator 

who has taught middle-school aged students.

Everyone Faces Grief Differently 

M E N T A L
H E A L T H

 
May the memory of our  

dear ones be a blessing and  
inspiration for us all.

Dianne Maddix
MA, BA
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I applaud Our Health Matters on its 20th anniversary. 

My story was featured in the October-November 2016 

edition, giving me an opportunity to provide readers 

with my very personal journey and experience with stage 

IV cancer. One of the most important lessons I learned 

from my experience is that from the time you enter your 

doctor’s office until the time you leave, regardless of 

whether you’ve had a good or bad patient experience, 

you should ALWAYS advocate for your healthcare needs. 

Our Health Matters has been a staunch supporter of 

health education and empowerment over its two decades 

of publication.

Twenty-five years ago, 

on Monday, May 1, 2000, 

my journey toward long-

term optimal health and 

wellness began.   A port 

was surgically implanted, 

and I was given my first 

round of chemotherapy 

for stage four, metastatic 

breast cancer with liver 

metastasis. I had heard 

the odds and statistics for 

survival was five years, but I 

paid absolutely no attention 

to them. I’m not going to 

kid you, I was scared, and it 

showed in my eyes and on 

my face, even in my smile. I have learned so much in the 

last 25 years, and believe it or not, I am very grateful 

for my cancer diagnosis and journey.

 The diagnosis changed the trajectory of my life 

forever. I regard each year I am lucky to celebrate as 

a victory. Throughout this journey I have met so many 

amazing, beautiful and loving souls.   I know each of 

us is on our own journey, and today, 25 years later, I 

continue to choose life. I choose happiness, and I 

choose love.

Lori Lober is known for her ability to inspire patients 

and caregivers. Lori helps others push through 

cancer and disease. She is the author of three 

books: Bigger than Pink: The Book I Could Not Find 

when I was Diagnosed with Stage IV Cancer; Still 

Bigger than Pink: Alive and Thriving!; and Love to 

Live: Alive and Thriving!

Empowering Families 
for Two Decades

L E G A C Y
T R I B U T E

Lori Lober
Author and Cancer  
Patients Advocate
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Lori Lober’s story was featured in the October-November 2016 edition of 
Our Health Matters. Download the digital edition at kcourhealthmatters.com
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The Office of Minority Health and Health Equity: 
• Monitors the programs in the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services 

for their impact on improving health equity for African American, Hispanic 
American, Alaskan/Native American, and Asian/Pacific Islander American 
populations. 

• Advises the Director of the Department of Health and Senior Services on all 
matters that affect health equity for all minority populations. 

The Office of Minority Health and Health Equity is responsible for: 
• Supporting the health education, design, and implementation of culturally 

sensitive and competent awareness programs that reduce the incidence of 
disease in minority populations and increase the knowledge of available 
resources. 

• Analyzing federal and state legislation for the impact on the health status of 
minority populations in Missouri. 

• Creating, developing, and providing support and technical assistance to 
programs that seek to attract other public funds, private funds, and grants. 

• Assisting in the design of evidence-based programs and performing evaluations 
targeted toward improving the social determinants, health status, and health 
equity for all minority populations in Missouri. 

• Providing necessary health information, data, and staff resources to the Health 
Equity Stakeholders Committee and minority communities. 

• Collaboration with local, state, and federal public health agencies, community 
and professional organizations, community and federally qualified health 
centers, colleges and universities. 

The Office of Minority Health and Health Equity supports: 
• Health Equity Stakeholders Committee. 
• Community-based organizations and activities. 
• Senior services outreach. 
• Educational and capacity building seminars and trainings. 
• Faith-based communities and initiatives. 
• Technical and advisory assistance related to minority health issues. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Office of Minority Health and Health Equity 
Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services 

Office of Minority Health and Health Equity 
P.O. Box 570 

Jefferson City, MO 65102 
(800) 877-3180 

 
www.health.mo.gov 

 
 

 
 PROMOTING HEALTH AND SAFETY 

The Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services’ vision is optimal health and safety for all Missourians, in all communities, for life. 
An EO employer: Services provided on a nondiscriminatory basis. Individuals who are deaf, hard-of-hearing, or have a speech disability can dial 711 or 1-800-735-2966. 

 

 Mike Kehoe Sarah Willson Angel Surdin 
   Governor Director                   Chief 

HealthyLivingMo 
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A s we age, our eyes change, and many 

common vision issues arise at different 

stages of life.

Around age 40, most people develop presbyopia (a 

common age-related condition that affects the eyes’ 

ability to focus on near objects), makng it harder to 

see things up close because the eye’s lens becomes 

less flexible. After age 60, conditions like cataracts—

clouding of the eye’s lens—are common, causing 

blurry vision and glare. Other serious diseases 

include  age-related macular degeneration (AMD), 

which affects central vision, and  glaucoma, which 

damages the optic nerve. Both AMD and glaucoma 

often show no early symptoms, making regular eye 

exams vital.

EARLY DETECTION IS KEYEARLY DETECTION IS KEY
Presbyopia shows up as difficulty reading small print, 

and cataracts cause blurred vision and glare. However, 

glaucoma and AMD can develop without noticeable 

symptoms, so yearly comprehensive eye exams are 

essential for early diagnosis.

 Lifestyle factors  such as smoking, excessive sun 

exposure, poor diet and uncontrolled health conditions 

like diabetes or high blood pressure can worsen vision. 

Protect your eyes by eating a balanced diet, exercising, 

avoiding smoking, managing health conditions and 

wearing UV-protective sunglasses.

Eye doctors not only check 

vision but can spot signs of 

broader health problems like 

diabetes and hypertension. 

They play a vital role in early 

detection and overall health 

management.

Families  can support aging 

loved ones by helping schedule 

and attend eye exams, watching 

for vision changes, and assisting 

with adaptive tools like magnifiers 

or good lighting at home.

CERTAIN GROUPS  CERTAIN GROUPS  
FACE HIGHER RISKSFACE HIGHER RISKS

Data from the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and 

other studies shows that African American and Hispanic 

populations have a higher prevalence of glaucoma. 

Glaucoma is six times more common in African 

Americans than in Caucasians, and risk for Hispanics is 

nearly as high as that for African Americans, especially 

in older age groups.  Native Americans and Hispanic 

groups have higher diabetic eye disease rates, and white 

adults over 50 are more prone to AMD. 

I encourage everyone to take regular eye exams and 

adopt healthier habits. This is the best way to protect 

vision and maintain independence as we age.

Dr. Sarah Salim is an optometrist at Discover Vision 

Centers in Independence, Missouri. She received her 

Doctor of Optometry degree from Indiana University 

and holds both a Master of Public Health and a bachelor’s 

degree in health science from Benedictine University. 

Dr. Salim provides comprehensive medical eye care 

with an emphasis on preventive care, chronic disease 

management and patient education.

Sarah Salim 
OD, MPH, FAAO

OUR EYES CHANGE  OUR EYES CHANGE  
AS WE AGEAS WE AGE

 Eye doctors not only check 
vision but can spot signs of 

broader health problems like 
diabetes and hypertension.



The best protection against flu is an annual vaccine, which is  
updated each year to target the strains most likely to spread.

Respiratory illnesses such as influenza (flu), 

RSV, and the common cold spread quickly, 

especially during colder months when people 

spend more time indoors. These illnesses are 

caused by viruses that can pass from person to 

person through coughing, sneezing or touching 

contaminated surfaces. 

While many people recover within a week 

or two, young children, older adults, pregnant 

individuals and people with chronic health 

conditions are more vulnerable to serious 

complications like pneumonia, bronchitis or 

worsening of asthma and heart disease.

YOU MAY NEED A VACCINE TO YOU MAY NEED A VACCINE TO 
PROVIDE EXTRA PROTECTIONPROVIDE EXTRA PROTECTION

The best protection against flu is an annual 

vaccine, which is updated each year to target 

the strains most likely to spread. Vaccination 

not only reduces your chances of becoming sick 

but can also make symptoms milder if you do 

catch the flu. 

In addition, vaccines for other respiratory 

illnesses, such as COVID-19 and RSV, may be 

recommended for certain groups, including 

older adults and infants. Always consult your 

healthcare provider for guidance on which 

vaccines are right for you and your family.

TIPS FOR EVERYDAY  TIPS FOR EVERYDAY  
PREVENTIONPREVENTION
• Handwashing is one of the simplest and most 

effective ways to prevent illness. Make it a 

routine part of your day. Wash your hands 

often with soap and warm water for at least 

20 seconds. If soap isn’t available, use an 

alcohol-based sanitizer. Singing the “Happy 

Birthday” song twice is a fun way to time it.

• Avoid touching your face, especially eyes, nose 

and mouth, where germs enter most easily.

• Disinfect frequently touched surfaces such as 

doorknobs, phones, toys and countertops.

• Cover coughs and sneezes with your elbow 

or a tissue—never your hands.

• Stay home when sick to prevent spreading 

illness to others.

• Don’t share drinks or personal items like 

utensils or towels unless they have been 

thoroughly washed.

AT-HOME CAREAT-HOME CARE
If someone in your household becomes ill, 

assign one primary caregiver to reduce exposure. 

Wear disposable gloves when handling tissues or 

laundry, wash bedding and clothes in hot water 

with detergent and clean dishes thoroughly. 

Sources: American Red Cross 
American Lung Association

Protect Your Family from Flu 
and Other Respiratory Illnesses
SIMPLE STEPS TO STAY HEALTHY THIS SEASONSIMPLE STEPS TO STAY HEALTHY THIS SEASON
By Jeanene Dunn, OHM staff



The American Heart Association has an ambitious goal to make sure everyone 
in the Kansas City metro area has a self-monitoring blood pressure kiosk within 

a 5 minute drive from home by 2030!

Check your 
blood pressure 

for FREE!

© Copyright 2025 American Heart Association, Inc., a 501(c)(3) not-for-profit.  All rights reserved. 
Getting to the Heart of Stroke is a trademark of the Association. Unauthorized use prohibited. 

We have more than 50 self-
monitoring blood pressure 

the closest one.

The American Heart Association congratulates 
Our Health Matters on 20 years!

COMMUNITIES WITH HEART
Blood Pressure

2025_KC_BP_Ad_OHM_8.375x10.875.indd   12025_KC_BP_Ad_OHM_8.375x10.875.indd   1 10/1/2025   9:04:52 AM10/1/2025   9:04:52 AM



Ruth Ramsey, time flies when you’re living 

your purpose. I want you to know—

we see you. I know the community 

appreciates the dedication you and your team have 

poured into 20 years of trusted, impactful health news 

and information. Our Health Matters™ has not only raised 

awareness about health inequities and disparities, but has 

also helped us understand what quality care truly looks 

like—empowering us to become stronger advocates for 

our own health.

Your community collaboration with families and AARP 

to develop the Caregivers Guide produced one of the 

most valuable resources for families navigating complex 

decisions. Our Health Matters continues to provide a 

roadmap and has provided answers to questions we didn’t 

even know to ask—how to talk with our doctors, how to 

take small steps to prevent chronic conditions, how to 

recognize the signs of a heart attack, connecting us to 

community resources, introducing diverse healthcare 

providers and so much more.

Health matters to all of us. 

Thank you for making that truth 

clearer. Thank you for caring so 

deeply—for your community, 

for families and for our future. 

Wishing you continued success 

and impact.

Jim Nunnelly was one of 

the first African Americans to 

graduate from the University 

of Missouri in 1966. He received 

the President’s full ride scholarship to the University of 

Michigan, School of Public Health. Nunnelly collaborated 

on the plan to develop Kansas City’s first in the nation 

community health center called Wayne Minor (now Samuel 

U. Rodgers Health Center). 

L E G A C Y
T R I B U T E

Jim Nunnelly
Community Health  
Advocate and Host of  
Plain Talk About Diabetes, 
Gospel 1590AM

Health Matters
to Me!

Visit kcourhealthmatters.com 
to read Jim Nunnelly’s story 
as featured in Our Health  
Matters January 2018 edition.

TAKE A FEW MINUTES TO COMPLETE OUR SHORT ONLINE SURVEY 
AT WWW.KCOURHEALTHMATTERS.COM
We’re honored by how you’ve embraced our free print and digital platforms as a 
trusted resource. We remain committed to delivering content that deepens your 
understanding of health issues, connects you to compassionate providers and 
empowers you to access healthcare—regardless of income, background or zip code.

As we celebrate this milestone, we renew our promise: to uplift every voice, every 
family and every neighborhood. Because Health Matters to All of Us—and together, 
we’re building a healthier, more informed future.

As we enter 2026, we’d love to hear from you. Tell us about health topics you want more information about and nominate 
healthcare heroes (primary care doctors, surgeons, specialists, dentists, vision/eye care providers, nurse practitioners, nurses, 
cancer care teams, nutritionists and anyone else who is involved in your healthcare). The first 100 people who respond by 
December 31, 2025 will receive a FREE commemorative 20th anniversary drink tumbler as our thanks, for a small shipping fee.

Have a safe and joyful holiday season, and join us in 2026 as we continue this wellness journey together.





Download digital copies at: https://kcourhealthmatters.com/digital-editions/
Be sure to FOLLOW US on Facebook and Instagram

          @kcourhealthmatters

Contact us: info@kcourhealthmatters.com  |  816-361-6400

Thank you, Kansas City—for 20 years of trust, stories and shared care.  
Our Health Matters™ celebrates two decades of making health information 
clear, practical and community-first. We bring local resources, trusted 
experts and real family stories that empower better choices, stronger 
neighborhoods and healthier futures. As we close this anniversary edition 
and look toward 2026, we maintain a steady course to promote health 
literacy and amplify voices that matter. Stay with us—there’s more to come.

DECEMBER 2021

www.kcourhealthmatters.com

STRESS
Don’t Let

MANAGE YOU
in 2022

MAKE CHANGES NOW FOR BETTER HEALTH.

CONGRATULATIONS 

RUTH RAMSEY
Kansas City Medical Society

2021 Friend of Medicine  

Award Recipient
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THANK YOU  
HEALTH FORWARD  

FOR YOUR CONSISTENT 
SUPPORT
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