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Highlights 

Down Syndrome Association of Central Texas trains parents to do speech 
therapy exercises with their children. 

Organizers say program fills in big gaps left by insurance and schools in what is 
needed for improved speech. 

The participants in the Down Syndrome Association of Central Texas’ speech 
therapy program are going fishing. 

It’s Saturday morning and the five kids in the intermediate group first must ask for 
the kind of bait they would like: a worm, a minnow or a grasshopper. Then, using 
their plastic bait, they catch paper fish with magnetic fishing poles. When they 
catch a fish, they have to describe it to the speech therapists and volunteers. 
Does it have dots or lines or two tones? Is it red, blue, gray or purple? 

“I caught one,” Winnie Phillips, 8, repeats after speech language pathologist 
Heidi Armendariz, “with lines.” Her L-sound isn’t precise enough, so Armendariz 
says, “Try again.” She does. This time “lines” is much clearer. 



Armendariz, who owns the speech therapy company Speak Freely, and the 
association started the speech therapy program last year after realizing that 
many of the association’s clients weren’t getting the amount of speech therapy 
they needed. They are limited by what insurance will cover and what their 
families can afford, as well as what public school speech programs can offer. 

“They struggle to get services,” Armendariz says. “It’s really frustrating for 
parents.” 

+ RODOLFO GONZALEZ 
LaTasha Beasley (left) and her daughter, Taviana Ousley, 15, work together on speech exercises held at 

Speak Freely, a speech therapy ... Read More 

The first year, she and collaborator Shelley Bernis had 25 people apply for 18 
spots. This year they had 54 families apply for 18 spots. 

People with Down syndrome typically have lower muscle tone and often have a 
motor deficit or a sensory deficit when it comes to speech. This translates into 
common speech problems: poor motor planning (which means a decrease in 
coordination when moving the mouth from consonant to consonant), hypernasal 
(which means air goes through the nose, creating an odd speech pattern) and 
odd resonance pattern, and a tongue thrust (which creates an anterior lisp). 

“If we tried to hit one of those components and not all of them, our program 
would fail,” Armendariz says. “We hit all three … otherwise the clarity would not 
come. We cannot do one without the others.” 



+ RODOLFO GONZALEZ 
Emelia Holmertz, 16, works with her mother, Elisa Holmertz (left) on speech exercises held at Speak Freely. 

The association found grants from RGK Foundation, the Dr. Henry Renfert Jr. 
Fund at the Austin Community Foundation and Children’s Special Needs 
Network, as well as donations and fundraising through special events to pay for 
materials and the staff, although they use volunteers and University of Texas 
speech pathology students as well. They charge the families $25 a month. 

Unlike the individual speech therapy, the association’s program works with the 
children, but also, more importantly, their parents, as a group. Parents learn how 
to lead their children through speech therapy exercises that they then do at 
home. They’re expected to do the exercises four times a week. 

“This is a big push for me,” says mom Sujatha Karimisetty, who is in the program 
with her son, Akshat, 9. “I don’t want to have Shelley (Bernis) tell me, ‘Oh, he 
hasn’t progressed.’” 



+ NICOLE VILLALPANDO 
Winnie Phillips, 8, blows bubbles for volunteer Abigail Schacherl during a speech therapy lesson. The 

bubbles help her keep focused during ... Read More 

Armendariz and Bernis begin selecting participants in October and November by 
doing evaluations and making sure the parent was willing to do the work the 
program requires. They put participants into three different groups based on their 
speech levels, not their age. They can have clients from as young as 4 to as old 
as 30, and often, one speech level will have both teens and grade-schoolers 
learning the same skills. 

The program starts in January with twice-a-month therapy and then moves to 
once-a-month therapy and individual check-ins with the parents in between. The 
group that started in 2015 is now working on refining their skills. Especially in that 
second year, they try to make it fun, but also purposeful. They might take an 
outing to a grocery store to practice asking for things or paying for things. 

Association board member Suzanne Shepherd pushed to get the program 
started. She’s seen what a difference having regular speech therapy has made in 
her 18-year-old son Jack’s life. “He orders his own meal and people understand 
what he says,” she says. “The doors are open for my son to be independent.” 



+ NICOLE VILLALPANDO 
Rox Flores, 10, and his mother, Yvette Flores, watch as Paige Watts demonstrates one of the exercises 

during a group speech ... Read More 

In the social group for teenagers that she coordinates, she says she “sees a lot 
of those teens who are communicating and talking and the listener can’t 
understand what they are saying, which is a loss of potential.” 

It limits their ability to get employment, to live independently, to have friends, she 
says. 

At Speak Freely last Saturday, after a rousing round of fishing, the group divides 
into parent and child groups. They are given a list of exercises to do. Some they 
are learning for the first time, others are building on their skills. Each therapy is 
individualized to meet the needs of that child, and therapists are there to make 
sure they are doing the exercises correctly. 



+ NICOLE VILLALPANDO 
Speech pathologist Shelley Bernis helps Akshat Karimisetty, 9, get his mouth in the right position while his 

mom Sujatha Karimisetty works ... Read More 

First they take a vibrating pen and the parent strokes the outside and inside of 
the mouth to increase the sensation to the mouth. They also rub ice inside their 
child’s mouth. The pen and the ice help the children become more aware of what 
their mouth is doing. 

Next, they take bite blocks and insert them into their children’s mouths either 
sticking straight out like elephant tusks or across like a beaver holding a log. This 
works to stabilize the jaw while they work on making certain sounds. The goal is 
for the kids to be able to move their tongues without moving their whole jaw. 

Winnie, who is the youngest in this group, takes breaks between exercises to 
blow bubbles with a bubble wand a volunteer is holding. It keeps her motivated, 
her father Chris Phillips says. 



+ NICOLE VILLALPANDO 
Heidi Armendariz demonstrates how to make a cymbals sound at the top of the roof of her mouth to Akshat 

Karimisetty, ... Read More 

Next they work on lip exercises making the sounds “ooh, eee, ooh, aah, aah.” 
Eventually they’ll work in “bing bang, walla walla, bing bang.” This will help 
practice some of the things the early exercises have been working on, including 
improving the lips and jaw. 

Taviana Ousley, 15, looks into a big mirror to practice the way her lips need to 
move as she compares the way her mother LaTasha Beasley’s mouth moves to 
the way her mouth moves. 

The final exercise of the day is tongue exercises to work on lifting their tongue to 
make drum cymbal sounds. This will help them reduce the lisp. 

Each of the group levels have different exercises depending on the participants’ 
needs and abilities. 

The exercises might seem silly, but they are working. Yvette Flores says she’s 
noticed that her son, Rox, who is 10, is clearer in what he is saying since they 
began the program in January. “He shocks us sometimes, and we have to say, 
‘Did he just say what we thought he said?’” she says. 



Beasley says doing the exercises at home is not as hard as she thought they 
would be, and often it’s Taviana who initiates them. “She’s very independent,” 
Beasley says. “She likes to talk to people.” 

Mother Elisa Holmertz has found the same thing with her daughter, Emilia, 16. 
“Emilia likes a schedule, so we have a schedule,” she says. “First homework, 
then speech, then dinner.” 

What Holmertz has learned from the class is how complex learning to speak is. 
“What we take for granted that comes out of our mouths, they have to learn step 
by step,” she says. 

 

Down Syndrome Association of Central Texas’ speech therapy program 

To find out more about the program, call the association at 512-323-0808, 
email admin@dsact.org or go to dsact.org. 

Watch a video of the speech therapy program with this story online 
ataustin360.com/raisingaustin. 
	


