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Foster grandma inspires children
OACAC program benefits kids and seniors.
By: Donna Osborn, editor donnao@ccheadliner.com
Published:
Thursday, February 4, 2010 12:07 AM CST

Roxy Thomas doesn’t miss a beat. The 60-something Nixa grandmother enjoys a rich life,
looks forward to each day and rarely looks back. And, she’s got something precious to
offer—time, patience, insight and a well-honed sense of humor.

Thomas is a foster grandparent at Ozark’s Head Start where she reads, paints, draws,
builds and inspires dozens of preschoolers each day, five days a week. The program could
use more folks like Thomas, but finding them might be difficult.

Thomas isn’t the average grandma,
or even the average mother. She’s
had to negotiate the avenues of life
that can be difficult when all things
are equal. But all things aren’t equal
for Thomas, a Kansas City native.
She was crippled from a bout with
polio at 19 months. Now both legs
are amputated just below the knee.

“I used to wear leg braces and had a
lot of surgeries,” she said.

Out of necessity, she learned early on
how to take care of herself.

“When I was 6, I had my first
surgery,” she said. “I flipped myself
onto the floor from my wheelchair.”

When her parents rushed to collect
her, the doctor stopped them.

“He said, ‘If you pick her up now,
you’ll pick her up tomorrow,’”
Thomas recalled.

She picked herself up then and ever
since. She learned to walk with those leg braces
and endured more painful surgeries. She recalls
wearing ugly brown high-top shoes until she
was 13. Then she went shoe-shopping for the
first time.

“I just dragged my mother all over Kansas
City,” she said. “We bought black patent
leather.”

Two pairs of the same black patent leather
shoes, because the right foot was smaller than
the left foot.

She remembers attending an elementary school
for handicapped children. Not viewing herself as
handicapped, she said it was difficult.

“I hated that school,” she said. “You didn’t have
to look very far to find someone worse off than you were.”

Thomas attended a regular high school and got along fine, she said. And when she was
told she probably couldn’t have children, she beat the odds again. She married early,
birthed three children and then, because of a divorce, parented them almost single-
handedly.

She’s worked as a waitress, bartender, bookkeeper and apartment manager among other
things. The fact that she was crippled never interfered with doing what had to be done.
She’s never known anything different and along the way has accumulated plenty of
humorous stories to tell—from dropping a crutch into a manhole on a busy Kansas City

34°F
forecast...

Home News Sports Obituaries Neighbors Opinion About Us Multimedia

Submitted photo

Nixa resident Roxy Thomas with 12-year-old
grandson Derek Thomas on a 4-wheeler near Oldfield.
Below, Thomas reads to Head Start children, Maniyah
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street to tossing a worn-out artificial leg into a city dumpster, causing an unintentional
panic. Thomas always found a way to laugh, even if it was at herself.

Thomas lost her right leg just below the knee in 1970 when an infection settled in after
surgery. For years she wore a prosthesis and ambulated just fine. Her left leg was less
affected by the virus that paralyzed and killed so many children until Jonas Salk perfected
the polio vaccine in the mid 1950s. But an accident claimed that good leg and after more
painful surgeries, Thomas begged her doctor to amputate it too—again, just below the
knee.

“I hurt the left one in 1981,” she said. “We were fishing and I stepped in a hole and broke
the leg in five places. For five years we tried to save the leg. I finally told my doctor we
have to cut this leg off so I can get on with my life. I couldn’t wear two prostheses
because one hip is higher.”

She got on with her life in a wheelchair. She said it set her free.

“I can get around fine in the chair,” she said.

Now Thomas wheels through corridors and doors at the Ozark Head Start facility with
ease. And once the children understand that a set of legs is nothing more than that, they
hardly notice.

“It is so much easier to let children ask questions and then give them a simple answer,”
she said.

Her situation also gives children, who may be physically different, confidence to be
themselves.

Clarissa Weter, director and lead teacher at Ozark’s Head Start, says Thomas’ contribution
is invaluable.

“We had a little boy who wore braces and she really helped him identify with her,” Weter
said. “She brings diversity and it shows the child that they can be different.”

But more than that, Weter says the foster grandparent program is essential to early
childhood learning because the volunteers spend that valuable one-on-one time with the
children.

“All kids need that attention,” she says. “Every classroom should have a foster
grandparent and there is always room for more.”

Thomas contends that the kids give to her more than she gives to them—but by all
accounts, it appears to be a perfect partnership.

“I think Foster Grandparents is a good program I don’t know why more people don’t do
it,” Thomas says.

Asked if there is anything she can’t do, Thomas responds in record time.

“I don’t tap dance.”

—

Foster grandparents

Foster grandparents must be 55 years or older and volunteer at not-for profit agencies
such as:

• Public schools

• Head Start classes

• Schools for exceptional children

• Youth community centers

• Agencies for troubled youth

• Day care centers

Volunteers receive:

• A nutritious meal each day

• Annual physical exam

• Accident/liability insurance

• Orientation prior to volunteering, monthly in-service training and conferences

• Fellowship through various activities

In addition, those who meet federal income guidelines receive an hourly, non-taxable
stipend; reimbursement for travel, holiday pay and sick, funeral and vacation leave.
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To volunteer call OACAC’s main office at (417) 864-3420.

—

Polio vaccine

The first vaccine was developed by Jonas Salk and first tested in 1952; immunizations
began in 1955. It consisted of a dose of the dead polio virus delivered through a needle
injection. The second vaccine, developed by Albert Sabin used a live but attenuated (less
effective) virus and is delivered by mouth. It was licensed in 1962. According to common
research, the two vaccines eradicated polio from most of the world with India, Pakistan,
Afghanistan and Nigeria being the exception. Just more than 1,000 cases were reported
worldwide in 2007. Rotary International is largely responsible for providing vaccine and
volunteers to deliver immunizations to countries without resources through its Polio Plus
Campaign. Its goal is to completely eradicate the disease.

 Recently the Ozark Rotary Club had the opportunity learn about the vaccination efforts
first-hand from John Carr, member of the Lebanon club. In November of last year, Carr
traveled with Rotary to Cotonu, Benin, in west Africa, and helped to immunize more than
3,000 children under 5.

“We worked and walked as fast as we could to get to as many children as possible,” he
said. “There were lots of big smiles and they were happy to see us.”
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