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McEvoys Get in the Game at the Kistler Center

by Donna Payne

Life is a game filled with give and take
and everyone wins at the Kistler Center.
Andrew McEvoy entered the game at
age 4 when he was diagnosed with
autism. His dad, Gerry, the manager
at Sutherlands, jumped in six years
ago as a member of the Kistler Center
Advisory Board. They have different
roles to play but both have home-field
advantage. The Fort Smith facility is
the only one of its kind specializing in
pediatric occupational, physical, and
speech therapy in this region.

Occupational therapists and speech-
language pathologists have worked with
Andrew several times a week since he
was 4. He can tell you what he wants,
think fast enough while playing a board
game to know what he needs to roll,
beat the pants off of you at Scrabble
and replace the road map on an
out-of-town trip.

“He can remember every turn and every
exit number,” said Gerry. Although that
comes in handy, that type of skill is
what makes communication with

people so difficult. “He’s so focused

on the details, he’s not looking at
what’s in the foreground,” Gerry said.

Shirley and Gerry McEvoy have four
children: Maureen, 26, who works at
Sparks Regional Medical Center;

Speech-Language Pathologist, Kristy Gordon,
helps Andrew increase his vocabulary by
identifying pictures in a book.

Kathryn, 22, a Bost employee who is
headed to medical school; Gerry Jr., 17,
a football player at Southside High
School; and Andrew, a seventh-grader
at Ramsey Junior High.

Gerry is originally from Dublin, Ireland,
and came to Arkansas to run track for
the University of Arkansas. That’s where
he met and married Shirley, also an
Arkansas student. Gerry has worked on
and off for Sutherlands since 1982. He
joined the Kistler Center Board of
Directors in 2002 and has been Board
president for the past three years.

Andrew was born in 1994 while the
McEvoys were living in San Diego, Calif.
Like many autistic children, Andrew’s
early months were quite typical.

“We have a library of videos and you
can see how interactive Andrew is.
Then two to three months later, on the
next video, it’s gone. He's rocking,
staring, not responding to his name,”
Gerry recalls. “We had no indication
anything was wrong until he was about
a year-and-a-half old”.

Andrew’s regression concerned his
parents but at that time, there were
very few resources for parents to
educate themselves.

“The pediatrician never brought it
(autism) up,” Gerry said. Instead, they
were told Andrew was slow to progress
because of all the things his siblings did
for him.

According to the Autism Speaks website,
1 in 150 individuals is diagnosed with
autism and it is four times more likely to
strike boys than girls. Autism impairs a
person’s ability to communicate and
relate to others. It is also associated with
rigid routines and repetitive behaviors,
such as obsessively arranging objects or

Andrew McEvoy

following very specific routines.
Symptoms can range from very mild
10 quite severe.

Autism spectrum disorders usually can
be reliably diagnosed by age 3, although
new research is pushing back the age of
the diagnosis to as early as 6 months.
Research indicates that intervention can
result in significant improvements for
many young children.
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McEvoys Get in the Game at the Kistler Center continued

In 1996, the family returned to Fort Smith.
With the help of their new pediatrician
and strong recommendations from other
parents, the McEvoy family became a
part of the Kistler family.

every detail of running the Center with
such energy. She does it all.” But for all
the Kistler Center does, he knows there
is more to do and that the Center is up
to the task. “There is a latent need in our
community of children who don’t receive

services because their parents don’t
know about the Kistler Center,” Gerry said.

And as long as there is a child who needs
to “get in the game,” the Kistler Center
will welcome them to the team.

Initially, the McEvoys were impressed
with the physical layout of the Center

and all it had to offer. But before long,
they began to realize the heart and soul

of the Kistler Center.

“The greatest part of the Kistler Center
is the staff, the services they can provide
locally are so impressive,” Gerry said.

“If a child needs multiple visits per week,
they don't have to go out of town. They
have such a high standard and make
sure every child receives services”.

Among other activities, Gerry participates
in quarterly meetings with the Kistler
Center Board of Directors and receives
reports on the operation of the Center,

finances, communications and a total

rundown from the executive director
Jennifer Kistler. “We have a great leader

in Jennifer,” Gerry said. “She addresses
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Betty and Wayne Kistler’'s 6-year-old son was struck by a car in 1962, which resulted in a severe head injury that would eventually take
his life. They were faced with the task of traveling hundreds, sometimes thousands, of miles to find medical treatment for Gregory.
Gregory’s condition improved to the point he was able to attend school, enjoy fishing trips, and take walks. But in his teen years that
improvement began to slip away and he died in 1979. His memory lives on through the Center.

Five years before Gregory’s death, Betty and Wayne had the anticipation of a new grandchild. Their youngest daughter, Jennifer, gave
birth to Michelle in 1974. Unfortunately, their anticipated joy was mixed with pain. Michelle was born with spina bifida, more commonly
known as open spine. Michelle enjoyed life and never complained. She maintained a cheerful disposition and strove to accomplish many
milestones: she graduated from high school, learned to drive a specially adapted van, and worked successfully at a part-time job while
committing much of her time volunteering to help others. Sadly, Michelle died from complications of a bone infection in 2003.

What was born out of one family’s need, 30 years ago, has grown to become an outpatient treatment center known throughout the
region as the premier pediatric facility. Center staff have earned a reputation throughout the region for their compassionate
professionalism and personal commitment to providing the highest quality care, not only to the children, but to the entire family. Parents,
grandparents, siblings, and other caregivers are included in treatment when appropriate to facilitate continuity of care in all settings.

The children who receive physical therapy, occupational therapy, and speech-language therapy at The Gregory Kistler Treatment Center
span a wide range of diagnoses and needs. Some children need assistance with the basics of daily living, such as feeding and sitting up,
while others may have problems with balance and coordination. The child’s diagnosis and individual needs determine the frequency and
duration of treatment; most receive therapy regularly for a period of months to several years. Over 500 children currently benefit from
our services, while more than 4,000 children and families have received help at the Center since its beginning.

At the Kistler Center, a child is never turned away due to the financial circumstances of his or her family. All that is required for a child
to benefit from treatment at the Center is a referral from their physician. The Gregory Kistler Treatment Center is the only facility of its
kind specializing in pediatric occupational therapy, physical therapy, speech-language therapy, aquatic therapy, and augmentative and
alternative communication in this region. /







