
igniting independence. building community.  
As we near the end of winter, it seems to be the best time of the year to have a few moments of reflection. Many of you know that the Ranch 
changed its mission statement some time ago, focusing on the Ranch’s desire to ensure that opportunities are available for Ranchers to lead 
meaningful lives of their own choosing. Since that point, the vision of the organization has shifted to focus even more on a self-directed quality 
of life for the people that call the Ranch home, while also ensuring the unique country environment is utilized and appreciated.

Recently, it was decided to also update the tagline to reflect the same important philosophies that are reflected in DHR’s mission and vision. 
Luckily, we had some help from our friends at Charles Schwab who donated their professional services to ensure we came up with just the 
right amount words to tell our story in a short, easy-to-remember phrase. 

We began by identifying the qualities of DHR that are admired most by Ranchers. After coming up with a list two pages long, we boiled it down 
to three main traits: freedom to move around the Ranch, preference for a rural lifestyle and doing activities of interest.

Each of these qualities are part of everyday life at the Ranch, and clearly reinforce an organizational belief that people should have access to 
new experiences that may develop into an interest. These interests might then become a hobby or passion, which opens the door to many 
kinds of community. Staying true to the essences of what makes Down Home Ranch unique, Ranchers have the opportunity to be lifelong 
learners, over time growing into better versions of themselves and learning along the way from both failure and success. 

Community can be a physical location or a group of people who share common goals or interests. Community can’t just be thought of as where 
a person lays their head at night. It’s also how their day is spent. The Ranch works to promote as much choice and independence as possible 
to ensure Ranchers are able to access their chosen communities. Being physically present in a community encourages diversity, but the magic 
happens when relationships are formed.

Independent choices and expression of preferences directs how a person participates in a community. The relationship with others is what 
builds a meaningful and inclusive community. Down Home Ranch: Igniting Independence. Building Community.

By Barry Hamilton, Chief Operations Officer
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The Keys to Opportunity 

 Adding the micro-homes as a residential option allowed for people to keep their choice of living on the 
Ranch while giving them more space and independence.

By Casey Dickerson, Director of Client Services

Home Sweet home
The dream of having a home you can 
call your own is shared by people all 
over the world. In 2019, this lifelong 
dream finally came true for Mark. For 
the past two months, Mark has been 
patiently awaiting the arrival of his 
very own micro home. Every day he 
would inquire about his new home, 
giggling with joy when talking about 
all of the plans he has for it. 

Being a true independent soul, Mark 
is most looking forward to having his 
own uninterrupted space where he 
can choose to be alone or have com-
pany, a luxury you can’t experience 
with roommates. Mark has big plans 
for his space, stating he wants to “take 
care of it, keep it clean, keep the dish-
es washed and make dinner every 
night!” His new space also provides 
a personal parking spot and plenty 
of space to take care of his red-eared 
slider turtles. Planning ahead, he has 
even invited a few friends over for 
morning coffee! 

While he has always considered him-
self an independent soul, this new 
life accomplishment truly brings it all 
home. When asked how getting his 
own micro home makes him feel, with 
a joyful grin on his face, he replied “It 
makes me feel GOOD!”

For many years, the Ranch has provided a home to people with IDD. In 2017, we realized that we could improve our services by increa-
sing the number of options we have available. In addition to the HCS houses in town and the ICF houses on the Ranch, we acquired 
3 micro-homes that would each be a home to one Rancher living with increased independence.  

Many Ranchers prefer to live on the Ranch because of the access it gives them to their community here. They enjoy the use of the 
Ranch’s buildings and resources as well as the ability to walk and visit with friends.  

Part of what makes this program work is moving from the live-in staff model to the Supported Home Living (SHL) model. Supported 
Home Living is a program in which the staff provides assistance only in the areas that the Rancher needs. This could include assisting 
with meals, monitoring medication and aiding in the upkeep of the home. SHL helps to ensure that Ranchers can have their needs 
met while maintaining their own home.  

DHR has now added three more microhomes, bringing our total up to six! We are excited to be able to offer the opportunity for growth 
to three more individuals this year. 



innkeepers team    
One of the vocational arms of Down Home Ranch is the Inn-
keepers team. There are eight Ranchers on the team and they 
are responsible for cleaning and maintaining all locations on 
the Ranch, including our rental properties! Every week, Inn-
keepers visit each building and thoroughly clean the area, en-
suring nothing is missed. They are also responsible for stocking 
each location with supplies such as paper towels, toilet paper 
and trash bags. The Innkeepers program gives the Ranchers an 
opportunity to maintain steady employment while  being a part 
of the day-to-day operations on the Ranch. They always know 
they are successful when someone says, “Wow! It looks so nice 
in here!” 

hot off the press!    
Each quarter Ranchers are given a variety of different classes, how-
ever there’s one class that has been a fan favorite for quite some 
time. Rancher Monthly allows Ranchers to see their passions and 
creativity displayed for all to see. Weekly, Ranchers gather togeth-
er to give updates on anything exciting that is happening in their 
lives. From weekend activities to how many eggs were in the chick-
en coop, everything that a Rancher wants to share is welcome and 
accepted by those involved in the Rancher Monthly. Every month 
the Rancher Monthly is printed and given out to each Rancher and 
a digital copy is sent to staff and families. Those who have written 
an article for the Rancher Monthly beam with pride each time they 
see what they wrote in the hands of others. It is clear to see why 
these ranchers love this class so much!



Through the Elgin Beautification Program, Ranchers have enjoyed 
donating their time and talents to improving the community where 
they live.  The idea for this program came from the Elgin Chamber 
of Commerce back in 2018 when there was a need for volunteers 
to spruce up their flower beds. Since the Ranchers are known as 
superior horticulturists, the word got around to Down Home Ranch 
and we jumped at the opportunity! The Ranchers excitedly donat-
ed plants from the DHR greenhouses and began beautifying the 
space. Staking claim on their community through horticulture, the 
Ranchers decided to dedicate themselves to maintaining the space. 
Since then, the Ranchers have begun tending the flowers at the El-
gin Train Depot Museum as well. Big plans for this program are in 
the works! A utility wagon with water storage is being built so the 
Ranchers can start maintaining the plants all along Main Street in 
Elgin. The Ranchers can’t wait to show off their gardening skills on 
a greater scale!

beautifying our 
community

reading, leading 
& succeeding!

meet-n-greet with royalty
When it comes to the Ranchers’ favorite movies, many of them put Frozen at the top of their list. As you might imagine, when the 
release date for Frozen 2 came out, there were countless requests to go see the film! On opening weekend, a large number of 
Ranchers and staff set off on their theatrical excursion. The day began with some joyful carpool Karaoke, everyone taking turns sing-
ing the iconic song “Let It Go” from the first Frozen film. After sharing many laughs on the way to the theater, everyone arrived to 
find Elsa, Anna and Olaf waiting there to greet them! The magic of Disney and the joy of good friends gave the crowd an experience 
they will surely never forget! 

In celebration of Halloween 2019, Ranchers spent their time 
serving the youth of Elgin, TX! Early in the day, seven Ranch-
ers had the pleasure of volunteering their time reading to 
the kids at Neidig Elementary School. For a special Hallow-
een treat, the school invited people from the community to 
come read Halloween stories to the kids. When the Ranch-
ers heard of the invitation, they couldn’t wait to join in! 
Through this experience, the staff at Neidig elementary are 
excited to begin a new partnership with Down Home Ranch. 
The Ranchers are looking forward to future volunteer oppor-
tunities to serve the children of Elgin! 



volunteer view: Genie Sorensen

Back in September, we recognized a few of the wonderful individuals and organizations 
that have countlessly given their time, talents and treasures for the Ranchers. We could 
think of no other organization more deserving to receive our inaugural Empowerment 
Award than PCSI.

PCSI has supported us time and time again at community events, shared our mission 
with their networks, volunteered their time, invested in the vision and so much more. 
The devotion and kindness that they have shown Down Home Ranch is abundant.

Thank you, PCSI, for your tremendous amount of generosity and love you have shown 
us through the years. We are forever grateful for your partnership.

Community Partner Spotlight

What motivated you to volunteer with Down Home Ranch?

What makes volunteering at Down Home Ranch a meaningful use of your time?

What is the biggest personal benefit that you’ve received as a volunteer?

What do you wish other people knew about working with individuals with disabilities?

What would you tell someone who is thinking about volunteering at the Ranch?

(left to right) Genie enjoying herself at the DHR Appreciation party; Genie and her sister Margaret at Morgan’s Wonderland in San 
Antonio, TX; Genie volunteering in the DHR greenhouses

I was lucky enough to have a great sister, Margaret, who had Down syndrome, and we found Ranch Camp in the summer of 2006.  
She loved coming to Ranch Camp, and it was often the highlight of her year! The first year she attended, I dove head first into various 
volunteer opportunities and I was soon invited to join the Board of Directors. Serving on the Board allowed me to see the extent of the 
programs and the dreams of those at the Ranch, both the Ranchers and staff. I felt determined to be a part of the success of the Ranch. 

The atmosphere of the Ranch is always ‘Can Do!!’ and ‘Lean Forward!’. A message that’s positive and uplifting, both qualities that I 
hope we can all find in our everyday lives. I always feel that I am doing something useful when I volunteer at DHR, whether participat-
ing in the Annual Texas Chainsaw Manicure or working in the greenhouses. Most importantly, I always enjoy working alongside the 
Ranchers. 

Beyond a doubt, it’s the friendships I have made over the years with the Ranchers, staff and other volunteers. It’s a blessing to come 
to the Ranch and always feel the warmth and love of people who have happy lives and are doing valuable work. It’s quite amazing to 
feel part of the DHR Gang! 

Courage, motivation, persistence and joyfulness are a few of the admirable qualities I see each time I am at the Ranch. So many at-
tributes that make me proud of the Ranchers, inspired by them and grateful that they are part of my life. The Ranchers are a special 
group of people. ‘Able and willing to work on the Ranch’ sets them apart, and they live up to their potential in this supportive environ-
ment. My sister Margaret was my best friend, and I see so much of her in many of the Ranchers.

You will come away from the experience feeling positive, uplifted and amazed at what a wonderful life the Ranch provides!



Amplify Austin - Fundraiser
March 5th - 6th

There’s one unique time each year 
where tens of thousands of caring 
people come together to make a 
huge difference in the lives of Cen-
tral Texans. It’s called Amplify Austin, 
but the impact spreads way outside 
those city limits. In celebration of 
this year’s event, DHR aims to share 
stories in honor of YOU, the peo-
ple who make Down Home Ranch 
the amazing community it is today. 
By joining in on this year’s Amplify 
campaign, you are proclaiming your 
stake in DHR and showing the world 
that all abilities are worth amplifying 
– including YOURS!   

VISIT OUR AMPLIFY PAGE HERE: 
www.amplifyatx.org/organizations/
downhomeranch

You’re invited to join us as we come 
Full Circle at our third annual farm 
to table meal. This event is built 
upon the fact that our farming tech-
niques empower Ranchers in more 
ways than one. From planting to 
watering, harvesting to food prepa-
ration, Ranchers will have played a 
role in producing many portions of 
your meal. By purchasing a ticket 
to this event, you are allowing the 
entire process to come Full Circle. 
Your attendance will provide direct 
monetary support for the vocational 
programs that, quite literally, helped 
bring your meal to the table. As an 
added bonus, we partner with many 
local farms and artisans to help  
complete the meal. See you at the 
Down Home Ranch Pavilion as we 
come Full Circle!

Full Circle - Farm to Table Meal
May 2nd

Help us spread the word about 
the bi-annual community dance at 
Down Home Ranch! All ages of the  
special needs community are 
welcome to come dance the 
night away as we celebrate the 
beauty of the Spring season! 
This is a great social opportuni-
ty for those in the surrounding  
special needs communities to min-
gle with other families and to make 
new friends!  

Admission is only $1/person and 
concessions will be available for pur-
chase throughout the night. If danc-
ing isn’t your style, other indoor and 
outdoor activities will be available. 

Spring Fling - Community Dance
April 17th

another record breaking gala!  
We are so incredibly grateful to announce that our supporters broke the record for the highest  
number of attendees at a DHR gala! Through the generosity of the 375 attendees and our other  

compassionate supporters who were unable to attend the event, we raised a total of $124,500!

Your generous support helps ensure that individuals with disabilities will forever have an empowering 
place to live, work, learn and play. To all of our dedicated DHR supporters, we truly commend you!

Blue Ribbon Sponsors
Covert Chevrolet Buick GMC in Bastrop

First National Bank of Bastrop 
H-E-B Tournament of Champions

Presenting Sponsor

Special Thanks to our Top Sponsors:

Events on the horizon

NOW ACCEPTING SUMMER 2020 Ranch Camp Applications!  
www.downhomeranch.org/ranch-camp

   



Greenhouses Get Revamped

From bikes and golf carts to semi-trucks and trailers, many tires touch DHR 
roads every day. Between Ranchers, staff, volunteers, visitors, delivery driv-
ers and new friends, the Ranch has over 100 people use the roads each and 
every day, with some days even doubling that. 

Just the daily traffic was wreaking havoc on the roads, creating potholes and 
cracks. We are proud to announce that new life was given to a portion of the 
DHR roads in November 2019!

A summer storm brought hail dam-
age all across the Ranch, with one 
of the major impact areas being 
the greenhouses. Fortunately, our 
insurance covered the repairs and 
the roofs were replaced quickly 
enough that no large losses were 
suffered by the plants. 

We have continued making reno-
vations to the greenhouses ever 
since. A few of the upgrades in-
clude new heaters, framing for the 
hoop houses and completing an 
electrical safety assessment. An 
investment in the greenhouses is 
an investment in the educational 
and vocational training that takes 
place in each of them, as well as 
paid job opportunities for Ranch-
ers employed in the DHR Gardens. 
In the end, every plant sold out of 
a Ranch greenhouse equates to an 
increase in quality of life for some-
one we serve. 

Have You Seen Our New Ride?

Paving the Way for Safe Travels

Back in 2018, we partnered with 
our friends at Williamson County 
Equipment in Taylor to apply for a 
grant from the Texas Commission 
on Environmental Quality’s Texas 
Emissions Reduction Plan program. 
This program aims to replace older 
vehicles and equipment that have 
a negative impact on the climate. 

In 2019, we were officially awarded 
a $39,000 grant to help purchase a 
new tractor and dispose of our old 
one. Since then, the tractor has 
helped us complete major utility 
repairs across the Ranch, spread 
granite across all areas of the DHR 
Memorial Garden, cleared pasture 
fence lines for the cattle herd and 
more. What would have required 
hundreds of staff and volunteer 
hours was able to be completed 
much faster thanks to this new 
piece of equipment. 

Letter from the  
executive Director,

Craig Russell

I recently spent some time reflecting on my 
life and the choices I made that led me where 
I am today. I realize that who I am is a result of 
many decisions made over the years. They im-
pact how I see the world and interact with it. 
I wondered what my life would be like if I 
wasn’t the one making the decisions. Who 
would I be? How would I be different?

I find that too often people with IDD are not 
encouraged to make decisions for themselves. 
It may be easier to just tell them what to do, 
but how does that affect who they are as a 
person? What experiences are they missing 
out on in life?

At Down Home Ranch, it is an important part 
of our culture to ensure that we are provid-
ing opportunities for the people we serve 
and then empowering them to make the  
decisions. Our new tagline, “Igniting Inde-
pendence. Building Community.” communi-
cates our desire for the Ranchers. The DHR 
Ranchers have the opportunity to participate 
in programs and employment on and off the 
Ranch. Their ability to make decisions will 
result in greater independence and let them 
explore community in a way the best suites 
their desires.

We have six micro-houses on the Ranch that 
provide a high level of independence. The 
residents of these homes are learning about 
the challenges of running your own house. 
They manage food in their refrigerators, call 
in maintenance issues and invite friends over 
for coffee. 

Down Home Ranch has many moving parts 
that need to be managed for success. It is be-
cause of the generosity of our supporters and 
the commitment of our staff that we are able 
to provide a high quality of life for the people 
we serve. I am very grateful for everyone that 
is a part of this amazing place.



20250 FM 619 Elgin, TX 78621

Cynthia Alonzo  ............... Day Program Supervisor
Layton Booker................. Residential Manager
Kara Cantwell  ................. DSP Martha House
Clarissa Chapa ................ Residential Manager
Kelly Clarke ..................... Development Associate 
Casey Dickerson, QIDP ... Director of Client Services
Cami Erickson ................. Kitchen Supervisor 
Cortney Ferris ................. Development Director
Stephanie Figueroa  ........ Registered Nurse
Ashley Fleming ............... DSP Wilderness House
Octavia Foster  ................ DSP Isaiah House
Jacquie Gallagher ........... Accountant
Barry Hamilton, LCSW .... Chief Operations Officer
Benjamin Herald ............. Maintenance Specialist
Zachary Hinson  .............. DSP Barnabas House
Stefanie Lebens  ............. Outreach and Volunteer Specialist
Rodney Lee  .................... Maintenance Specialist
Brian Loer  ...................... Head Grower
Sydney Luna  ................... DSP Teresa House
Danny Marin  .................. Program Specialist
Jesse Martin ................... Gardener Job Coach
Johnny Meredith ............ DSP Gabriel House
Gwen Moninger  ............. Arts & Craft Job Coach 
Kelley Moore  ................. Medical Coordinator
Kirsten Nadeau, QIDP  .... Case Manager/Care Coordinator
Yolande Palmer  .............. DSP Eagle House 
Annette Ragan ............... Office Administrator
Craig Russell ................... Executive Director
Naomi Russell ................. Animal Husbandry Supervisor
Thomas Salmela ............. Maintenance Manager
Christina Sanchez ........... Kitchen Assistant
Robert Schier III  ............. Enterprise Program Manager
Brandie Smith  ................ Program Specialist 
Angie Torres .................... Program Manager
Megan Torres  ................. Program Specialist
Tomea Walker  ................ Bookkeeper
Cedric Wilson ................. Program Specialist
Laura Zipoy ..................... Executive Assistant

Administration &  
FULL TIME Staff

Board of Directors
Gary Holliday....................
Martha Adams................. 
Gena Carter......................
Jason Free........................ 
Craig Russell..................... 
Mat Rybicki......................
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888-926-2253 or 512-856-0128

Website: www.DownHomeRanch.org
Email: info@DownHomeRanch.org

For the Amplify Austin 2020 Campaign 
we ask you to think about why you 
are a part of the Down Home Ranch  
community and why you give to our 
mission. If you feel inspired, we en-
courage you to visit our Amplify page 

and make your donation today. 


