
Lucinda Brokens
Speech-Language Pathologist

Lucinda was hired as a speech-language pathologist by 
Walt Daum in the newly formed Grant Wood AEA in 
August, 1975. She graduated from Western Michigan 
University on a Saturday and moved back to Iowa to begin 
employment the following Monday.  Her first assignment 
was in Monticello School District for seven years.  

“I loved my job so much that in 1993, following my time-off  
to be a stay at home mom, I was again hired by Deb Preisser. 
My assignment was half-time SLP in the Monticello and 
Anamosa school districts.  In 2004, I began my current full-
time assignment in the Midland and Olin school districts.”

“Working for GWAEA gave me the chance to work with 
so many great colleagues and form life-long friendships. I 
have always strived to make a difference in the lives of my 
students and helping them be the best communicators they 
can be.  I remain the most proud of their accomplishments 
as I follow them over the years to adulthood, and see that 
they are truly making a difference in the lives of others.”

Julia Wachal
Special Education Consultant

Julia began her employment with Grant Wood AEA on 
August 24, 1988, as a special education consultant working 
under the supervision of Paula Vincent.

“I have worked in the Marion Independent and Cedar Rapids 
Community school districts. In Marion, I worked at the 
elementary level. In Cedar Rapids I’ve worked at both the 
elementary and middle school levels.

I am most proud of the relationships I have developed with 
my AEA and LEA colleagues during my tenure with GWAEA. 
I am also appreciative of the opportunity to have earned my 
certification as a Strategies Intervention Model (SIM) trainer 
through the University of Kansas Center for Research and 
Learning.

Being a former teacher, I have most enjoyed the opportunity 
to work with special educators and their students on ways 
to improve student achievement within the core curriculum. 
I have also enjoyed the opportunity to partner with my LEA 
colleagues over the years to support district initiatives.”

Karen Desmarais
Science Center Technician

Karen began her career at Grant Wood AEA on Sept. 24, 
2001 as a Science Materials Technician. Her first supervisors 
were Mary Somerville and Kathleen Aller. The Van Allen 
Science Teaching Center (VAST) Science Center serves all 
school districts in AEA 10 plus others.

“One of my accomplishments is being part of a successful 
program that helps teachers enjoy teaching science, and 
that ALL students experience science hands-on and have 
fun.

What I’ve liked most about working at Grant Wood AEA 
are the people. They become your family, supporting each 
other, always helping each other to get the job done. I will 
miss the fun working with a great group of people! Plus, 
I have loved my job. It’s always a challenge, but a reward 
knowing kids will (hopefully) love science.”

Rebecca Hays
Speech-Language Pathologist

Becky started in 1976 as a Parent Educator in Early 
Childhood for $3.98 an hour.  

“I worked for two years under Reid Zehrbach, then went 
back to school in Elementary Ed, Reading and Science 
Education. I taught Elementary Education and Reading for 
two years, then landed at the University of Iowa’s Division 
of Developmental Disabilities. After many years in the 
inpatient and outpatient units at Hospital Schools with Sue 
Thuma-Rew and Carla Cigrand, I then shifted to Speech 
and Language under the influence of Carol Nordquist. I 
came back to GWAEA as an SLP in January of 1995.

I have worked primarily in the SW region Clear Creek 
Amana, Iowa Valley, Iowa City, Washington, Mid-Prairie, and 
Highland school districts.

I have served the school I graduated from, Amana, for 
most of my SLP career. I contributed as SLP co chair, and I 
embraced mentoring SFYs and SLP interns.    

My students have been the best part of working at Grant 
Wood AEA!  My SLP co-workers come next! They are a 
pool of extremely talented and dedicated professionals 
that I have been proud to be a part of.” 
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Vickie Bone
Special Education Consultant
Vickie began her career at Grant Wood AEA in August 2002 
as a special education consultant. Her supervisor was Keith 
Stamp. Vickie has worked in the North Cedar, Midland, Olin 
and Monticello school districts. 

“My most proud accomplishments include beginning the 
5th/6th year Transition Center at Monticello; guiding North 
Cedar Middle School in the development of a quality BD 
program; becoming certified in KU Content Enhancement 
Routines and sharing them with the districts I serve; and 
teaching, guiding numerous first-year teachers in a very 
challenging and rewarding career as special educators. 

Being given the opportunity for professional development in 
areas of interest to me, and working with caring, dedicated 
individuals at the agency and in the school districts are two 
things I have liked most about working at Grant Wood AEA.”

Liz Hooley
PEP Educator Partner
Liz began her career at Grant Wood AEA as a Parent 
Educator Partnership Information and Resource Specialist. 
Her first supervisor was Kathy Green. Because the PEP 
program serves all GWAEA school districts, Liz shared that 
she has worked in every school district at least once.

“I am proud that the PEP program has remained relevant as a 
support for parents and educators since its beginning in 1985. 
When I listen to people in other professions or who work 
in other businesses, I come away from those conversations 
about work with a renewed feeling of appreciation for the 
collegial, professional, and friendly interactions among my 
coworkers, and the flexibility and independence to perform 
one’s job. It’s been a great place to work.”

Priscilla Polehna
Speech-Language Pathologist
Priscilla began her career with Grant Wood AEA in February 
1977 as a speech-language pathologist. Her first supervisor 
was Walt Daum. During her first year, she worked in the 
Anamosa School District, and then worked mainly in the 
Cedar Rapids Community School District. 

“As corny as it may sound, the accomplishment that I am 
most proud of is making a difference in the lives of many 
children and teachers. Thinking about that makes me smile.  

It is hard to identify one thing that I have liked the most. There 
are many things!  The people that I have worked with, the 
children, the professional development opportunities...the list 
could go on and on.”

Denise Willems
School Psychologist

Denise has served the Holy Family, Midland, Cedar Rapids, 
North-Linn, and Vinton-Shellsburg school districts. Her first 
supervisor was Mary Somerville. 

“Over the years, I have tried to provide help and encouragement 
to teachers as well as hope and healing for children and families. 
My focus has been to deliver consistent and reliable, high quality 
service done with integrity – which is not easy to do with the 
current workloads.

While at Grant Wood AEA, I have participated in the LOFT 
and CISM teams; received school psychology departmental 
recognition for excellence on two occasions; co-chaired 
“Celebrate School Psychology Week” events which earned a 
National Association of School Psychologists’ first place public 
relations award; and served as the GWAEA representative to 
the Linn County coalition for Suicide Prevention for two years. 
I also chaired the association climate survey and served as 
association treasurer for seven years.

I have enjoyed the variety of work, ranging from diagnostics 
to problem solving with teachers, direct service work such 
as individual and group counseling, as well as providing 
professional development to teachers. While at Grant Wood 
AEA, these have included: suicide prevention, suicide risk 
assessment, applications of multiple intelligences to learning, 
analyzing universal screening results as well as other student 
data, differentiation, and written language strategies.

In terms of humorous stories, when I first came to Iowa from 
the South, I was referred by a third-grader to speech language 
since I had trouble saying the /oi/ sound. He reassured me 
that his therapist had helped him so he was quite sure she 
could help me. In addition, various buildings have given me 
nicknames. One called me “Sunshine” because I was always 
smiling and laughing. In another building, the kitchen staff had 
trouble remembering my Dutch surname so they teased me 
by calling me “Mrs. America” since I was friendly and dressed 
nice. One person told me, “You do not dress like a teacher.”  
I asked, “What do you mean?”  She replied, “You often wear 
bright colors!”  In a couple of buildings, they had students who 
did not respond to many avenues of intervention and when 
they worked with me, they started getting better. In a time in 
which many subscribe only to an operant conditioning type 
of approach to behavior, it seems that the most powerful 
intervention of all has been forgotten – love.  Love combined 
with skill makes a difference. And that is why I was renamed 
“Wonder Woman.” (Unfortunately, I do not have her figure nor 
do I spin around and change clothes.)

I am thankful for having the opportunity to work with many 
dedicated district and AEA colleagues over the years, and am 
proud to have been part of this work. The friendships and the 
laughter are what will be most remembered.”
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