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Aidan and his group walk down a flight of stairs toward a windowed entrance but turn the corner before escaping 
into the waning sunlight. He bends down to get a drink as his group passes a drinking fountain before ascending a second 
flight of stairs. A volunteer leads them into the second room on the left. It is an empty dance studio with sleek hardwood 
flooring reflected in a series of mirrors hiding the wall opposite a row of windows. 

Aidan stops again at a drinking fountain just before entering. 
Aidan Bunch and his twin brother Aaron were diagnosed with autism when they were 4 years old, and they have 

been actively participating in KEEN (Kids Enjoy Exercise Now) St. Louis programs since the age of 6. Now 12, the two boys keep 
their parents busy. 

“There’s no such thing as a ‘typical day’ with us,” father Chad Bunch said. “Most days after school, we have some 
activity or another. We have KEEN a lot of times, whether it’s sports or swimming or [music] here tonight.” 

KEEN St. Louis is a nonprofit organization that, as their mission states, provides “free recreational opportunities to 
children and young adults with disabilities by pairing them with trained volunteers for fun, noncompetitive activities.” 
According to KEEN St. Louis Executive Director, Julie Soffner, one of the major goals of the organization is to both meet and 
exceed the baseline set in their mission statement. 

“My biggest thing was really looking and making sure that our quality was top-notch,” Soffner said about taking over 
as Executive Director in June of 2015. “I wanted to make sure that we were raising enough, that we were making enough 
revenue to take kids off of the waiting list. But mostly, I wanted to make sure that our quality is the best.” 

KEEN St. Louis holds sports, swimming and music programs, with the majority occurring on Saturday or Sunday. The 
KEEN Sings program that Aidan and Aaron attended takes place every Wednesday at St. Louis University High School. These 
programs allow children with physical or mental disabilities to express themselves athletically or aesthetically with the help of 
a volunteer with whom they are paired one-on-one throughout the session. 

“Always maintaining a one-to-one ratio is key,” volunteer and Program Manager Kristen Kremer said. “We really try 
our best to pair a kid, especially if they are having trouble communicating, with the same volunteer regularly so that volunteer 
can really get to know them and learn their unique style of communicating. Each child communicates a different way, so it’s 
really about understanding that child in particular.” 

Kremer continued on to say that it is important to “make it a meaningful experience for the volunteers and the kids 
as well,” and she acts on this statement, calling on children and volunteers alike to answer questions such as, “What animals 
are on Old MacDonald’s Farm?” or, discounting the wheels that go round and round, “What else is on the bus?” 

“I find it to be a very positive experience,” volunteer Makenzie Smith said. “I love coming every week. I love to go as 
much as I can because I get to see how rewarding it is for the kids and how good it is for them, and I love being a part of that.” 

A fellow volunteer adopts a slightly different stance. 
“It’s such a rewarding experience for the kids,” volunteer Katie Anderson said, “but also for all of the coaches and 

volunteers that come because, while at college, we don’t see kids that much. And you can come here, and all of the kids have 
the most joy in the world over some of the smallest things. It’s really refreshing and relaxing to come help.” 

KEEN does not just provide services for children and volunteers. As his sons play handheld percussion instruments 
like shakers and tambourines and dance to the polyphonic music that they are creating, Mr. Bunch talks to the mother of a girl 
participating in the session, one of his favorite things, he says, about KEEN St. Louis. 

“[The most rewarding thing has been] probably the community aspect of it,” Bunch said. “I’ve gotten to know some of 
the other parents, started a rapport with them… If I ever meet somebody whose son or daughter has just been diagnosed with 
anything on the autism spectrum, the No. 1 piece of advice I’ll give them is ‘Find a support group. Find other parents in similar 
situations that can help walk you through it.’” 

This community within KEEN is exactly what the Executive Director wants, and she has big plans for the future of the 
organization. 

“Our ideal situation is that we are the No. 1 recreational provider for kids with disabilities,” Soffner said. “If parents of 
kids with disabilities are looking for a place to exercise, socialize and make, we want KEEN to be the first choice.” 

As the music session wraps up, the students sing the “Goodbye Song” with the volunteers. 
Goodbye Aidan. 
Goodbye Aaron. 
Goodbye KEEN St. Louis. 
And as the students leave the room, Aidan stops by the drinking fountain one more time before disappearing around 

the corner. 
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