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IN EMOTIONAL FIGHT FOR HER LIFE, WICHITA STUDENT FINDS HOPE AND SUPPORT AT HERITAGE
BY Eric Shepard

WICHITA—Cynthia Ybarra sat in her bedroom last fall in the house she shares with her family in Wichita and thought about her life. She had never done particularly well in school. She had gotten involved with the wrong crowd, made mistakes and had brushes with the law. And to put things in even sharper perspective, she had recently been diagnosed with a serious medical condition and told she didn’t have long to live.

It was a lot to think about, especially considering Ybarra is only 25 years old.

Rather than give up and spend her remaining time feeling sorry for herself and her unfortunate situation, however, Ybarra spent that afternoon in her bedroom thinking of something meaningful she could do.

“I was sitting on my bed with a friend who was also going through some hard times and we were talking about how we could do something positive with our lives,” Ybarra recalled. “She threw out the idea of going to college. I kinda laughed at first and said, ‘Are you serious?’ Turns out she was serious because before I knew it we were out looking at schools.”

Ybarra and her friend visited several career colleges in Wichita, and their final stop took them to Heritage College (www.heritage-education.com). The school opened in 2008 and is one of the largest of the eight colleges nationwide in the Heritage family. Ybarra said Heritage was the only school that made her feel truly welcome. 

“Everybody has always been telling me how I can’t do things because of my past,” said Ybarra, who was born in Texas and moved to Wichita when she was 8.  “They’re very discouraging. But the people at Heritage were different. They were telling me how I could do things and encouraged me. No one there ever told me, ‘No’. So I was pretty much sold from the beginning.”

Although her friend who initiated the idea ultimately decided not to go to college, Ybarra soldiered on. She enrolled in the Massage Therapy Program, one of four diploma programs the school offers. In mid-December of 2009, just a few weeks after her initial visit, Ybarra began class at Heritage. 

Her first day of class was a monumental moment. Ybarra, the oldest of five children, said no one in her entire family had ever gone to college. She herself had even failed to finish high school, dropping out one month before graduation. (She earned her G.E.D in 2006.) But even more important was the fact that Ybarra was there at all. 

Just a few months earlier, in the summer of 2009, Ybarra had been diagnosed with Systemic Sclerosis, also known as Scleroderma. It is a rare chronic disease of unknown cause that can result in widespread tissue damage. In Ybarra’s case, the disease has impacted her heart, making it difficult for her to breath. In addition, her fingers often turn blue and her arms go numb due to poor blood circulation. 

Ybarra said she first noticed something was wrong in 2006 and that her condition slowly deteriorated from there. Sometimes she would have trouble walking down the street because she was so out of breath. The swelling and numbness would come and go. She didn’t feel like herself.  She visited several doctors, but they could never pinpoint the exact problem. Finally, last summer, after she fainted, Ybarra was taken three hours away to the University of Kansas Medical Hospital in Kansas City. A team of specialists diagnosed her rare condition. They also told her that she had a severe case of Scleroderma and that is was terminal. 

“They told me what it was and that I only had so long to live,” Ybarra said. “They told me that I would probably die within six months if I did nothing. My other option was to use a pump that could prolong my life.”

Ybarra said she never hesitated. She told her doctors she wanted to utilize the pump. She wasn’t ready to die. The pump is a small battery operated device that continuously infuses medicine directly to the heart through a small catheter in her chest. She has to have the pump with her at all times.

“After I started using the pump I noticed improvement the next day,” said Ybarra, who spent a month at the KU Medical Hospital after initially being diagnosed. “I felt better almost immediately. I could breathe so much easier. I can’t go swimming any more, which I love to do, but I’ve gotten used to the whole thing.”

At Heritage, faculty and students didn’t know anything was medically wrong with Ybarra at first. Her pump is small and is kept inside a pocket. Her catheter is hidden underneath her shirt. But over time, everybody begin to get to know Ybarra and her story.

“I think a lot of us were very worried and concerned for Cynthia when we learned about her life and her medical condition,” said Gina McDonald, who is Ybarra’s Massage Therapy instructor. “But she is so incredibly calm and comfortable about everything. So, it just made everyone around her feel at ease. People really want to be around Cynthia. There’s a lot of love and concern for her.”

Ybarra has been an inspiration around the hallways of Heritage. Classmates volunteer to give her a ride to and from school. She always has someone to study with. And when it became known that Ybarra was a huge fan of country singer George Strait, the school pulled together and raised enough money to buy two tickets to an already sold out concert in Wichita in February.  She attended with classmate Emily Ernstmann. It was the first concert Ybarra had ever attended. She saw her first encore.

Ybarra has her good days and her bad days. She occasionally misses school because of her health, but overall she has good attendance. She’s kept her grades up. And she almost always has a smile on her face.

“Going to college is a great accomplishment for me,” Ybarra said. “I have four younger siblings, and I don’t want them to remember me as someone who didn’t accomplish anything with her life. I want to inspire them and have them remember for something positive. This is something positive, and that’s the best gift I could leave them.”

Ybarra isn’t sure how much time she has left. Her doctors aren’t even quite sure. But she’s confident and hopeful she will be around long enough to finish school. She is scheduled to graduate in October.

“Cynthia has forever changed a little bit of me,” said McDonald, her instructor. “And I think everyone should meet her.”


ABOUT HERITAGE COLLEGE AND HERITAGE INSTITUTE

Heritage College and Heritage Institute operate in Denver, Colorado; Wichita, Kansas; Kansas City, Missouri; Little Rock, Arkansas; Oklahoma City, Oklahoma; Fort Myers, Florida; Jacksonville, Florida; and Manassas, Virginia. Heritage College and Heritage Institute provide comprehensive job placement at no additional cost, as well as alumni support for its diverse student population. Education programs are designed to lead to careers as a: Massage Therapist, Medical Assistant, X-Ray Medical Tech, Esthetician, Surgical Tech, Personal Trainer, Hospital and Health Manager, Pharmacy Tech, or Cosmetologist. For more information about Heritage, visit www.heritage-education.com or call (888) 334-7339.
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