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A Little Help for a Big World: TLC Star Amy Roloff
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my Roloff, 46,  is a busy gal; 
she’s the mother of four active 
teenagers, an occasional soc-
cer coach, the caretaker of a 

33-acre farm in Hillsboro, a 
community volunteer, and 
recently the self-appointed 

leader of a foundation bear-
ing her name. And oh, there’s 

the national TV gig — the second 
half of the fifth season of the reality 
show about Amy and her family, 
“Little People, Big World,” began 
in April. Imagine living a hectic 
life encompassing kids, career, 
and community, all with a video 
crew following you around every 
day for months at a time.

For Amy, a little person whose dwarfism was caused by a 
genetic condition called achondroplasia, such intense per-
sonal exposure serves a much greater purpose: to deliver a 
message of “why not?” instead of “I can’t” to everyone, but 
especially to those who have a disability and face their own 
challenges. 

A tremendous amount of this inspiration is communicated 
to hundreds of thousands of viewers each month via Little 
People, Big World — and through appearances in over 40 
television shows and publications, including People maga-
zine, The New York Times, The View, The Oprah Show, Today, 
and Good Morning America. However, Amy also takes a more 
hands-on approach of empowering others through the work 
of her foundation.

The Amy Roloff Charity Foundation was created in 2009 to 
raise funds for the Dwarf Athletic Association of America 
(DAAA) and other local Portland charities, including Bridge 
Meadows, Human Solutions, Saint Child Maternity Home, 
Edwards Center, and Shriner’s Hospital. Her foundation 
holds annual events, raising funds that are then distributed 
to the affiliated nonprofits. 

By Janna Mock-Lopez

A Little Help
for a Big World

Each organization assists children and families here in Or-
egon in ways close to Amy’s heart: Bridge Meadows devel-
ops and sustains intergenerational neighborhoods for fami-
lies with foster children; Human Solutions helps homeless 
families achieve permanent housing stability and income 
self-sufficiency; Saint Child Maternity Home provides life, 
purpose, and direction to young mothers while they make 
plans for themselves and their unborn child’s life; Edwards 
Center promotes independence and quality of life for devel-
opmentally disabled adults in Washington and Clackamas 
counties; Shriner’s Hospital offers specialty pediatric care 
for children up to age 18 with orthopedic conditions, burns, 
and spinal cord injuries — all with no financial obligation to 
their families.

Creating a presence of meaning, purpose and vision has 
always been in the forefront of Amy’s life. She credits her 
strong faith and ability to remain grounded as key elements 
for the high energy required for serving the community.

Janna Mock-Lopez: Before television, in public, 
you might have been stared at for being different. 
Now, what’s it like to go out and have people rec-
ognize you and stare, because you’ve been on TV? 

Amy Roloff: It’s been a 180-degree turnaround. Before TV 
came along, I pretty much kept to myself. I’m a reserved 
person. I’d go out into public and put a game face on, so to 
speak. At home, I’d let loose. Once I left my home, there 
was a certain image I had to portray to break down what-
ever perceptions people may have because I’m a little person 
with dwarfism. Whatever people thought, it would be like, 
“I don’t know anything about that. I’ll just walk away….” I 
knew people were looking at me. I just never knew what they 
were thinking. 

People didn’t readily come up and ask, “Hey, how’re you do-
ing?” If I went to an event, chances were they were people I 
already associated with. But random people never came up 
to introduce themselves. So this is definitely a 180-degree 
turnaround. I was very cautious, very guarded. Now that 
TV has come along, it’s allowed me to break down some of 
my own personal barriers, which probably have to do with 
protecting myself or doing my best to convince others that 
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though I may look different, I’m really not 
different than anybody else.

J: Do you have to prove all the 

time that you’re not different?

A: The TV show has been a huge family 
opportunity to make others aware about 
this disability family that happens to 
have dwarfism. We may be different, but 
that difference diminishes quickly once 
people get into the show. It’s like, “Oh 
my gosh, there are more similarities than 
there are differences. So the dad walks on 
crutches and rides a scooter. The mom’s a 
go-getter always trying to over-prove her-
self. The kids seem pretty normal.” For us, 
it was a huge opportunity. Not only as a 
mom, trying to incorporate this big event, 
but trying to keep our life going.

J: Can you imagine a moth-
er who’s always in the pub-
lic eye, say, Michelle Obama? 
How does she do it? How do 
you keep your kids grounded?  

A: From the outside and what I’ve seen 
of her, she’s a very strong woman. She 
had certain determinations and objec-
tives long before getting into the White 
House. Her husband, President Obama, 
has been in the political limelight for a 
while, whether it be locally as a senator 
or nationally. She had the steps building 
up to this major event but that didn’t nec-
essarily prepare her for having her kids 
in the White House or for being part of 
history. 

In regard to being in the spotlight, I’ve 
brought circumstances down to “what 
are my kids’ main job?” Their main job 
is education. TV always came second. 
I wanted them to understand that what 
they need to do in their lives is always first 
priority. TV follows us, we do not follow 
TV. I work hard at that. Getting lost in  
the media limelight is easy. We’ve seen 
how TV can affect an ordinary family 
that’s suddenly plunged into this world. If 
you don’t constantly remind yourself why 

you’re doing what you’re doing for what-
ever reason it may be, even being on TV 
such as we are, you can get lost.

J: Did you have discussion or 
agreement with your family be-
forehand about what the inten-
tions were and what you hoped 
to get out of the experience? 

A: The first couple of years, we weren’t 
even sure what we were doing. We defi-
nitely didn’t think we’d be in our fifth sea-
son with over 200 episodes. We thought, 
“OK, a year. Major event and total incon-
venience. Cameramen and all these peo-
ple in our house and on our property. Per-
haps we can tolerate a year.” Well that first 
year turned out to be halfway decent, so 
we wondered, “Do we want to do this 
for another year?” We decided to 
move forward on a yearly basis. 
We asked ourselves and each 
other, “How is the family be-
ing affected? How are the 
kids doing with their friends 
and our community?” 

I always contend that this 
major event will eventually 
leave our lives. We’ll still be 
here. We’re still in the com-
munity. We still go to church 
or visit the grocery store. We 
work or attend social func-
tions or sports activities. 
Our lives need to continue 
within the community, and 
that’s why it was important 
to me as a mom to do my 
best to try to keep my kids 
grounded and remind them 
that although we have this 
opportunity of educating 
and exposing people to dif-
ferences, you are who you 
are, no better and no worse 
than anybody else. 

J: Have you seen dif-
ferences in your kids or 
even yourself since TV?

A: I think my youngest son has probably been the most af-
fected by a lot of the differences in his life compared to his sib-
lings. We go out in public and my hope is that the perception 
people have of us little people, people with dwarfism, or me as 
an individual has changed. I’ve even changed my perception 
of what I can do for others.

J: That’s so great!

A: I told my producer, if we’re out there and I get some sort of 
attitude about being on TV, you’ve got to let me know. I don’t 
care what episode we’re doing. Keep me in check. Help me to 
keep myself in check because then you’re always reminded of 
the fact about why you’re doing it, be appreciative of the op-
portunity and never think that I’m any better or deserve cer-
tain privileges just because I happen to be who I am now. 
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One of those opportunities was to start up my own charity foundation, 
which really came by as a fluke. I thought, “Here I am, ‘celebrity,’ and I 
want to help this organization that’s meant a lot to me for the past 20–25 

years. What can I do?” I’m known to be sports-
oriented, and I connected to Dwarf Athletic 

Association of America. I wanted to do an 
event to raise money to sustain them or 

help out in what little way I could, so I 
thought, “Why not put on a golf and 
dinner event?” I thought my efforts 
could fall under someone else’s non-
profit status. But lo and behold, that 
didn’t work. 

I wondered, “What do I do now? 
I’ve got to be nonprofit.” So they 
said, “Why don’t you start your 
own?” I was like, “Start up my own?” 
So, it happened really quickly! It was 
recommended by someone I talked 
to that because of the website and 
social media, I should name it after 
[myself] because of the notoriety 
and people’s recognition. I worried 
that people would think I’m the 
typical celebrity. “Yeah, she’s gotta 
have her name on a charity and all 
this other stuff.” But I keep remind-
ing people, yes, it may be the Amy 
Roloff Charity Foundation, but this 
is why and this is what it stands for. 

J: This is who you are.

A: This is who I am. So that’s what 
we did. 

J: It’s been about a year and 

a half?

A:Yes, it’s been about a year and a 
half. Early 2009. We put on a major 
golf event and dinner. I’ve put on 
other events before, but nothing of 
this significance or as a fundraising 
event. I was sweatin’ it for a little bit. 

J: But in a good way . . .

A: In a good way. We have a good core 
board membership. Small still because 
I want to find who shares my same pas-
sion, who sees what it means to be on a 
nonprofit board. 

J: It’s critical to have a sense of 
the commitment that’s involved 
when you get onto a board. De-
termine where your passion is, 
and you’ve got to find a place 
where it makes sense. If being on 
a board is part of it, then be clear 
about what the mission is and 
what it’s going to require of you.  

A: I agree. I don’t think of myself much, 
so it’s kind of hard for me to think my 
name has much significance or power, 
but I would hope for a while it does, so 
helping other nonprofits do better at 
their fundraising is important to me. In 
regard to my mission for the Amy Roloff 
Charity Foundation, we focus on kids, 
single parenting, disability groups, and 
youth at risk. Obviously that’s vast. But 
it leaves our foundation open to support 
vast efforts we feel are doing great work 
in the community. 

For instance, single parenting. Regardless 
of what happens to a pregnant teenager 
or young woman, she has a choice. Does 
she keep it? Does she give it up for adop-
tion? Or does she make the other choice, 
depending upon what her situation is. If 
she decides to give it up for adoption, or 
support it, she will need a place to give 
her that support and help her move onto 
whatever that decision is. And disabil-
ity groups: There are tons of disability 
groups and I don’t want people to as-
sume that I’m only supporting dwarfism. 

J: Since you’re known nationally, 
how do you determine your lo-
cal versus national giving of time 

and dollars?  

A: It’s hard to determine how much to 

support locally, but the bigger percentage 
of the work our foundation does will sup-
port local because this is my community. 
This is where my kids are. These are the 
people I interact with. There are opportu-
nities to give back to some of the smaller 
organizations that maybe people don’t 
know about. They may help in a smaller 
area, but without these particular com-
munity groups, maybe it would be detri-
mental and hurt that particular area.

J: It’s exciting to be part of some-
thing knowing the story or the out-
come of the person where you’ve 
had direct impact.

A: Sometimes people forget about the lit-
tler nonprofits or don’t think their time or 
what little they give is significant enough, 
so they don’t. When I do speaking en-
gagements, whether it be for the charity 
or for my own business, I convey that a 
little help goes far. A little help for a big 
world. Why do you give? Is it to feel good 
or to help someone? My dad always said, 
“Give without expecting anything in re-
turn. Give because you can, you should, 
and that’s what you do.” 

J: It sounds like if the TV thing 
ended tomorrow, you’d still be 
doing what you do. You’d still be 
giving.

A: I would. It’d be a whole lot harder. 
[laughter] I’ve learned a lot about myself 
through the TV. I’ve learned a lot from 
the charity foundation. No matter what’s 
going on in your life, go out and help. Go 
to a nonprofit or an event and learn about 
other people’s stories. It doesn’t diminish 
what’s going on in your own life, but there 
are people who have a whole lot more 
going on and they’re moving forward. 
They’re surviving; they’re still taking that 
step, one foot in front of the other.

J: So inspiring. 

A: They’re doing the best that they 
can. How are the people in your 
own community making a differ-
ence? Who’s your hero? I’d love to 
figure out who people’s heroes are 
in their lives. Sometimes it’s a grand-
parent, a neighbor, a co-worker, or 
maybe a complete stranger who 
helped someone during a particular 
time. No matter what’s going on in 
our economy or life there’s a lot of 
good happening. You just don’t see 
it because it doesn’t make the news. 
I think we’re too much into that 
“gotcha” type of thing on the news. 

J: How is giving instilled to 
today’s kids? Great nonprof-
its have used social media 
to instill the notion of giv-
ing, since that’s where many 
young people connect. Oth-
ers believe that no matter 
what you do online, giving 
starts in the family. Do you 
teach your kids about giv-
ing on a relationship level, 
via the language they speak 
—technology — or both?

A: I think instilling the notion of 
giving and serving starts within our 
own family. There are three phases 
of giving: learning, building, then 
serving. I’m at the point where I say, 
“Kids, you’re old enough now. This 
is what your mom’s doing. I’d like 
you to be onboard. This is why.” I 
have a Christian faith–based belief. 
The first part of teaching kids about 
giving was through the church. 
Volunteer time or participate in ac-
tivities in order to raise money to 
give to a mission or local homeless 
shelter. That definitely was their first 
thing. 

Being a little person and reaching 
out to certain groups has always 
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been intimidating for me. For instance, serving dinners to the 
homeless or something like that. I know I’m not going to be 
able to do much work in this setting because everything is up 
high. I’m not physically able to serve. I set parameters up front 
so my kids can learn by the example of what I am able to do. 

J: Of your children, Jeremy, Molly, and Jacob are 
of average height. One of your sons, Zach, is a little 
person. Do you make specific concessions based 
on your individual child’s abilities?

A: I did when they were younger. Now that my kids are older, 
they can better understand that this is what your mom’s going 
to do and this is what they’re going to do. For example, we took 
a trip down South and helped Habitat for Humanity after Hur-
ricane Katrina. I thought, “What activity am I going to do? This 
is a construction zone. I’m sure they have certain safety rules.” 
I’ll do as much as I can for Zachary, who was 18 at the time. I 
want to give him a sense that he was there with a purpose and 
that he’s able to do certain things. My average-sized son Jeremy 
can do anything underneath the sun. 

Because being a little person has been my way of life, I go into 
volunteer situations wanting to know at least the basics of what 
I’m getting into, so if I can’t do something at least the people in 
need of assistance will understand why. 

Jeremy put on a whole roof of a house! He worked with the 
main supervisor. He was so proud of himself, because he was 
determined before we left, he’d complete the job. Zachary was 

determined to help me put in all the windows, at least those on 
the lower end. I had to climb a ladder and pound all this stuff. 
Being a little person, it’s not like I could climb halfway and I 
could reach. I had to climb all the way to the top of this tall lad-
der. It was like, “OK, if I wriggle too much here, what’s going to 
happen?” But I also wanted to make sure that my youngest were 
at least getting something meaningful out of the experience. 

J: Leading by example has been important for you 

as a mom.

A: Yes. Even before TV, certain opportunities came up that 
I took advantage of to help instill in my kids that we’re very 
blessed. My biggest teaching lesson and greatest gift is being a 
little person and having dwarfism. I don’t know what it is to be 
average height, but I know I wouldn’t be here right now if all 
these other things in the past didn’t bring me to this moment. 
There are challenges. Everyone has them. 

Through the charity foundation, we have an opportunity. I’m 
working with Royal Caribbean for a cruise. A percentage of 
the reservation proceeds that go through my website will come 
back to the charity. One of the ports of call is Haiti. With the 
devastation that happened there’s some small little positive im-
print we can do in the eight hours we’re there. My foundation’s 
not the Red Cross or the Salvation Army. They have years of 
experience and do wonderful work but that doesn’t mean that 
even my charity foundation, as young as it is, can’t make its small 
imprints. 
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We’re going to help at some of the orphanages there. Though I’d like to 
think I’m popular enough to show up in Haiti and say, “Here I am!” but 
we’re working through another nonprofit to help the process of bringing 
in items so they get to the orphanages and to the kids in need. A couple of 
my own kids are coming on the cruise. I want my kids to have compassion 
that the people of Haiti are going to be in the situation they’re in for a long 
time. We’re just making a small little imprint. It may not be big, but if it af-
fects one kid’s life over there, at least for the moment, I’m happy. 

Words of Wisdom: Reviews of Current Culture
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you unwanted physical anxiety and unwanted 
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Thanks to the Oregon Zoo, the skies above 
the Pacific Northwest will be a little more colorful this sum-
mer. More than 80 Taylor’s checkerspot butterflies, an endangered species that was 
once abundant in the region, were recently released in prime habitat near Olympia, 
Wash. This marks the first time that the zoo has successfully bred and reared adult 
butterflies, as opposed to larvae, for release. Instead of hatching from eggs collected 
in the wild, all of the butterflies were bred in captivity—another first. According 
to Melissa Arnold, who works at the zoo’s butterfly conservation lab, scientists 
marked the adult butterflies to distinguish them from insects that reached matu-
rity in the wild. “Butterflies continue to disappear, which is troubling because they 
are such an important part of the ecosystem,” she says. “They are incredibly sensi-
tive to environmental changes, 
making them perfect indicators 
of habitat health, plus they help 
pollinate prairie plants.” Through 
conservation efforts like this, the 
Oregon Zoo hopes to inspire 
people to create a better future 
for wildlife. Local zoologists are 
working to save several other 
endangered species including 
Oregon silverspot butterflies, 
Oregon spotted frogs, California 
condors, Washington’s pygmy rabbits, western pond turtles and Kincaid’s lupine. 
For details visit oregonzoo.org.

Tired of potholes? Believe it or not, there’s 
an app for that. Citizen Reports is a new iPhone application that lets 
Portlanders alert city agencies about everything from graffiti and clogged sewers to 
confusing traffic signs and broken street lights. The goal is to increase transparency 
through open data and to improve two-way communication between citizens and 

government, according to 
Mayor Sam Adams. “Em-
bracing open source soft-
ware is central to the spirit 
of democracy,” he says. 
“This app will ease access 
to information and increase 
communication between 
Portlanders and the city, en-
suring greater transparency, 
efficiency and accountabil-

ity in government.” After downloading the free application from iTunes, citizens 
can select the type of issue to report, take a photo, geo-locate the issue via GPS or 
map, add comments and send their report directly to the appropriate bureau. Citi-
zen Reports is still being tested in beta version, so users are encouraged to provide 
feedback to help improve and strengthen the service. For more information visit 
portlandonline.com.

By acquiring 20 acres of forested 
property in western Multnomah 
County, regional government officials say they have safeguard-
ed water qual-
ity, protected 
wildlife and 
p r e s e r v e d 
scenery for 
future gen-
e r a t i o n s . 
The parcel 
of land—
secured in 
April near 
Rock Creek, 
just beyond the urban growth boundary—boasts a wide diversity of 
native plants including sword fern, Oregon grape, vine maple, salmo-
nberry and alder, maple and red cedar trees. Preserving the natural 
area, Metro Councilor Rex Burkholder explains, will support winter 
steelhead as well as a herd of elk that roams the area. “As the popu-
lation grows, it’s critically important that we protect forest habitat 
and the wildlife that depends on it,” said . “Protecting this land also 
provides an important scenic resource for people living nearby.” Visit 
oregonmetro.gov/naturalareas.

A Portland-based music outreach 
effort that gives comfort to termi-
nally ill children and other hospital 
patients is gaining national recog-
nition. Music RX, the flagship program of Portland’s own Chil-
dren’s Cancer Association, is among the innovative solutions high-
lighted in a new book, Transforming the Healthcare Experience Through 
the Arts. “Our goal is to blanket the hospital with the comfort and joy 
that music can bring,” says Emily Hoffman, national director of Music 
RX. “Instead of the sterile, scary environment that the hospital can be, 
there might be cello music wafting down the hall, or bursts of laugh-
ter coming 
from an 
impromptu 
k a r a o k e 
party.” For 
more infor-
mation visit 
joyrx.org.
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Amy Roloff joins the cast of FROGTOWN, an all-ages award-
winning diversity musical performance, on Saturday June 5th 
at 2PM and 5PM at The Aladdin Theater. This celebration of 
diversity told through music is based on Emmy-Winning Au-
thor/Composer Philip Pelletier’s acclaimed musical storybook, 
and features local favorites: Linda Hornbuckle, Patrick Lamb, 
Andy Stokes, Fogatron, Shannon Day and Heather Christie. 
The event is a fund-raising benefit for the Shriners Childrens 
Hospital.  Tickets are $10 adults, $6 kids and are available at 
the Aladdin Theater box office or www.ticketmaster.com. 

2nd Annual Amy Roloff Charity Foundation 
Golf, Dinner and Auction
Starry Night, Summer’s Day “A little help for a BIG WORLD”
August 22 & 23 at the Reserve Vineyards and Golf Club

Funds raised will benefit the Portland Shriners Children’s Hos-
pital Prosthetic and Orthotic department.  This specialty care 
is offered to these young patients at no cost. With our help 
hundreds of children will gain independence and enjoy daily 
activities. 

HOW CAN YOU HELP? Become a sponsor, attend the dinner, 
donate an auction item, or make a financial contribution.
www.amyroloffcharityfoundation.org                              


