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In a world gone virtual, we thought now would be as good
a time as ever to introduce our first edition of the
AveNEWS Online!

A Message from the President/CEO
April 6, 2020
Dear Avenues Friends,
One of the basic tenets that we follow at Avenues is the idea of letting
our folks “live the lives they choose”. Unfortunately, in this era of
Covid 19, this concept is being severely tested for our individuals with
disabilities and also for all of us.
My heartfelt concern is for everyone’s health and safety in the coming
weeks and months. These are challenging and unprecedented times
that call on us to be vigilant, but also to keep in touch. I want to let you
know that everyone at Avenues is managing these challenges, and
assure you that we are doing everything in our power to reduce the
impact of this health crisis on the people of Avenues.
The health and well-being of everyone is constantly on our minds. For the prevention and mitigation of
the Coronavirus, we are following all of the recommendations issued by the Center for Disease Control,
as well as the Illinois Departments of Public Health and Human Services. However, it is obvious that
these governmental bodies are overwhelmed. Ultimately, it will be up us, as participants, families, staff,
board members, volunteers and supporters of Avenues to see us through this crisis.
At Avenues, there are now participants and staff who have tested positive for the Covid virus. Although
our work is apparently not as newsworthy as hospitals and healthcare, we have a 24/7 responsibility to
those individuals who rely upon us every day. In spite of the risks, Avenues staff continue to support the
daily needs of individuals with disabilities at our six residential locations.

When the Center for Independence day program in Wheeling suspended operation, the staff
members there stepped up to assist their residential co-workers by going in to our homes to provide
much needed daytime support. With on-the-job training and coaching at a standstill, placement staff also
began to counsel and help those residents unable to work due to the Covid crisis.
Many of you have asked how you can help. Volunteers are sewing face masks and donating hard-to-get
hand sanitizer and other Covid level cleaning products. In February, we were fortunate to have held our
annual gala, the Love Affair, where funds were raised for Avenues residents and their homes. Little did
we know how empowering that show of support would be as we face this pandemic.
You can also continue to check our website,www.avenuestoindependence.org, Facebook and Instagram
for updates on how you can help and where you can find updates on what we are doing to keep
everyone healthy. If you have questions about specific programming, feel free to reach us
at avenues@avenuestoindependence.org.
For the next few weeks, you, me and the people of Avenues will not be able to live the lives that we
choose. During this time, we will fully commit to ensuring the well-being of all our individuals with
disabilities. Please know that this is only possible because of your concern and support.
In explaining the success of Avenues and why he supports our cause, philanthropist Joe Herbst, said
“Together, we do it”. Joe is correct in that together is how we do it. Together is also how we will get
through this. Thank you.

Bob Okazaki
President/CEO

You can make
a difference today
Contribute

Welcome to the new AveNEWS Online!
Dear Friends of Avenues,
We are excited to announce that the AveNEWS will now be published digitally twice a year. There will still
be a paper version that will be mailed out twice a year. There are many reasons we have decided to
make this switch, but one benefit to the reader is being able to click on links within the stories. This is also
a cost-saving measure so that donors dollars go further as we save money on print and postage. We
hope you enjoy the new online layout and the stories about Avenues and the people we serve and please
feel free to forward to your family and friends.

New partnership helps to strengthen
relationship with law enforcement
Increasing awareness and public safety for people with
developmental and intellectual disabilities is the goal of a new
partnership between Avenues and the Park Ridge Police
Department. It can often be difficult for individuals with
disabilities to relate to law enforcement. Conversely, officers
may not always have had opportunities to engage with
individuals in a non-emergency situation. Often, individuals

with disabilities have difficulty processing directions from
officers, they may have a hard time following directions or
managing their emotions.
It is important that public safety personnel understand that it may be essential to approach the situation in
a different way. It is essential to help build relationships between individuals with
intellectual/developmental disabilities and law enforcement so that when there is an interaction, officers
can assess, deescalate and resolve the situation.
This winter, Avenues staff members held seminars at the Park Ridge police station in order to share with
law enforcement officers how best to interact with Avenues clients when a situation comes up. About a
dozen officers at their shift change meetings heard about Avenues history, saw pictures of our clients and
their homes and learned about the different intellectual and developmental disabilities.
Avenues staff provided resources in hopes to increase skills
when interacting with the people of Avenues.Many of the
officers know the residents of Avenues and regularly interact
with them in the Park Ridge community. Officers have
attended neighborhood events and Avenues residents are
invited to visit the Police Department. Avenues is fortunate to
be part of a community that cares, with officers willing to learn
how to better support individuals with intellectual and other
disabilities.

What are staff and clients
s aying about the new
Center for Independence?
With the unfortunate COVID-19 outbreak, all
Avenues day programs have closed until further
notice. This story reflects where we were and hope
to be once the Center for Independence reopens
its doors. We are grateful to have had the ability to
bring a couple of art projects to residential clients
during the past couple of weeks. Lauren taught
two art classes in small groups at Sasser Family
House to keep social distancing best practices in
place. As we gain access to more supplies, we
hope to bring in art supplies to more residential
homes.

This photo was taken in December 2019 during
a Creative Avenues art class

Joni Kraft, Admissions Director with Jeff at the Reveal event in October: What I am most excited about for
our space [Center for Independence], is this guy right here [Jeff, Avenues Participant] because walking
him around and seeing how excited he is—and what did you say about every room we’ve been to?
Jeff: This is so cool!
Joni: And this is exactly why we did it, we did it for you guys. This is a space they deserve it’s a long time
coming, we’ve been working on it for so many years and it makes me so excited to see everyone’s smiles
as they walk through- it’s a great space, it’s wonderful!
One of Jeff’s favorite activities at the center is art. The new and improved Creative Avenues art program
is run by art instructor Lauren Kelley, and art therapist Monica Dougherty. Art classes run Monday and
Wednesday with five rotating groups each day.
Monica explains the idea for art therapy is that it gives Avenues participants a chance to be creative,
expressive, make choices, build self-esteem and feel successful with their artwork. It is also an
opportunity to be social and release emotions. Additionally, the art classes have provided physical therapy
and sensory benefits to participants with limited motor skills.
Art projects are planned each week and always incorporate a holiday theme for the month, along with
other enjoyable projects found on Pinterest—an online platform used to share ideas and discover
interests. Monica and Lauren use found objects for the participants to create original pieces of art. Some

items they have used include; marbles, yarn, toilet paper rolls and bubble wrap. This month, they used
popsicle sticks to make rainbows and table salt glued in the shape of a shamrock. The participants are
eager to attend art class and are always proud to take home their final creations.
While art classes were only brought to Sasser Family House for a short time because of the need for
sheltering in place, Lauren was excited to work with clients who did not normally attend art class because
they are busy working in the warehouse.
“It’s been so fun and so nice to help out. We sit and do art, talk, and listen to music. It’s was nice for the
clients to have someone there that they don’t always see,” explains Lauren.
Supplies have been generously donated to
the art program and are incorporated in all
crafts. Some wish-list items for the art room
include canvas boards, construction paper,
acrylic paint, magnets and holiday themed
items. During the “stay-at-home” order, you
can visit our donation page here to contribute
monetary donations to art supplies, and other
categories of your choosing.
We can’t wait to bring you the many updates
and happenings at the Center for
Independence once we are back up and
running.

During art class, Sasser resident, Ellen, decorated a
protective mask with crayons and markers

Tim, Kendrick House Resident
D
 ue to the outbreak of COVID-19 and the most recent “Stay at Home” order, Avenues has closed all day
programs until further notice. Before the closure, this is what a typical week looked like for Avenues
resident, Tim. You will also read about how Tim is keeping busy while he and his housemates temporarily
shift their schedules.
Tim came to Avenues in 2019 with minimal personal
items, and it became the mission of his staff to have him
succeed with Avenues.
A typical day for Tim, before the “Stay at Home” order,
was waking up early to make sure the house is all in
order. Tim attended the Avenues Wheeling Center for
Independence Monday - Friday. In the past year, Tim
joined the Creative Avenues Art Program and Fitness
Club, both hosted at the newly renovated center. He
made arts and crafts that he proudly displays in his
room at Kendrick House in Des Plaines.
Tim continues his activities throughout the evenings and weekends. At home, Tim likes to dance, joke
around, listen to music and enjoy the company of his housemates and staff. It is evident Tim enjoys
socializing, as he chooses to spend all of his free time in the living room. He is always smiling and excited
to see everyone.
Tim attended the monthly social group, Tuesday Night Friends at Sasser Family House in Park Ridge,
and hopes to do that again once the activity resumes. Tuesday Night Friends was created by volunteers,
Lynne Hjelmberg and Kathy Seiwert, and they have been organizing meetings for Avenues residents for
more than 20 years. With the help of local high school students, the group helps to encourage creativity
through crafts, dancing, exercise and singing.
On the weekends, everyone in the Kendrick House enjoys playing games together. On Saturday, Tim had
been participating in Maine-Niles Association of Special Recreation (MNASR) bowling, and on Sunday he
attended mass at St. Zachary's.
Tim and all Avenues residents are now navigating a “new normal” within their homes. So far, Tim has
been transitioning well as the staff is doing a great job keeping him and all clients engaged. Tim continues
to enjoy playing games, exercising and watching movies.

Tim’s Residential Manager, Mary Francis, says, “Staff members have been playing Uno, Memory,
Zumba, chair yoga, and going outside when the weather has been appropriate. He [Tim] beat everyone
in Memory last week!”

Construction begins at new Avenues
home in Park Ridge
Having accessible homes for the people Avenues serves
provides them with opportunities to live independently in
a safe and supported environment. In late February
construction began on a home that will provide those
opportunities for five residents. In 2017, Avenues to
Independence was gifted a single family home in Park
Ridge to be used for future residents. The donation was
made possible thanks to Avenues supporters Jean and
Wanda Debicki and The Debicki Foundation.
There are certain modifications that are necessary under
the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) to make it
accessible and safe for the new residents. We will install
a chairlift that can help physically disabled residents get
up the stairs. The home is set up for visual alert strobes
for the fire system and doorbells that trigger a blinking
light in the rooms and bathrooms to alert the housemates
that are deaf. On the second floor there are three
bedrooms and two of them were especially large and
architects were able to rework the second floor to convert
the three bedrooms into five bedrooms.
This will allow each resident to have their own room and space and make it possible to have both men
and women live in the home. The second floor also has two bathrooms that will be remodeled for more
accessibility, with one having a bathtub and the other a roll in shower.
On the first floor there is a large family room where residents can watch TV, play games or socialize with
their housemates. Also on the first floor is a formal dining room that residents can enjoy meals together.
So far renovations have continued despite the current pandemic crisis. We acknowledge that at this time
a move-in date cannot be exact but are hopeful residents can make the new Avenues house their home
soon.

At Avenues to Independence, we talk
about a life-long commitment to the people
we serve.

It's called the Sasser Society
Bill Dearhammmer Sasser Society member said, “I
learned about the Sasser Society from my very good
friends, Bob and Peg Healy. Their son, Kevin, is a
resident at Avenues and also a person I have known for
many years. I have seen the outstanding assistance
Kevin has received and am proud to be a part of the
organization that has done so much for him and all the
residents of Avenues.”

There are nearly 90 members of the Sasser Society who
have made a provision for Avenues in their estate plans.
For decades, the Sasser family’s philanthropy has made
a difference at Avenues to Independence. A future
commitment in your will, trust or estate plan will mean
continuing to offer job, home and community support to
the people Avenues serves.

To find out more information about how to invest in the
future of Avenues, please visit our website or contact
Michele Shoolin, VP of Development at 847-292-0870
ext. 1116 or shoolin@avenuestoindependence.org.

Follow us on social media!






