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Avenues residents are 100% vaccinated
In February, Avenues to Independence teamed up
with Walgreens to provide COVID-19 vaccines to our
residents. Residential Director Stephen Kray said of the
vaccinations, “Our staff members are very excited that all
our residents have been vaccinated. It’s a great weight off
all of our shoulders. Now we can get back to doing what
we love; helping our residents be active members of their
communities again.”
Avenues Vocational Director Ron Reeves is eager to get
all of the program participants back to the Center for
Independence and shared that, “Currently we are working
with vaccine providers in an attempt to do a similar
vaccination event at the Center for Independence. Our hope
is to give people who live at home an opportunity to get their
shots so they can return to their jobs in the community and
the Center for Independence.”
This opportunity was also made available to staff, which is
especially important for individuals working in direct contact
with the program participants and residents. Individuals who
reside in long term care facilities like Avenues are at a higher
risk of getting COVID-19, primarily due to close contact
with others and inability to social distance. It is thought that
individuals with intellectual, physical and developmental
disabilities are more susceptible to COVID-19, which could
cause severe illness, a higher risk of being hospitalized and
greater fatality rates.

Michael, a resident at Cambridge House in Des Plaines,
looks forward to seeing his Father.

Avenues staff will take every
opportunity to keep the health and
safety of our residents a top priority.
In March of 2020, several Avenues residents and staff
tested positive for COVID-19. Residential Manager Linda
Smith made the selfless decision to quarantine with the
residents, as did Residential Manager Rafael Fontan who also
quarantined with residents when one tested positive after
returning from a rehab facility post-surgery.
While residents waited to receive their vaccines, they were
treated to Dunkin Donuts and coffee. They also had the
opportunity to visit with staff and friends and talk about
what they look forward to doing once it is safe to return to
the community.
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Avenues Residential Director Stephen Kray helps to calm Avenues resident
Ed as he receives his first dose of the COVID-19 vaccine.

Cathy, a resident at Sasser Family House, is looking
forward to visiting with her brother soon.

Nora wants to return to her job at the Avenues Thrift Shoppe,
so she was ready and willing to get her first shot.

A letter from President/ CEO Jason Clark
Dear Avenues Friends,
I am certain the year 2020
will be studied in the history
books by future generations
to come. It certainly has
challenged us all. There
is a famous quote, “Hard
times don’t create heroes.
It is during the hard times
when the ‘hero’ within us is
revealed.” I can unequivocally
say that applies to so
many here at Avenues to
Independence. From our truly
“essential workers” who worked directly with the individuals
we serve every day around the clock, to the entire leadership
team, who ensured the safety of everyone was secured and
always the priority. To our amazing volunteers who stepped
up when we needed you the most, we will honor and
celebrate you during National Volunteer Week April 19- 24.
I am in awe by all of the Avenues “heroes” and thank you.
In just my first six months here at Avenues, I have also been
a witness to the amazing work by our staff and volunteer
leaders. Together, we completed our CARF accreditation
survey, and the surveyors were so complimentary of
everything the organization has accomplished. We found out
in early April that we received a three-year accreditation, the
highest achievement an organization can receive. I witnessed
the true holiday spirit as our Suburban Partnership Board and
Ron “Santa” Reeves provided joy to our residents when they
needed it the most. I have seen the heart-warming response
from our supporters through virtual events and got to see all
the hard work from our outstanding development team to
truly make something special happen.

While the COVID-19 pandemic is still with us, I am hopeful
we can start to regain some sense of normalcy. Getting the
vaccine is a monumental step forward for the individuals we
serve. It means getting closer to getting back to something
we have all lost in these past 12 months. Having the
individuals be able to return to the day program, employment
sites, even to go to a store or restaurant, is all something I
am sure we won’t take for granted again in our lifetime. The
Avenues program staff are to be commended and should be
proud of all their hard work and dedication for getting this
step accomplished and for keeping so many safe during this
past year.
Finally, I want to thank Bob Okazaki and Michele Shoolin for
not only a lifetime of service to making the lives of individuals
with disabilities better, but also for your support, dedication,
and friendship during my transition time. I do not take any
of it for granted and understand the legacy that has been
created before me.
If 2020 has taught us anything, it is that the entire Avenues
community (staff, board, donors, and clients) are truly an
amazing family that is resilient, dedicated and will persevere
and continue to grow. I am truly humbled to now be just a
small part of such an amazing community.
Sincerely,

Jason M. Clark
President/CEO

Holiday Parade brings cheer to Avenues residents
Thank you to the Suburban Partnership Board for organizing
a holiday parade for the residents of Avenues. Each year
the Suburban Partnership Board hosts a holiday party at
the Center for Independence but due to COVID-19 the
program participants were unable to attend. This year, “Santa”

Family
Residents at Amundsen

House Jim, Allan and Bill.

collaborated with the Suburban Partnership Board and the
Avenues staff to visit each of the homes in his red jeep to safely
deliver presents to each of the Avenues clients. The residents
were so happy to have some cheer this holiday season.

Suburban Partnership Board members Barb Spiewak,
Sue Feldman, Ed Coyne and Marc Blumenthal with
Avenues “Santa” Ron Reeves.

Sasser Family House resi
dents braved the cold to
spend
some time with Santa.
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In memory of Ann Marie Ehrlich
Avenues to
Independence lost a
beloved member of
the Avenues family this
December, when we said
farewell to Ann Marie
Ehrlich. She leaves behind
a legacy that will make
an impact on the lives of
everyone at Avenues for
years to come.
Ann Marie believed
in putting the clients
first. Michele Shoolin,
Ann Marie will be missed by her family and former Vice President
friends at Avenues.
of Development, said of
her friend and co-worker,
“Ann Marie was always about the clients, that was the reason
that she cared about the events. That’s why she cared about
the parties. She cared so deeply about the clients and that
was what drove her always to do the job that she did.”
Ann Marie’s work at Avenues began 43 years ago as a
part-time office assistant; and her role was to transcribe
documents. It was then that her attention to detail became
evident. Her role grew with the organization as she became
an office manager and helped with administrative duties. In
1984, she had a vision to change the Annual Dinner from
a pot-luck style dinner to an event to celebrate the clients
of Avenues. The Annual Dinner is a night to recognize and
celebrate program participants, volunteers and donors and is
attended by more than 350 people.

She continued to build
the calendar of events
including the Avenues/
Gorman Golf and
Tennis Classic, and the
Florida Snowbird events.
Organizing parties for
the program participants
brought Ann Marie so
much joy. She loved
planning the food and
entertainment, choosing
gifts and arranging visits
from Santa.
Board Member Sara
McKitrick said of working
on events with Ann
Marie, “She believed in
rolling up your sleeves,
pitching in and getting
the job done. Her work
Ann Marie with Kevin, an Avenues
program participant, at an early
ethic and what she did
Fashion Show.
behind the scenes to
make things happen set
the precedent for successful events. She was creative and
had a strong attention to detail from the centerpieces at
events to the theme of the Love Affair.”
Ann Marie was honored at the 2021 Love Affair for her
years of service. She successfully established a strong base
of support through our events. Our thoughts are with the
entire Ehrlich family, especially her husband Allan. We are
thankful for all of her dedication and heart that she put into
all that she did at Avenues.

Ann Marie with friend
and co-worker former
VP of Development
Michele Shoolin.

Ann Marie at the Avenues Fashion show with her husband Allan and her
grandsons Callan and Cooper.
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She continued to plan and execute events, and in 1986
she added the Avenues Tea and Fashion Show, which gave
clients the opportunity to shine on the runway. Soon after
she had the idea for the first Love Affair, a formal event to
celebrate Avenues’ 35th anniversary. The event was named
for the “Love Affair” that she and others had for the people
of Avenues. Through the Love Affair Ann Marie became the
“face” of the Avenues events.

Ann Marie’s sister,
Patty Kogut, and mother,
Ann Maroney, often
attended Avenues
events and served on
event committees.

Thank you Michele Shoolin for your
40 years at Avenues
Michele Shoolin
has always been a
teacher, a leader and
an advocate for the
people of Avenues to
Independence. During
her 40-year career, first
as a Publicist and then
as the Vice President
of Development, she
helped to raise over $35
million for Avenues.
In December of 1981,
Michele began her
career at Avenues
as a Publicist. Her talent as a great storyteller helped to
share the inspirational stories of the people of Avenues. She
understands the importance of letting the public know about
the lives people with disabilities lead. Her knowledge of the
clients and their families has helped build lifelong bonds and
provide trust for the families of program participants. “Michele
is a gifted writer and communicator, but she taught us things
about our clients and ensuring they receive the respect and
dignity they deserve.” Cathy Kerr, Avenues Vice President of
Programs said of her friend.
Michele with her husband and Avenues Suburban
Partnership Board member Joel Shoolin.

helped to establish Avenues’ planned giving society – the
Sasser Society – which has provided $3.5 million since its
inception. Her commitment to having great ambassadors to
support Avenues also led her to create both the Suburban
and Chicago Partnership Boards.
She built and fostered relationships with donors and their
families that have lasted for generations. She fostered a
sense of community and family; in fact, she even recruited
family members and friends to join Avenues Boards and
event committees.
The Board celebrated Michele’s retirement virtually at
the January Board meeting. Board member Molly Dietlin
“presented” Michele with a beautiful, handblown vase
created by artist Shawn Messenger. “This piece was chosen
for Michele because glass is precious, glass is strong. It is
known for its durability and transparency. It is filled with
forget-me-nots; and as Michele symbolizes these traits, and
she will not be forgotten.”

In the spirit of ‘Putting aside old ideas about what is possible’,
she was integral in changing the name of the organization
from North Suburban Aid for the Retarded to Avenues to
Independence. She took the lead on a number of capital
campaigns, which collectively raised nearly $11 million to
support initiatives such as new homes, job placement and the
renovated Center for Independence.
“Michele’s tenure at Avenues has set the foundation from
which our organization can grow and prosper to support
many more individuals with autism, cerebral palsy, Down
syndrome and other disabilities well into the future.” stated
Bob Okazaki, Avenues President/ CEO Emeritus. Because
of her passion and care of the program participants, Michele
was always thinking about the future of the organization. She

Michele with Avenues major benefactor
Clarence “Joe” Herbst.

Michele Shoolin (far right) with Avenues resident Denise Hacke (second from
left) Suzette Roppel and Board member Linda Buggy.

Michele at the Spotlight on Wine, an
event
that is in its’ 17th year.

Michele with longtime co-workers and friends Bob
Okazaki, Ann Marie Ehrlich and Floyd Kortenhof.
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Love Affair 2021 celebrates getting
back to the community in every way
This year, there was no ballroom, no fancy
dresses and tuxedos, and no themed
decorations. But one component of the 33rd
Annual Love Affair remained the same: our
donors. Our supporters care so much about
the clients of Avenues that they “showed up”
even without an event. In fact, this year they
didn’t just show up, they showed up big –
raising more than $370,000 for the people
and programs of Avenues to Independence.
The 2021 Love Affair was celebrated virtually
on Saturday, February 27. The theme was
The Art of Living: Back to the community in
every way. The virtual video was emceed
by Avenues supporter and Development
consultant Mike Bruni and showcased
four Avenues program participants. These
participants were joined by their families and
Avenues staff; each on shared stories about
what they are most looking forward to doing
in a post-COVID time.
Avenues program participant Cathy and
her sister and brother-in-law, Avenues
Suburban Board members Therese and Tom
Villano, discussed Cathy’s plans to move
into her new home at Sasser Family House
in Park Ridge. Jeff, an Avenues resident in
Des Plaines, shared his excitement about
returning to his community employment job.
Kim and Charlie spoke with Avenues Social
Service and Benefits Coordinator Amy Wenzl
about their desire to return to church and
other activities in the community.

The virtual program also featured the
Jane and Albert Wohlers Visionary Award
presentation, which was given to President/
CEO Emeritus Bob Okazaki for his 43 years
of service, vision for the people of Avenues
and his positive and lasting impact on the
organization. The award was presented by
Natalie Malik Schiestel, granddaughter of
Jane and Albert Wohlers; the award was
created to honor Jane and Albert Wohlers
in support of the collective vision that
the idea that everyone deserves to be a
productive member of the community.
Bob was given a piece of artwork, created
by Alisa Singer, which represents the
dramatic increase in life expectancy for
individuals with Down syndrome. This
significant change can be attributed to
advancements in medical science and
opportunities provided by organizations
like Avenues.
We are grateful for our Love Affair
Presenting Sponsor, the Unger Herbst
Family Legacy, and all those who sponsored
or donated to the event, especially the
Louis and Harold Price Foundation for
their $100,000 matching challenge grant.
We would like to thank the Love Affair
committee for their support.
To view the Love Affair video please visit:
avenuestoindependence.org/pics_flicks/.

Thank you to
our Sponsors
PRESENTING SPONSOR
The Unger Herbst Family
Legacy
MATCHING CHALLENGE
GRANT SPONSOR
The Louis and Harold Price
Foundation
ART OF LIVING SPONSOR
Anita and Jim Hornbrook
BACK TO WORK
SPONSORS
Laura and Glen Amundsen
Lorie and Al Bartel
Dale Kendrick
Pam and Fred Sasser
Sasser Family Companies
BACK TO THE CENTER
FOR INDEPENDENCE
SPONSORS
BMO Harris
Lauren Brinati
Coyne and Company
Insurance
Jennifer and Kevin Gallery
Lynn and Bill Kimball
Collin Sasser and Alison
Whittington
Dale Seaberg
Jolene Wise and Steve
Silverman
SPECIALTY GIFT SPONSOR
HPS Chicago
RECREATION SPONSORS
Andrea and Joe Goodkin
Larry Kearns
Sally and Joe Keenan
Jacki and Shelly Kimel
Lawson Products
Peg O’Herron and Bob Healy
Anne Stewart
Villano Interiors, Inc.
Cindy and Jeff Walsh
PPE SPONSORS

Charlie and Kim share their excitement with Amy Wenzl about returning to activities in the community.

Donna and Fred Ackerson
Marc J. Blumenthal, Ltd.
Cathy and Tom Koch
Peritius Consulting Inc.
Michele and Joel Shoolin
Carolyn and John Wine
FRIENDS AND FAMILY
SPONSORS

Avenues Board Chair Jolene Wise and
Jason Clark present artwork created by
Alisa Singer to Bob Okazaki.
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Emcee Mike Bruni filming a portion of
the video with Phyllicia Davis, Avenues
Development and Special Events
Manager, at the Loews Hotel in Rosemont.

Natalie Malik Schiestel,
granddaughter of Jane and Albert
Wohlers presented the Visionary
Award to Bob Okazaki.

Pat and Dennis Dituri
Magdelin Enich
Pat Grimes
Mary Grimes
Mary and Mike Prindiville
Sassetti LLC
Kathy Vitek
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At Avenues
Shannan, an Avenues program participant since 1996, has
dreamed about moving to an Avenues residential home for
a very long time. She has many friends at the Center for
Independence (where she attends the day program) who
live on their own. Shannan wanted to live with them. When
meeting with her Case Manager Elaina Kray she would often
ask about when we would be able to move in. “We had
in-person visits for our home-based care program often, and
every time we met, she asked about when she could move.
So, after a trial stay at Debicki House in Park Ridge, we all
agreed it was a wonderful fit for her.”

Shannan is excited to cook in her kitchen at her new home.

In February, Shannan finally made the move into her new
home to live with friends Rick and Connie. She was excited
to make herself at home in her new room. “I am so excited
to have my own room in my new home. I got new pictures
and sheets. I can’t wait to spend my first night here.” Shannan
and Connie also work together at the Avenues Thrift Shoppe,
where they are both eager to return to once it is safe to do
so. Moving to Debicki House was a highlight for Shannan,
Connie and Rick following a challenging year.

With the help of her Mom, Shannan makes her bed and
decorates her new room.

Mutual of America
In late 2019, the Avenues Recycling Avenue program, located
at the Center for Independence, was named a Merit Finalist
award recipient of the 2019 Mutual of America Community
Partnership Award. This Award has been given annually for
24 years to honor contributions by nonprofit organizations
that have made a difference in the community. Since 2007,
Recycling Avenue has helped to provide jobs for adults with
disabilities - and makes a difference for the environment.
As a Merit Finalist award recipient, Avenues was invited to
a luncheon and award presentation originally scheduled for
early 2020. Unfortunately, due to COVID-19, the luncheon
was cancelled and Avenues was presented with a check
for $25,000. Mutual of America still hoped to reschedule
the luncheon, which was intended to honor the staff and
volunteers of Avenues. They recently made the decision to
forego the luncheon and instead donated to Avenues what
they would have spent on the luncheon.
Mutual of America Chairman and CEO Thomas Gilliam and
Senior Regional Vice President Todd Dixon visited the Center
for Independence on March 10. They were given a tour of
the new Center for Independence and had an opportunity
to learn more about the services provided for the people we
serve. Avenues President/CEO Jason Clark and President/
CEO Emeritus Bob Okazaki were presented with a check for
$10,000, as well as a plaque and silver-plated coins. According
to Bob, “As the Emeritus CEO, I am grateful for Mutual of
America’s support of Recycling Avenue and other programs
that enable individuals with developmental disabilities to live
the lives they choose.” Thanks to Mutual of America for their
support of the community and the people of Avenues.

Avenues Vocational Director, Ron Reeves, highlights the changes
at the Center for Independence.

Mutual of America’s Thomas Gilliam (far left) and Todd Dixon (third from left)
presented the Community Partnership Award to Cathy Kerr, Bob Okazaki,
Michele Shoolin, Jason Clark, Peg O’Herron and Ron Reeves.
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We Hope to See You at these Upcoming Events!
Beyond the Runway Tea and Fashion Show 14th Annual Spotlight on Wine
Please save
date
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tofor
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You at these Upcoming Events!
AveNews Spring 2021
upcoming events at Avenues

Annual Dinner and Dance:
Sunday, September 19

17th Annual Spotlight on
Wine: Thursday, October 21

September 16

September 16

33rd Annual Avenues/ Gorman
Golf Tennis and Paddle Classic:
Monday, June 28
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10th Annual Beyond the
Runway Virtual Fashion Show:
Saturday, June 5

Annual Sasser Society Dinner:
Wednesday, August 25

Avenews is published three times a year f

14th Annual Spotlight on Wine The AveNews appears in print twice a year. (Circulation
the friends of
Avenues to Independence.
4,000).
AveNews Summer 2018 Avenues to Independence

Ron Reeves
Weproviding
work in services
partnership
with the commun
Avenues to Independence is a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization
for adults
people with
with intellectual, physical,
and developmental
disabilities.
All and
services
and employment
aredisabilities to l
Avenues
to Independence
is dedicated
toencourage
provided on an equal opportunity
basis.
is accredited
by CARF
(Commission
on will eventually b
choose.
Our success
putting aside
oldAvenues
ideas about
what isthey
possible.
Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities).
by how little we are needed.

October 25

Beyond the Runway Tea and Fashion Show
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We work in partnership with the community to support

services for adults with intellectual, physical, and developmental disabilities. All
services and employment are provided on an equal opportunity basis. Avenues is
accredited by CARF (Commission on Accreditation of Rehabilitation Facilities).

Visit our website at avenuestoindependence.org for more information and to register
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