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In 1953, we believed people
with developmental disabilities
could thrive if given a chance
Sixty years later, we still believe.
Computer center empowers workers
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Ave news
Putting Aside Old Ideas about what is possible
for 60 years!
Avenues is a place where independence is celebrated every day of the year. And it has been for nearly 60 years.
From our humble beginnings in the basement of the First United Methodist Church of Park Ridge in 1953, we were founded on the belief
that people with disabilities could lead more independent and productive lives.
We put aside old ideas about what is possible.
It’s a belief we’re passionate about, and a belief that’s guided us through the years as we’ve provided homes, jobs and life enriching
opportunities to thousands of people and their families in the metropolitan Chicago area. Currently Avenues supports more than 200
adults with Down Syndrome, autism, cerebral palsy and other developmental, intellectual and physical disabilities.
As we stand poised on the eve of our 60th anniversary, we celebrate the accomplishments of the past, yet we know there is much we can
do to provide services for the future and support each new generation of persons with these disabilities.
However, we are confident that under the stellar leadership of our administration and board of directors, and the continued support from
our families and friends, we will continue to put aside old ideas about what is possible for the next 60 years.
a. The Jane and
Albert Wohlers
Center at 515
Busse Highway
in Park Ridge
has been our
administrative
office since 2005.
b. Many staff
member and
participants
have spent
most of their
entire adult lives
with Avenues,
resulting in
relationships that
have flourished
for decades.
Executive Director
Robert Okazaki,
with more than 35
years of service,
is pictured with
two longtime
participants, Jim
Kearns (left) and
George Minasian.
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c. Bill Rogers, a 20 year employee of Jewel, is a member of our community
employment program. Avenues staff members provide training and onthe-job support for more than 60 participants.

e. Today, more than 150 workers come every day to our 48,000 square foot
work center located in Wheeling, Illinois. Jim Kolassa enjoys being in the
program so he can earn a paycheck, socialize, and develop skills.

d. Avenues’ first property was located on Grace Street in Park Ridge, when
we were known as NSAR (Northwest Suburban Aid for the Retarded). It
served as our administrative area, housed our children’s program and our
first work center, where participants completed assembly and packaging
jobs contracted with local businesses.

f. Avenues began its residential program in 1978 when Sasser Family House
in Park Ridge was built, providing a home to 20 adults. Currently, more
than 70 people reside in Avenues’ homes located in Des Plaines, Niles,
and Park Ridge. Pictured are residents (from left) Angus McClaughry,
Sharon Duggan, and Lori Guthrie.
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Chair, Board of Directors
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ComputerC enterE mpowersW orkers

On the cover: Jeffrey Jones
sends emails to his supervisors
at the work center asking for
more work!
Computer Center Manager Marissa Langlais (standing) assists the
workers. She conducts classes every day on basic computer usage,
typing, internet skills, and email essentials.

Sending emails, using touch screens
to paint, practicing signing on the
American Sign Language site, filling out
job applications, or typing out shopping
lists because arthritis prevents them from
being handwritten – these are just a few of
the ways Avenues workers
are enhancing their lives
using computers at the new
computer center.
The idea for the computer
center began when Executive
Director Bob Okazaki noticed several
curious workers were constantly fascinated
by his laptop. It was an aha! moment and
he immediately developed a plan to build
a computer room within the work center,

with the collaboration
of Avenues’ Chicago
Partnership Board.
Teamwork and
community support made the plan a
reality. In July 2012, the center opened
with eight specialty outfitted computer
stations designed to fit the needs of
our workers. Whether learning to

“I’m here so they can learn to
do things for themselves.”
use a computer for the first time, or
updating existing skills, the users are
always in control of the computer,
according to Computer Center Manager

Jenny Dziedzic searches for gluten free recipes on the
internet. When she finds one she wants to prepare, she
prints it out and cooks it for her roommates!
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Marissa Langlais, who encourages
independence. “I’m here so they can
learn to do things for themselves.”
To help them work more independently,
Marissa installed several adaptive
devices, including large print labels on
several keyboards; created larger icons
and bigger fonts, and implemented a
tracker ball instead of a standard mouse
for those with limited dexterity. Using a
“Magic Touch Screen” add on, Marissa
converted a normal monitor to a touch
screen, which is helpful in many real
world applications, including those who
work in fast food operations.
The response by the workers has been
overwhelming, according to VP of
Program Cathy Kerr. “Some reluctant
workers have been working like crazy in
order to use the computer lab as a reward,
and another worker who used to roam
around the work center, will now sit still
when he can work in the lab as a reward.”
Money to purchase computers and
hardware was raised initially from the 2011
Spotlight on Wine presented by the Chicago
Partnership Board; and the 2012 Love Affair
and Irish Fest fundraisers; workstations and
chairs were donated by Lawson Products;
and the walls were built by the AT&T
volunteers.

Jevon Plummer, who uses his
index finger to type, says, “I like
it (the computer) – no, I love it.
I feel like I’m free…like I’m out
of jail.

We are grateful to Lawson Products for their
donation of the computer center workstations
and chairs. Two Lawson employees - Sr. VP and
CIO Bob Border and Sr. Executive Assistant and
Avenues Suburban Partnership Board Member
Kathy Korsch - join worker Andrew Tawse.

Over 11,000 volunteer hours and counting!

Mike Reilly distributes mail throughout
Advocate Lutheran General Hospital.

For the past 14 years, Michael Reilly has
spent two days a week volunteering at
Advocate Lutheran General Hospital,

Great Things
Happen at
Avenues!

totaling more than 11,040 hours to date.
This extraordinary accomplishment
is even more remarkable when you
consider that an average 40 hour a week
worker puts in 2000 hours per year,
which means that Michael has worked
the equivalent of six full time years - on a
volunteer basis.
And Michael is an exceptional worker.
Magda Scanlan, manager of Volunteer
services, can’t praise Michael enough.
“Michael troubleshoots the mailroom
distribution for us; he oversees 1000
mailboxes, and has an amazing memory
of all the physicians’ names. We love
Michael.”
It’s obvious that Michael loves his
volunteer work, but Michael is also a
dedicated employee of the Park Ridge
Jewel. Michael is a participant in our

a.

Community Employment Program, and
has worked at the Park Ridge Jewel for
nearly 12 years. It’s not uncommon for
him to work until 11 pm at Jewel, and
then be back at the hospital at 7 am the
next morning.
Michael receives Avenues home based
services, and enjoys living in his own
apartment. He is grateful for the help
and support he receives from Avenues
staff members Elaina Sramek and Necole
Mills who assist with his independent
living needs.
Michael is just one of several Avenues
participants who has made volunteering
an important part of their daily lives. The
Park Ridge Library, Children’s Memorial
Hospital, local parishes, Avenues Thrift
Shoppe, and Recycling Avenue are just a
few of the organizations and programs
that benefit from Avenues volunteers.

c.

a. Park Ridge Rotarian and Avenues Board
Member Al Bartel gives lucky bingo winner
Lenore Sierzega a gift card at the recent
Pizza and Bingo night the Rotary sponsored.
b. Volunteer Kathy Seiwert helped Lori Guthrie
make her “Tree of Thanks” at the monthly
Tuesday Night Friends get together.
c. Park Ridge resident George Minasian
proudly displays his “I voted” sticker during
the recent election.

b.
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Spotlight on Wine Supports Home Purchase
When Avenues Chicago Partnership Board learned that four long-time residents
would have to vacate their home by the end of 2012, they decided something had
to be done. As a result, all the proceeds - $17,000 - from the 8th Annual Spotlight
on Wine is supporting the down payment of a ranch home in Des Plaines.
The stunning Primitive Gallery was once again the setting for the Spotlight on
Wine on October 4, and guests enjoyed excellent food from Hel’s Kitchen Catering
and treated their taste palates by sampling six delicious wines provided by Park
Ridge resident Jim Cosma of Atlas Imports.
One of the most popular areas was the silent auction that was created by another
kind of palette; the paintings and coasters made by Avenues artists. Several of
our program participants, including one of the residents who will be moving, was
there to meet the guests.
In addition to excellent raffle prizes, guests were able to bid on several live
auction items, including limited edition Armand de Brignac Brut Gold champagne
compliments of Armand deBrignac, airline ticket vouchers from Orbitz Worldwide,
and a two night stay in the Angels and Kings Suite, compliments of the Hard Rock
Hotel in Chicago.
Avenues thanks the guests, sponsors, donors and volunteers who made Spotlight
on Wine a success.

a.

b.

d.

a. We are grateful to the 21 members of the Chicago Partnership Board who
have sponsored the Spotlight on Wine for eight years. Pictured are (top)
E. Quade, A. Zanzi, P. Carlisle, B. Stewart, (middle row) A. Goodkin, K. Clarke,
D. Almazan, C. Sasser, (bottom) D. Fasano, J. Wise Silverman (Chair),
B. Thalmann, and E. Ham.
b. Collin Sasser and Board member Al Bartel (from left) discuss wine with Jim
Cosma, President of Atlas Imports. Special thanks to Jim who provided the
wines for the event.
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Four Avenues residents tour the house they will
soon call home.

c.

e.

c. Amy Fasano,(left) Public Relations Director of the Hard Rock Hotel
Chicago, congratulates Russell and Kim Norman, live auction winners
of a two night stay in the Angels and Kings Suite at the hotel.
d. Aimee Miller, Kathy Vitek, and Jim Preis are among the 20 volunteers
that helped make the evening a success!
e. Monika Cohen and Roger Hymen celebrate their winning bid for a
bottle of Armand de Brignac Champagne.

Community of Support helps
ensure Avenues’ Future

Alice Murphy, with help
from her son Kevin, cut
the celebration cake.

Murphy Family honored at Sasser
Family House
In recognition of more than 30 years of
support for Avenues, Alice Murphy and
her late husband Kevin, were honored at
a reception at Sasser Family House in Park
Ridge on October 21.
The entire lower level of Sasser Family
House is now named in their honor.
Built in 1978, Sasser Family House
provides apartments to Avenues’
residents. This area is for classes and
social gathering opportunities for
residents and community members.

Sue and
Jerry
Feldman
with
their son,
Richard,
at the
dedication
of the
Feldman
Garden.

Feldman Garden Dedication
Avenues celebrated the
dedication of the Feldman
Garden at Sasser Family
House on Sunday, September
30. The Feldman Garden is
named in honor of Sue and
Jerry Feldman and their son
Richard, for their generous
support and volunteer
work for the Campaign for
Independence. The Campaign
is a five year $3.8 fundraising
initiative that will help ensure
the future of Avenues.

Amundsen Family House Dedication
When Glen and Laura Amundsen moved to Park Ridge over a
decade ago, Avenues participant Bill Rogers was one of the first
people Glen met. While walking in the
neighborhood, Glen ran into Bill and
asked him where he could get a good
cup of coffee. Without hesitation, Bill
told him Thornton’s, and it was the
beginning of a beautiful friendship.
Through the years, their friendship
has grown to include not only Bill,
Glen and his wife Laura, but Bill’s four
other housemates and many
of the Amundsen’s friends and
family members.
Glen and Laura Amundsen
proudly stand in front of the
On November 18, the Avenues home
newly named Amundsen
was dedicated as the Amundsen
Family House.
Family House.

Beyond the Runway – a model of
success for Avenues to Independence!

The afternoon Tea and Fashion Show sponsored by the
Avenues to Independence Thrift Shoppe was presented to
a sold-out crowd at the Summit of Uptown in Park Ridge on
November 3.
More than 140 guests enjoyed the fashions modeled by
volunteers and participants from the Thrift Shoppe, as well
as boutique items - including pillows, floral arrangements,
notecards, and dolls - that participants made by hand.
Thanks to everyone who helped raise nearly $4,000 to benefit
Avenues Thrift Shoppe Training Program. Bargain hunters can
visit the Thrift Shoppe at 7710 W. Touhy in Chicago.

Workers
and
participants
in the Thrift
Shoppe
Training
Program
welcome
you to visit
the friendly
store at
7710 W.
Touhy
Avenue in
Chicago.

Amanda Krischke, a
Thrift Shoppe Training
Program participant,
models a cocktail dress.

Supporters Walk-n-Roll for Recycling Avenue
A brisk fall morning didn’t deter the many “walk-n-rollers”
who came to Lake Arlington to show their support for
Recycling Avenue. Nearly $2500 was raised to support the
Recycling Avenue program of Avenues to Independence,
and they collected several containers of small electronic
items to recycle and sell on their eBay site. To find the nearest
recycling bin in your area, please visit the Recycling Avenue
section of our website at www.avenuestoindependence.org.

Recycling Avenues co-founders PJ Flaherty
(front center) and Greg Campone (front right) are
pictured with some of the participants at the 5th
Annual Walk-n-Roll.
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86%

We are proud that more than 86%
of all donations directly fund our
vital programs.

Celebrate
Avenues’ 60th

Anniversary
at these

exciting events!
Giving back to the community
Avenues couldn’t have reached this remarkable milestone without the help of hundreds
of volunteers, families, donors and friends throughout the community. In honor of
our 60th anniversary, Avenues has formed a Speakers Bureau that will visit your club,
business or organization and share information about who we are, and what we do. To
learn more about the services we provide, or how you can provide opportunities for the
adults we support, please contact please contact Avenues at 847-292-0870.
Avenues introduces blog
Visit Avenues new blog The Lives We Choose
http://avenuestoindependence.blogspot.com/

Special thanks to Joe Ropski of Palwaukee Printing for providing color printing of Avenews.
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friends of Avenues.
Avenues to Independence
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Avenues to Independence is dedicated to
putting aside old ideas about what is possible.
We work in partnership with the community to support
and encourage people with disabilities to lead the lives
they choose. Our success will eventually be measured
by how little we are needed.
Avenues to Independence is a non-profit 501(c)(3)
organization providing 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).

