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Avenews
2018: A Celebration of 65 Years and Many Milestones
It all started in 1953 when a postman in
Park Ridge named William Knaack delivered
on a promise.
On his route William noticed how many
children with developmental disabilities in the
community were home during the day because
there was no place for them in the public
schools. William himself had a child with Down
syndrome and worked with other parents in the
community to start what was then known as
Park Ridge Aid for Retarded Children.

demonstration kitchen, art studio and work
training classes. There are also programs to
help individuals express themselves through
art, dance and Zumba.
Executive Director Bob Okazaki
Celebrating 40 years with Avenues is our
Executive Director Bob Okazaki. For 34 of those
years he has lead the organization as Executive
Director, and during his tenure, he has helped
Avenues create and maintain important work
and residential programs and to make the
organization financially sound. He has been
a leading voice for people with disabilities in
Springfield, and met with officials about the
laws that protect the individuals that we serve.

Above - Ann Marie Ehrlich and Bob Okazaki in their
early days at Avenues.
Below - Bob and Ann Marie will both be celebrating
their 40th anniversary with Avenues in 2018

“They have used their working life for
the betterment of others, and this is
something that is just plain marvelous.”

William Knaack, founding member of Avenues with
his wife Jean at the first Love Affair in 1988.

In the basement of the United Methodist
Church children were able to attend classes
and receive the support they needed from
the community.
The communities we serve are still coming
together 65 years later to serve individuals
with developmental disabilities. Thousands
of individuals have been touched by our
organization, many who have been with us
for decades. William Knaack began the idea of
putting aside old ideas about what is possible
and we will to continue to deliver on that
promise every day at Avenues.
Wheeling Work Center
Our 65th anniversary year is full of important
milestones. In 2018 we celebrate 15 years at
the current Wheeling work center. More than
140 of Avenues program participants come
to the center to gain independence but are
able to surround themselves with people
who can support and guide them as they
earn a paycheck.
This year we are looking to enhance our
current program to include an expanded
Adult Learning Center including upgrades
to the computer learning center,
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In 2017, an Avenues residential home, The
Okazaki Family House, was named for Bob
and his family, he was humbled in saying
that the remainder of the staff should be
congratulated as well. Clarence Herbst,
Avenues Benefactor, said of Bob and his wife
Judy, “They have used their working life for
the betterment of others, and this is something
that is just plain marvelous.
Ann Marie Ehrlich, Vice President of
Development
Ann Marie Ehrlich; the very dedicated and
devoted Vice President of Development, is
celebrating her 40th year as a part of Avenues
and has proven through the years she will stop
at nothing to make events just as spectacular as
she is. Ann Marie has always made everything
about the individuals that Avenues serves.
Cathy Kerr, Vice President of Programs, “It was
always about the clients, to make their lives
better and make them feel special. That has
always been her drive, her love and her passion.”
Two of Avenues events also have milestone
anniversaries this year. This year marks the 30th
anniversaries for the both the Avenues/ Gorman
Golf and Tennis Classic and the Love Affair. The
Golf and Tennis classic got its start thanks to
the philanthropy of Bill and Vivien Gorman. The
classic has been held for the last 30 years in July
at the Park Ridge Country Club and will be held
on July 23 in 2018.
The first Love Affair was held in 1988 as a
celebration of the Avenues 35th Anniversary.
The themed event brings out the fun side of the

nights’ attendees. Guests dress according to
the theme and pullout all the stops. From
Mardi Gras to Havana Nights everyone is
guaranteed a great time. This year the event
will be held on February 24 at the Loew’s
Chicago Hotel Rosemont.
Thank you to all of the staff, donors, volunteers
and program participants who have made these
last 65 years such a success.
Be sure to go to our website to learn about
upcoming celebrations and events in honor of
our 65th anniversary.
www.avenuestoindependence.org
Bill Rogers, On the Cover
Pictured on the cover is Bill Rogers at his
job at the Jewel in Park Ridge where he
is celebrating his 25th anniversary. Also
pictured on the cover are children that were
part of PRARC learning how to shop in a
grocery store. Now instead of a classroom
grocery store, Bill works and earns a
paycheck while living in the community.

From our Executive Director

How Far Our Organization Has Come
Dear Friends,
Sixty-five years ago, we saw the end of the
Korean War, development of the polio vaccine,
Watson and Crick’s discovery of the
double-helix, and the very first summit to the
top of Mt. Everest.
In 1953, Dwight Eisenhower was inaugurated
and the first Chevrolet Corvette rolled off the
assembly line. With news of this magnitude,
most people probably overlooked an article
on October 22, 1953, printed in the Park Ridge
Advocate, simply titled PRARC.
The article announced the appointment of Blair
Plimpton, superintendent of the Park Ridge
Public School System and Gilbert Rudiger,
principal of the South School in Des Plaines, to
the board of advisors of the Park Ridge Aid for
Retarded Children (PRARC). Their appointments
gave credibility to a fledgling school founded to
educate children with disabilities.
The school had been started by William Knaack,
a Park Ridge postman. He wanted his daughter
and other children with disabilities to have an
opportunity to receive an education. In that
era, children were unable to regularly attend
school specifically because of their disabilities.
Mr. Knaack took it upon himself to change
this inequity and his school became the
precursor to the public special education
system that exists today.

William talked to the elders at the Park Ridge
Methodist Church and on October 5, 1953, the
PRARC began classes in the church’s basement.
From that very first day, individuals with
disabilities were provided with opportunities to
live, learn and work in the same community as
their families and friends.
In 1957, a name change to Northwest Suburban
Aid for the Retarded (NSAR) better reflected
our growth to serve individuals with disabilities
beyond Park Ridge. In 1997, we became
Avenues to Independence, further emphasizing
the progressive changes taking place at
Avenues and in the field of intellectual and
developmental disability support.
From our start with 10 students in the
basement of the Methodist Church, Avenues
has grown to serve over 200 individuals with
autism, cerebral palsy, Down syndrome and
a wide variety of intellectual, physical and
developmental disabilities. In 1975, with the
passage of the Individuals with Disabilities in
Education Act (IDEA), children with disabilities
across the United States gained full access to
the public education system.
Mr. Knaack was one of many parents who
were part of a movement that made school
an entitlement for all children. At Avenues,
his legacy continues as we work to create new

Avenues raises $75,000 with the help of Matching Gifts

Robert Okazaki

opportunities for adults with disabilities. Many
will require residential, day and employment
support services throughout their lives. While
IDEA is there to make a difference in the lives
of children with disabilities, no such guarantee
exists after graduation. Avenues is here to make
a difference once these children become adults.
In 1953, Avenues was established due to the
foresight and generosity of William Knaack
and others who were part of the Greatest
Generation. Today, we look to ourselves as Baby
Boomers, Gen Xers, and Millennials and beyond
to sustain the efforts of those who preceded
us. As state and federal resources continue to
dwindle, we look to our community of support
to ensure the future of those individuals who
rely upon Avenues every day.
The work of Avenues will continue. Sixty-five
years of experience has given us a tremendous
head start when compared to what we began
with in 1953. Congratulations to all for 65 years
of service. With your help, we look forward to at
least another 65. Thank you.

Foundations Support our Programs
Avenues is thankful for the generous grants and corporate gifts
received since our last publication.

• Edmond and Alice Opler Foundation
Job Placement Program
• Interconnection Foundation
Computers and Monitors
• Richard A. Perritt Charitable Foundation
Electronic Medication Administration Record System (eMARS)
• George M. Eisenberg Foundation for Charities
Electronic Medication Administration Record System (eMARS)
• Rose and Alice Koffend Foundation
Program Support
• Fred J. Brunner Foundation
Nursing Services Support

Thank you to everyone who gave to Avenues on Giving Tuesday. We had a
goal of raising $65,000 in honor of our 65th Anniversary and combined with
the matching gifts from the Coleman Foundation and an anonymous donor
we exceeded that amount raising more than $78,000. Thank you to all those
who donated on Giving Tuesday and throughout the year.

• Daniel F. & Ada L. Rice Foundation
Job Placement Program
• Laughing Acres Family Foundation
Interactive LED Touch Screen for Wheeling Work Center
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Avenews
6th Annual Beyond the Runway

Takes Fashion from Thrifty to Nifty
On Sunday September 16, Avenues to
Independence held its 6th Annual “Beyond
the Runway” Afternoon Tea and Fashion
Show. More than $22,000 was raised and will
help benefit the Thrift Shoppe and fund the
AveVenture Program.

Models from the Avenues’ Thrift Shoppe
AveVenture program and volunteers walked
the runway in Fall fashions while guests dined
on tea sandwiches and sweets. All of the
clothes worn by the models were items that
were for sale in the Thrift Shoppe.
It was an afternoon filled with raffle prizes
and silent auctions items. Items for sale in
the Boutique were created by the AveVenture
program participants including picture frames,

Laura Kaczmarek feels right at home on the catwalk shown
modeling a fun Fall dress.

purses, gift bags and home decor. Also for sale
in The Boutique were additional items that had
been generously donated to the Thrift Shoppe.
Model and Avenues program participant Connie Koshaba
getting styled by volunteer stylist Milanka Grubisch from
Le French Twist Salon in Niles.

Committee Member Mary Grimes and guest Anne Stewart
wrapping up items purchased at the Boutique, a favorite
place to find Thrift Shoppe goodies for sale.

To view more pictures from the 6th Annual
Beyond the Runway visit the Avenues media
Gallery at www.avenuestoindependence.org/
gallery/Album.cfm?ID=1122

Model Cali Bartel (middle) with grandparents Al and Lorie Bartel (left)
and parents Paul and Gina Bartel (right).

Beyond the Runway committee members. Front Row- Laura Randazzo, Jeanne Doheny, Ann
Marie Erhlich, Peg O’Herron, Mary Prindiville - Middle Row- Jolene Wise Silverman, Mary
Johnson, Jacki Kimel Back Row- Krys Kaczmarek, Mary Grimes, Pat Grimes

6th Annual Beyond the Runway Tea and Fashion Show Sponsors
Dessert Sponsor
Tom and Danka Tasiopoulos, The Chicago Burger Co.

Invitation Sponsor
Jacki and Shelly Kimel
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Centerpiece Sponsor
Paul Jones- Glenview State Bank
Steven Godek, GPM Mfg., Inc.

Memento Sponsor
Mary and Eric Johnson

Beverage Sponsors
Jolene Wise Silverman and Mark Stein

Great Things Happen at Avenues!
11th Annual PepsiCo Enable Team Picnic

Avenues Surfin’ USA at the Work Center

Avenues staff members Rafael Fontan and Megan Heinzel
posed for the photo booth with Kurt Kaputska, at the 11th
Annual PepsiCo Enable Team picnic. PepsiCo employees and
Avenues program participants played BINGO, enjoyed pizza,
made crafts and had their faces painted.

Joseph Ailey is beach ready in the Big Red Jeep at the 4th annual Surfin’ USA BBQ organized by the Suburban Partnership
Board. Everyone enjoyed lunch and cake and dancing to some favorite tunes.

Thanksgiving

The Park Ridge Country Club Women’s 9 And 18 Holer
Golf League’s selected Avenues to Independence to be the
recipient of their annual fundraising. All together the group
raised more than $3000 for Avenues, helping programs for
individuals like Denise Hacke (Second from left). Group
members Suzette Roppel and Linda Buggy presented Avenues
VP of Development Michele Shoolin (right) with a check at
their annual holiday brunch.

Participant Event Team (P.E.T.) BBQ

David Blachut getting ready to play some games at the
annual P.E.T. Summer Event organized by the case managers
and residential staff.

Hole in One for Avenues

At the work center program participants got to enjoy a full
Thanksgiving meal, even the pumpkin pie which is David
Rich’s favorite part. The tradition, which is all planned and
served by Avenues staff and volunteers, has been carried on
for nearly four decades

Holiday Party at
the Work Center

Christmas with the
Tuesday Night Friends

Everyone was festive at the
annual work center Holiday
party organized by the Avenues
Suburban Partnership Board.
Program participants ate pizza
donated by Barnaby’s of Des
Plaines, cupcakes and even got
to meet Santa and receive a
special gift.

Avenues resident Carol Pehrson
celebrates Christmas early with
the Avenues Tuesday Night
Friends group. Volunteers Kathy
Seiwert and Lynne Hjelmberg
have provided monthly activities
for Avenues residents for more
than two decades.
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Sip, Sip Hooray!

The 13th Annual Spotlight on Wine raised more than $67,000!
On Thursday October 26 the 13th Annual Spotlight on Wine, organized
by the Avenues Chicago Partnership Board, was held at Wintrust Grand
Banking Hall in Chicago. Thank you to our Presenting Sponsor, Wintrust,
for providing the newly renovated space that is adorned with ornate
light fixtures and classic columns. The more than 240 guests and
volunteers sampled wine generously donated by Jim Cosma of Atlas
Imports. While tasting the different wines guests also enjoyed food
provided by Hel’s Kitchen.
This year’s event raised a record amount bringing in more than $67,000.
Funds raised by the Spotlight on Wine will support the lifelong learning
initiative at the Wheeling work center including upgrades to the
computer learning center, art studio, demonstration kitchen, work
training classes and expansion of the recycling program.

Becky Thalman, Chicago Partnership Board member, and her husband Mark,
Suzanne Bjelopetrovich, Peggy Bjelopetrovich, and Larry Thalmann sample some
of the events showcased wines.

There were several amazing raffle prizes, silent auction and live auction
items. The top seller of the night was an Ultimate Chicago package
including private dining at Girl and the Goat, 2 Chicago Cubs tickets and
a one-night stay at the Thompson Chicago Hotel. Guests also had the
opportunity to bid on one-of-a-kind artwork created by members of the
Creative Avenues art program.

A big thank you as well to the sponsors and all those who attended. Be
sure to save the date for 2018 Spotlight on Wine which will be held on
Thursday, October 25 at the Winter Garden in the Harold Washington
Library. We hope to see you there!

Thank you to Spotlight on Wine event Chair Amy Bergren and Co-Chair
Diana Olivo as well as the Chicago Partnership Board for their help in
making this event the most successful Spotlight on Wine yet.

To view more picture from the Annual Spotlight on Wine please visit the
Avenues Media Gallery.
www.avenuestoindependence.org/gallery/Album.cfm?ID=1129

a

d

b

a. Spotlight on Wine Chair Amy Bergren and Co-Chair Diana
Olivo helped make the night a smashing success.
b. Tim Irwin along with 2016 Spotlight on Wine Chair Julie Streu
(Center) and Tim Kramer, sample some of the evenings cuisine.
c. Joan McInerny proudly displays her new piece of artwork
painted by artist Jim Kearns.

e
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c

d. Board Member Ryan Jalowiecki and wife Karla celebrate a
night on the town.
e. Jim Cosma of Atlas Imports, Chicago Partnership Board
member Susan Matejka, Governing Board Chair Jerry Feldman
get ready to kick-off the night’s festivities.
f. Top silent auction bidder Lance Rodgers and son Stephen with

Paul Carlisle who serves on both the Avenues Foundation Board
and the Chicago Partnership Board.

f

We Thank our
Spotlight on Wine
Sponsors

Reserve Level
Gold Premier Cru Level
Collin Sasser and Alison
Whittington

Premier Cru Level
Presenting Sponsor

Anna C. Gamble Foundation
Atlas Imports
Amy Bergren
BMO Harris Bank
MB Financial

Kara and Jason Allcox
Dreamworks Graphics
Communications
Bob and Lynn Goldschmidt
Andrew and Laurie Hochberg
Susan and Mark Matejka
John and Carol McKinnon
Diana Olivo
Pricewaterhouse Coopers
John and Jean Simms
Weiss-Ham Foundation

Old Vine Level
Glen and Laura Amundsen
Paul and Rebecca Carlisle
Steven and Michelle Cucchiaro
Fidelity National Title Company
Anne and Bob Skoronski
Brian and Sheri Stewart

Vin de Table Level
Lauren and Joe Barron
Marc and Sheila Blumenthal
Gary and Gail Lissner

Sommelier Level
Steve and Jolene Silverman

Cindy and Nora’s Big Screen Debut
Avenues’ very own program participants Cindy Wroblewski and Nora
Prindiville have made it to the silver screen!
The two were featured in a video created by Advocate Medical Group’s
Adult Down Syndrome Center in Park Ridge in partnership with Avenues.
The center helps to support and enhance the well-being of adolescents
and adults with Down syndrome. They create peer-to-peer videos about
a variety of topics all geared towards helping individuals with Down
syndrome in their everyday life.
There is a misconception that individuals with Down syndrome do not
experience stress the same way that people without developmental
disabilities do. So to help their peers Cindy and Nora participated in the
video providing tips for individuals with Down syndrome on how to
manage stress. This was the first video that Avenues program participants
have been a part of but they are working to create more in the future
with the clinic.
Avenues celebrated Cindy and Nora’s big screen debut by having a
viewing party at Sasser Family House. The stars even got to walk the
red carpet to the premier. We hope the fame doesn’t go to their heads,
although Cindy is already signing autographs with MS, but not for Ms.

The stars of the night Cindy Wroblewski and Nora Prindiville (Front Row) pose for
pictures on the red carpet with Dr. Brian Chicoine, Case Manager Katie Garrity, Laura
Chicoine, Janice Valentine, and Executive Director Bob Okazaki.

Wroblewski but for Movie Star. We are very proud of Cindy and Nora and
hope to see more of them on the silver screen soon.
To view the video as well as more pictures from the viewing party please
visit the Avenues media gallery.
www.avenuestoindependence.org/gallery/Album.cfm?ID=1131

Big Project at the Work Center Written by Ron Reeves, Avenues Vocational Director
At the Avenues work center, we have done some nutty
jobs in the past. But none was nuttier than a recent project
we did for one of our regular customers, Deli Direct. The
repackaging of 18,000 tins of assorted nuts needed to be
packed into cases so that Deli Direct could distribute via
their supply channels.

Operating the forklift Kelly Johnson, Shipping Desk
Manager, is up to the challenge of helping program
participants complete the new job.

For four weeks program participants at Avenues work
center worked at unpacking cartons, sorting the tins by
variety and repacking them into new shipper cartons.
About 80% of the job’s total billing of $1200 will go directly
to the individuals who worked on this project. While
this job wasn’t as large scope as other projects we have
done, it was important to our customer that it be handled
efficiently and properly to assure their quality standards.
And once again, the clients working at the Avenues work
center came through. Sometimes it pays to do nutty jobs!

Kathy Swinuich is all set to re-package tins of nuts for
the recent work center project.
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We Hope to See You at these Upcoming Events!
30th Annual Love Affair

21st Annual Irish Fest

Calendar of Events

February 24 – 30th Annual Love Affair
March 11 – 21st Annual Irish Fest
April 22 – Annual Family Meeting

AveNews Winter 2017/ 2018
Avenews is published three times a year for
the friends of Avenues to Independence.

Chair of the Board
Executive Director
Editor
Photographers

March 11

February 24

Avenues to Independence
(847) 292-0870 | www.avenuestoindependence.org
Circulation 4,000

Visit our website at avenuestoindependence.org for more information and to register
Special thanks to Joe Ropski of Palwaukee Printing for providing color printing of Avenews.

Jerry Feldman
Robert Okazaki
Colleen Murillo
Laura Allworth
John J. Beusse
Greg Metzler
Colleen Murillo
Ron Reeves

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).

