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but groups and loud noises are a problem for 
her,” says Carol. In this case, Ashley was so 
eager to learn the skill that she took mat-
ters into her own hands and found knitting 
instruction through online videos. According 
to her mother, Ashley watched a video and 
within a few hours, was knitting. 

Whether it be in the area of knitting, 
communication skills, or her desire to delve 
into more community acitivites, Ashley is 
poised for progress. 

Ashley’s mother is very proud and hope-
ful for her daugher’s future “Abilities United 
has a buffet of services to choose from and 
enables her to explore the breadth of her 
capabilities, helps her realize she is the archi-
tect of her own life’s journey.”

Equipped with confidence in her daugh-
ter’s capacity to overcome obstacles, Ashley’s 
mother happily cautions, “Take cover, 
because she’s a launcher.”  And Ashley is. 
She has now moved on to Abilities United’s 
Independent Living Skills program. •

Thanksgiving is not known as a holiday of 
surprise, but Ashley, a participant in Abilities 
United Respite Services, set out to provide 
one anyway. When Ashley’s mother woke 
up with a flu the day after the feasting, she 
wondered how she would take care of her 
daughter when she herself needed looking 
after. But there was no need for concern. 
Ashley came to the rescue. 

“Suddenly, she appeared by my bedside 
with a steaming bowl of turkey soup made 
with the fresh veggies we had bought for 
Thanksgiving. Plus she was so healing, and 
had the sensitivity and skills to take care of 
me,” remembers Ashley’s mother.  Ashley 
had been with Abilities United for a few 
months at this point and had been enjoying 
her cooking classes there. She was happy to 
put her new skills to good use. 

 “I recovered remarkably fast because of 
the attention and pampering she gave me. 
It was so unexpected to receive it and know 
she was so capable and good at caring,” says 
Ashley’s mother, whose expectations have 
since been met and exceeded many times. 
“I’ve learned to put Ashley in the driver’s seat 
and defer to her. I’m just the facilitator. She 
is very opinionated and will express what she 
wants to do.” 

Ashley’s Respite companion, Carol, has 
recognized the same developments in Ashley 
and is pleased to see her convey her interests 
and needs. “When I started with Ashley, 
she didn’t want to talk or participate in any 
activity. But now she is starting to  
explore her interests and come out of her 
shell. Each time I see her, I am surprised at 
how she takes an active role in deciding what  

 
 
 
 
activities she wants to do.”

Ashley’s mother is thrilled to see the 
progress Ashley has made. “Because of the 
guidance she receives at Abilities United, 
she is ready to take control of her life. That’s 
really very empowering for her. Abilities 
United is such a godsend. They have more 
experience with autism and ways to commu-
nicate with people who have autism. They 
cultivate and nourish communication.”

With the help and guidance of her 
Respite companions, Ashley is learning to 
take control of her life and find ways to get 
what she needs as a young adult. “We’re 
working on expanding her independence. 
She is interested in taking a knitting class 

taking charge of life’s journey

For more information on Respite Services,  
contact 650-618-3317 or  
respite@AbilitiesUnited.org                               

2010 recipient of the 
San Andreas Regional Center
Service Above Self award

“ I like Abilities United. They 
allow me to take it to the next 
level.  I’m making friends 
and I plan to go to school at 
San Jose City College this 
summer.” AshleyAshley and her respite companion, Jeanine, explore  

the Musuem of American Heritage exhibits in Palo Alto
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While Amy has somewhat limited mobility 
in her left arm, she really likes baking, says 
Laura, “and likes to do stir fries and pasta 
dishes.” The next step with their training 
is to “hone in on a few set recipes” that 
Amy knows well and can confidently make.  

“ I’m very happy at Abilities 
United. They help me 
accomplish my goals. And 
living independently means 
a lot to me. I don’t have to 
depend on other people, I 
can depend on myself. ”   
  Amy Fong

Her boyfriend, Peter Looth, recognizes 
the progress Amy has made. “Having ILS 
takes a lot of burden off of me, of having to 
do all the chores, cooking, and socializing. 
And it allows Amy to do a lot more than I 
can offer her because I don’t know how to 
handle all situations.” For Amy, the fact that 
she does not have to “put so much pressure” 

independent and a role model for everyone
Amy Fong is a obviously a people person. 
Her charming, radiant smile instantly makes 
people feel comfortable and open with her. 
Amy, a Courtesy Clerk at Target, says, “I 
have customers come up to me and tell me 
their child has cerebral palsy [and say] ‘you 
make me have hope.’ The customers made 
me realize that I can be a role model to any-
one who has a disability, any young person, 
even if they don’t have a disability.”

The 33 year old is slender, confident and 
full of determination in all of her endeavors. 
She set her sights on landing a job at Target 
six years ago. “I got the job on my own. I 
went to Target to submit my application and 
interview,” she says. “They interviewed me 
and called me back for a second interview.” 
Amy had already gotten some relevant work 
experience through stocking at the The 
Limited and Tuesday Morning as well as ad-
ministrative work for her father’s agricultural 
investment company. 

Amy’s background, paired with her un-
wavering determination to be independent 
and carry on fulfilling work, has helped her 
get where she is today. “How I was raised 
helped me strive to be my best. Being bi-
racial and having a disability made me strive 
to reach my goals. I have to push myself to 
do more. I have to strive to be better.” She 
credits her Abilities United Independent 
Living Skills (ILS) program with her success 
as well. “The Abilities United staff are nice, 
they support me in what I want to do. They 
make me feel that I can do more by myself 
and do whatever I want to do. I have more 
belief in myself than I ever did.”

ILS at Abilities United is structured 
around one-on-one meetings that help 
participants develop the skills needed to 
be independent. Coaching is tailored to 
individual’s learning proclivities and lifestyle, 
helping participants like Amy build on their 
existing skills in a way that directly relates to 
their specific situation and personal goals. 

In her meetings with her ILS coach 
Laura, Amy is developing skills in every-
thing from cooking to making new friends. 
“We’ve been working on some hygiene and 
health habits, domestic work and taking 
more responsibility for cleaning up the 
kitchen,” Laura says, citing Amy’s openness 
to new ideas as one factor in her success. 

on Peter is empowering. 
Given her positive experiences, Amy 

loves to encourage others, “No matter how 
big or small your goal is, if you have a goal, 
you can accomplish it.” As to her own 
aspirations, she states, “I have one goal for 
myself, to help people. Parents look at me 
and say, ‘Wow, if she can do it, my child can 
too’. That makes me feel proud and happy.  
It makes me feel good when I can help 
people out.”

Aside from striving to be a role model, 
Amy works toward her goals by offering her 
services in the community. She volunteers 
at the San Carlos Library shelving books 
and cleaning. “She is learning a lot of skills 
there and pumping up her self-esteem,” says 
Laura. Amy echoes that claim, “I selected 
the library as my volunteer job because I 
read all the time. I like the library. I can 
make new friends there. The people who 
work and volunteer there, they’re all great. I 
hope this is a long-term volunteer job.” 

For a change of pace, Amy and her 
boyfriend go to the four-day-long Highland 
Games in Pleasanton where he is chairman 
of the children’s area. Amy helps organize 
the activities including the craft area, bean-
bag toss, and face painting. 

Amy looks forward to a Mediterranean 
cruise this summer that “will bring the 
whole family together.” Until the cruise, she 
will carry on her multiple volunteer obliga-
tions, her work at Target, and her personal 
fitness endeavors. “I’m exercising more so 
I can have more energy. I push myself to 
do more and go further. When Laura and 
I started hiking, three months ago, I could 
go only a half mile on a flat trail,” she says. 
“Now I can go two miles uphill.” Two miles 
and her focus is aimed even higher; few 
vacations have ever been so well deserved.  •

Amy Fong works, shops and inspires others at Target.  

For more information on Independent Living 
Skills, contact 650-618-3303 or  
ils@AbilitiesUnited.org                               



people with disabilities leading the lives they choose.
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Becky Beacom, an Abilities United  
volunteer since 1981, was honored with the 
President’s Volunteer Service Call to Action 
Lifetime Award for her commitment to 
volunteerism.

Becky received an official letter from 
President Obama, a certificate, and a pin 
in recognition of  her 30-year role as the 
pre-natal fitness instructor. Becky began 
volunteering at Abilities United when her 
search for a pool where expectant mothers 
could exercise year-round brought her to the 
warm-water pool at the Betty Wright Swim 
Center.

Most students take her health education 
and movement class from the end of  the 
first trimester until a week or two before 
their due date. Becky states, “It is such a 
relief  to be in a non-weight-bearing environ-
ment, floating on a noodle, suspended in the 
water, particularly as the pressure intensifies 
and the body becomes increasingly tired.” 

The class also provides a social outlet for 
pregnant women. In fact, it is that close con-
nection that Becky makes with her students 
that keeps them coming from near and far, 
week after week. “I look forward to my 
Saturday mornings and am so grateful for 
the relationships that I’ve enjoyed over these 
years,” she said. 

Becky said the prenatal class has real 
long-term value. “Women today are fac-
ing greater demands...careers and mother-
hood, often simultaneously. Women should 
develop healthy fitness habits during their 
pregnancy so that they will continue these 
changes into the new life they are creating.” •

presidential award
Due to the generous $30,000 Board 
Challenge, your donation will be doubled as 
will your impact on the lives of people with 
disabilities!

When board member and former board 
president David Herbst heard the Fund 
Development team was planning a spring 
donor appeal, he proposed a “board chal-
lenge” to motivate people to donate.  “We 
have a strong Board that is very committed 
to the mission of Abilities United.  I knew 
that the Board members would step up to 
this request, and the amounts pledged have 
exceeded my expectations,” states David 
enthusiastically. 

These 18 dedicated, committed  
community volunteers have taken their 
fiduciary responsibility to the agency to heart 
and together have personally funded the 
$30,000 Challenge Grant. Board member 
Carol Leynse explains her participation, “I 
owe so much to Abilities United.  I can’t 
imagine how different my life and my 
daughter’s life would be without access to 
services like Abiliteis United.”

What does that mean to you?  Your 
donation will be matched by this Board of 
Directors Challenge. When we raise $30,000 
from other donors, we will receive a total 
of $60,000 to provide life-altering services 
needed by families like Carol Leynse’s.  To 
make your donation, call 650-494-0550, 
visit AbilitiesUnited.org or use the  
enclosed envelope. 
Thank you in advance!  •

thanks to our community partners
Authors Luncheon committee for hosting a highly 

successful 20th anniversary event. 

Cisco Systems Inc. for funding our Encore Fellowship 
which gives us 1,000 hours of a retired Cisco marketing 
executive’s talent, and for donating WebEx licenses and 
the wireless network at our Middlefield buildings.

Crowne Plaza Cabana Hotel who underwrote the Authors 
Luncheon Founders event. 

Oracle and NVIDIA for each of their $10,000 leadership 
sponsorships of the Aquathon 2011.

VMware staff who used their painting talent to spruce up 
two Children’s Development rooms.

thanks to our board members
Heidi Feldman, M.D. for forming our partnership with 

Lucile Packard Children’s Hospital Pediatric Residents 

Jere King for connecting us to Cisco on multiple levels...
donations, art exhibits, and volunteers

welcome to new board members
Manford Costello: Father of a son with special needs and 

Wells Fargo Bank store manager

Michael Hensley: District Manager of First Republic Bank 

Roxane Marenberg: Senior Director of Employment Law 
at Cisco Systems

Stan Parry: Father of a son with special needs and board 
president of Housing Choices Coalition

Abilities United champions people with developmental and physical 
challenges and provides the training,education, and support they need 
to lead the lives they choose.mission

donate your vehicle to 
reap many benefits!
It’s easy, convenient, and a great way to help 
people with disabilities.  You get a tax benefit 
and Abilities United gets a generous donation!

877-525-4483 (877-525-GIVE)
learn more at  www.AbilitiesUnited.org

your planned gift to 
Abilities United will  
advance your values 
beyond your lifetime
contact carol@AbilitiesUnited.org or
650-618-3328

project waterwell...
success brings comfort!
thanks to your help, we raised over 
$435,000 to make the Betty Wright Swim 
Center more energy efficient with new 
solar panels, insulated windows, saline 
system, and  ventilation system.   

$30K board challenge
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new dates!
All of us at Abilities United miss the smiles 
and cheer that two wonderful friends 
brought with them on each visit to the 
agency.  

Former board member and board presi-
dent Robin Robinson died at his Palo Alto 
home on December 25, 2011.

His friend Tom Ehrlich said, “He  
certainly was a winner in life and will be 
missed by his family and friends whose  
solace is in the many warm memories,  
stories, and good deeds that he left behind.”

Jim Jarrett, a longtime Abilities United 
friend, donor, and father of Tracey Jarrett 
who has attended Abilities United since her 
infancy, died unexpectedly during a trek on 
Mt. Kilimanjaro in Tanzania.

Each of these incredible, inspiring men 
and their families, showed their love and 
appreciation of Abilities United by request-
ing donations be made in their memory to 
Abilities United.  It is our honor to have 
known these two amazing men and to have 
had them be a part of the Abilities United 
family.  They will never be forgotten, their 
legacy lives on in our memories and their 
gifts.  • 

nov 17: authors luncheon

Meet four fabulous authors! Join us for 
the 21st annual Abilities United Authors 
Luncheon on Saturday, November 17 at the 
Crowne Plaza Cabana Hotel in Palo Alto!  
Over 600 book lovers will gather to hear 
four renowned authors discuss their latest 
works and share their literary inspiration.  

This year’s planning committee is co-
chaired by long-time friends of Abilities 
United, Marcie Brown and Gina Rayfield.  
Proceeds from sponsorship, ticket and book 
sales will benefit the thousands of indi-
viduals and families who receive services at 
Abilities United.  

If you have never been to this exciting 
and enjoyable event, join us to see what 
has made this one of the community’s most 
anticipated fundraising events.  • 

To learn more about the benefits 
you, your company or book club will 
receive as a sponsor of the event, or to 
purchase tickets, contact  
michele@AbilitiesUnited.org or       
650-618-3330

Swim with “Sharkie” and your friends and 
family!  You’re afternoon of camaraderie 
and late summer fun will benefit more than 
2,200 children, youth and adults, with 
developmental and physical disabilities in 
the Bay Area. Form your team (6-8 people) 
and join us at our annual Aquathon at the 
California Sports Center, Fremont High 
School, Sunnyvale. 

The Aquathon is an entertaining family 
activity and great corporate team-building 
event.  Invite your co-workers, family and 
friends to join 500 swimmers and volunteers 
for fun in the water.  Your fundraising efforts 
stay in our local community to help indi-
viduals with disabilities who may be your 
neighbors, co-workers, and friends.  •

For information about how you can 
sponsor or participate in the Aquathon, 
contact jo@AbilitiesUnited.org or       
650-618-3331.  
 
Or visit AbilitiesUnited.org/Aquathon

sunday sept 9: aquathon remembering 2 great men


