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William’s value to Safeway, “He helps me 
a lot and helps me get the employees on 
board to do what they are supposed to do.  
It’s fabulous for me, I’ll tell you that. He’s a 
leader in the department. He’s an excellent 
employee and a role model for others.”

William is an excellent example of how 
Employment Services helps individuals 
become independent, tax paying citizens. 
With a little help to find a job and guidance 
to learn the necessary job skills, individuals 
like William become valuable members of an 
employer’s team.  “Abilities United helped 
me a lot on my job. It’s a good service.  I 
am proud of my work, my family is proud 
of me.  They appreciate that I help pay the 
mortgage, insurance, and bills.” 

Although William loves his Safeway job, 
he has big plans for his future. He will   
continue his education at Canada College 
and has a dream to become a fireman. •

With a smile on his face and energy in 
each move, William Vela diligently stacks the 
Safeway salad bags in perfect rows.  When a 
shopper stops at the vegetables, he directs his 
attention to her and asks if she needs help.

These are just some of the job skills 
William possesses that landed him his 
Safeway job in 2004 after just one interview.  
His prior job at Blockbuster, his strong work 
ethic, and the application and interview 
skills he learned through Abilities United 
Employment Services ensured he was hired 
as a courtesy clerk.   

With additional help from Abilities 
United Employment Services, William 
quickly adjusted to his new Safeway job.  
His job coach helped him learn to bag  
groceries, process go-backs, serve the  cus-
tomer, and maintain the floor.  “My coaches 
helped me a lot and were very important to 
me to learn my job.  So well, that I no longer 
need job coaching,” states William.

He proved to be a patient and friendly 
employee, providing excellent customer ser-
vice to the shoppers.  Safeway store manager 
Michelle Sukovaty gushes with praise for 
William, “His biggest asset is his positive at-
titude and personality.  He exemplifies 
customer service and Safeway hangs our hat 
on customer service.”  When the store need-
ed cashiers and produce workers, Sukovaty 
suggested that he take the cashier test.  “He 
was next in line for a promotion and he was 
ready.” Though nervous about his possible 
promotion, William accepted her suggestion, 
took, and passed the test.  Sukovaty recalled 
how hard he worked for the promotion, 
“The test is not easy, it takes a lot of memo-

rization.  He put in a lot of effort.”  
In addition to his promotion to cashier, 

William also took on new responsibilities in 
the produce and dairy departments where 
he stocks supplies and provides customer 
service.  He glows with pride when he 
remembers the steps to his promotion in 
2006. “My manager saw my potential. She 
is very happy with my work and me.   She 
never has to tell me to do my work; she 
knows I’m doing it.  I never call in sick, I’m 
always on time.” He also understands his 
role on the Safeway team, “They are good 
guys, and they help me a lot. We’re a team, 
we’re fast. My team members think I do a 
great job.”  His manager, Sukovaty, confirms

exemplary employee, team leader, role model

For more information on Employment 
Services, contact 650-618-3303

a community role model
special thanks to Safeway for partnering 
with Abilities United and for their $7,500 
donation in 2009. Safeway employs over 
10,000 individuals with disabilities na-
tionwide and dedicates April to Safeway’s 
Disability Awareness Month....please 
support Safeway in their efforts to build 
awareness of disabilities. 

2009 recipient of the 
Palo Alto Chamber of Commerce 
Tall Tree Award
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outgrowth of Abilities United’s traditional 
programs, but at Milestones is made avail-
able to both typically developing children 
and children with disabilities. As Janel 
Astor, director of Children’s Development 
Services, puts it, “We ask whether we are 
providing good developmental program-
ming that is beneficial for any child. We 
want to help children grow.”

That means small classes (a maximum of 
20 children in each of the three sessions), a 
pupil-teacher ratio of 5:1, and a dedicated 
staff with experience in both general early 
childhood education and special education. 
Milestones operates year round, provid-
ing continuity of care and routine—and 
freeing parents from the problem of finding 
summer programs for their children. It also 
allows children to enter the program and to 
progress from one class to the next when-
ever they are ready. 

Deborah Bennett, whose son William 
is typically developing, was looking for a 
preschool with small classes that had trained 

an extraordinary preschool for all children

Soon two boys are searching a box for 
the toy farm animals they want to put in the 
model barn on the table. Three girls sit on 
the floor, building their own barn and barn-
yard with blocks, as two others work at a 
table on farm animal puzzles. A tussle over a 
coveted cow is resolved with a reminder that 
there are plenty of animals to go around.

An ordinary preschool scene at a far 
from ordinary preschool. The Milestones 
program, now in its sixth year, is committed 
to providing children ages 2 to 5 years with 
an unusually rich developmental experience. 
Activities that promote social skills, inde-
pendent thinking, intellectual growth, and 
positive self-image not only mix fun and 
education but are also carefully designed 
to address the needs of each child in the 
class. “We look individually at every child,” 
Milestones manager and teacher Leah Tiisler 
says, “to make sure we have everything each 
child needs to develop as best he or she 
can.”

The emphasis on each child’s needs is an 

As the children enter the classroom, they find their names among the small 
cards with Velcro backing arranged by the door, and they place them on the 
cutout of a school bus to announce their arrival.    

and experienced staff and provided both a 
caring, nurturing environment and a play-
oriented approach to learning and develop-
ment. On her first visit, she appreciated the 
classroom space and the activities available 
to the children. But even more important, 
she was impressed by the presence of three 
to four teachers in the room and how they 
dealt creatively with each child’s needs and 
stage of development. “There are,” she says, 
“so many ways to encourage kids to sit in a 
circle. They can have a special chair, a pad, 
a box, and with the staffing ratio, the teach-
ers can give each child direct attention.” 
The teachers’ experience is also available to 
parents, both in informal conversations and 
in regular reports. Deborah says she wel-
comed suggestions on how to get William 
to cooperate at home, using and reinforcing 
techniques from school. 

William loved being at Milestones. He 
learned “zoophonics” and how to write his 
name and what goes on in the back room 
of Piazza’s grocery store. Last fall, William 
moved on to kindergarten in the Palo Alto 
public schools. Although he is among the 
younger children in his class, he was well-
prepared and ready to learn in a kinder-
garten environment. He still mentions 
Milestones often and how much he enjoyed 
going to school there. 

And most of all, his mother says, “He is 
really good at adapting to other children’s 
styles, and I’m sure he picked that up at 
Abilities United. He’s also sensitive to differ-
ent people and people with disabilities and 
they never seem to give him pause. I love 
that about him.” •

Milestones Preschool graduate William Bennett and friends.                                               photo courtesy of Leah Tiisler

See Milestones Preschool in action,  
 contact leah@AbilitiesUnited.org  
650-618-3325



people with disabilities leading the lives they choose.
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It is a privilege to lead Abilities United 
and a $534,000 bequest on December 31, 
2009 made this a marked reality.  This bell 
ringing announcement left us all elated and 
in awe of the generosity of our donors.  But 
the gift became even more significant when 
we learned of the way it came about.  In the 
1980’s, Palo Alto teenager Stefanie Kataoka, 
volunteered at the Betty Wright Swim 
Center and found her work to be greatly 
rewarding. Sadly, Stefanie died in 1989 at 
the age of 19. In memory of her enthusiasm 
about her experience at the Betty Wright 
Swim Center, Stefanie’s parents, Alice and 
John Kataoka, became supporters of Abilities 
United (then C.A.R) and ultimately decided 
that part of their estate should go to the 
organization Stefanie had loved so much. 

This gift will help us maintain our service 
continuity in difficult economic times. Our 
Board of Directors have decided to place 
this donation into a “rainy day” fund so we 
have reserves to turn to when faced with  
unexpected emergencies or the sudden  
withdrawal of support by a major funder  
like the State of California. 

More importantly, this gift reminds me 
of how our work touches so many lives and 
how people contribute to Abilities United 
in innumerable ways; as volunteers, donors, 
board members, staff, and participants; 
proving once again that the services Abilities 
United provides is made possible by the 
power and the contributions of our wonder-
ful community.  We can’t do it without you! 
Thank you!

 Lynda Steele, Executive Director • 

a volunteer’s legacy
volunteers...our unsung heroes 

Adi Gingold and Tiffany Jenab for their energy and 
enthusiasm working with the children in Children’s 
Development Services.

Alicia Kriewall, Jordan Kozal, Nicole DeMont, Prang 
Chaturaphat, Savate Chhoeuy for bringing enthusiasm 
and energy to the After School Socialization activities.

Christian Baylocq, Becky Beacom, Jane Mangold, 
Patricia Powell for their continual and selfless 
committment to Aquatic Services.

Deborah Hayes, Maddy Klein, and Mary Bender  for 
sharing their photography skills.

Gary Richards, Keerti Garg, Linda Vargas, and Shirley 
Bob for their weekly help with day-to-day operations.

Janet Dill, Tracey Jarrett, and Vicky Pavlovsky for giving 
back to Abilities United through their work in Adullt 
Services. 

Kenyatta Cadogan and Hellen Hsieh of Design Loft for 
sharing their artistic and organizational talents as art 
curators. 

Melanie Cross, Linda Roark, Kevin Raftery, and Charlie 
Beckh for work in the Abilities United Heritage Garden. 

Molly and Jeremy Hale for their design and construction 
of waterproof wheelchairs.

Susan Vaswani who leads our volunteer program. •

thanks to our community partners

Oracle Corporation and employees for their total annual 
contribution of $57,000.

Anonymous donor and our board members who 
provided a fall challenge grant of $50,000 which was 
matched by 210 new and returning donors.

Peet’s Coffee and Tea on Charleston Road for raising over 
$2,000 during their annual holiday donations program. 

Whole Foods, Palo Alto for their generous donation 
through their “Nickels for Bags” fundraiser. 

Atherton Appliance for donation of a dishwasher.

Benny Points for ongoing graphic design work and 
consultation on our marketing materials. 

Books Inc. for ongoing and generous contributions to the 
Authors Luncheon. 

First Congregational Church for holiday gift cards to 40 
Abilities United participant families.

Junior League of Palo Alto•Mid Peninsula Sustainers 
who managed the book sales at the Authors Luncheon. 

JTS Enterprise Resiliency Group  for leading us through 
our disaster and emergency planning process.  •

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 car 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

an organized estate plan 
makes life easier for  
your family and you
ask for your complimentary 
estate planning organizer now!

contact chris@AbilitiesUnited.org or
650-618-3328

huge thanks to the 
Sobrato Family Foundation
And your stellar response to the Sobrato 
Challenge grant which resulted in a total 
contribution of $400,000!
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save the date!

abilities in action tours

Books Inc. is hosting a party from 6 - 9 pm! 
20% of all purchases will benefit Abilities 
United.  This is a great opportunity to stock 
up on books and gifts while you support 
services for people with disabilities.  • 

For more information, contact  
michele@AbilitiesUnited.org or  
650-618-3330

nov 13: authors luncheon

Join over 600 literary enthusiasts and four 
internationally acclaimed writers, including 
fiction novelist Julia Glass, for an enter-
taining day of books, lunch, and personal 
tales of inspiration at the 19th annual  
Abilities United Authors Luncheon!  

Long-time Abilities United supporter 
and former Authors Luncheon Honorary 
Chair, Gina Rayfield, will lead this year’s 
planning committee.  Toni Heren, cel-
ebrates 19 years on the Authors Luncheon 
committee as Honorary Chair, “The work 
that Abilities United does for families is 
so fabulous and unique; it is a vital part 
of our community.  Likewise, the Authors 
Luncheon is now one of the community’s 
most anticipated fundraising events.”

Proceeds from sponsorships, ticket, and 
book sales benefit thousands of individuals 
who receive therapeutic, educational, and 
support services at Abilities United. • 

For information about sponsorships 
and tickets for the Authors Luncheon, 
contact michele@AbilitiesUnited.org or       
650-618-3330

red goes green

Help us save printing costs when you join 
the Abilities United email list and you’ll stay       
up-to-date on Abilities United activities at 
the same time!  To join or to update your 
contact information, email    
justin@AbilitiesUnited.org. • 

Join us at the Aquathon’s new location, 
Fremont Union High School, conveniently 
located in Sunnyvale!   450 swimmers and 
volunteers; representing family, staff, and 
corporations; raise money for services for 
individuals with disabilities.  

The Aquathon is a fun family event and a 
creative corporate get together.  Please invite 
your company, family, and friends to join us. 
It only takes 6-8 people to form a team. No 
need to be a good swimmer, just fun loving! •

See “Abilities United Aquathon” on YouTube! 

For information about the Aquathon, 
contact  linda@AbilitiesUnited.org or        
650-618-3329

sept 11: aquathonmay 6: books inc party

See for yourself how the educational, 
therapeutic, volunteer, and employment 
activities individuals participate in 
through Abilities United benefit the 
community. Our next tour is:

April 19, Monday 11:30 am – 1 pm •

To sign up for an “Abilities in Action” 
tour, contact chris@AbilitiesUnited.org or 
650-618-3328


