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Turning Challenges Into Sweet Success
Tasia Finds Fulfillment at Edible Arrangements

The retail center of Homewood, IL, includes a solid
brick building outfitted with a cheerful red-lettered
sign: Edible Arrangements. The massive windows
reveal artful light fixtures, a spacious counter, and
glistening fruit creations. One step through the
entrance confirms that the welcoming atmosphere
isn’t just visual. Behind the kitchen door, friendly team

members decked in hairnets and disposable gloves
fulfill each order.

Among them is Tasia, a pleasant and industrious woman
who began her search for employment through Sertoma
Star Services’ Employment Services. She started her
training in February and now washes and slices fruit
before dipping it in smooth, liquid chocolate, following
strict food safety standards while creating elegant
bouquets. On the surface, these tasks may not seem life-
changing, but for Tasia, the job is exactly that.

“It’s not about the money. I like getting out, working, and
meeting different people. They’re all nice,” she shares.

Her favorite part of the job is forming positive
connections with coworkers and customers. She also
enjoys learning new skills and performing her duties to
the highest standard. According to a 2023 report from
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the Pew Research Center, 51% of American adults are
“extremely or very satisfied” with their jobs. Tasia is a
proud example of that group.

“When I’'m not at Edible Arrangements, I can’t wait to
be there,” she affirms.

Noreen, who has owned and operated the store since
July 2007, can vouch for her employee’s enthusiasm
and adaptability. Over the past seven months, Noreen
has introduced Tasia to several different stations
around the kitchen, moving from fruit bouquets to
cookies and platters.

“She’s a pretty good learner,” Noreen says.

As an employer who has partnered with Sertoma

Star Services before, Noreen understands the value

of hiring a consumer. Participants are invested in long-
term success, and she looks for dedication, intelligence,
and teachability rather than focusing on physical or
mental limitations.

“Everybody should be allowed to
work,” Noreen emphasizes. “I focus
on hiring people-like Tasia and

the young woman with autism I
employed for 10 years—who

are good workers.”

On a typical day, Tasia and
Noreen can be found in
the Homewood shop, providing
eye-catching desserts at a
reasonable price. Together, they
represent the fulfillment that comes
from meaningful employment and the
quiet success stories that happen when barriers are
replaced with opportunity and open-mindedness. That
knowledge makes their chocolate-dipped strawberries
seem all the sweeter.

Mission: to empower individuals with disabilities, their families, and those living with mental iliness to
achieve personal success by providing choices and opportunities.


https://sertomastar.org/momentumvol1no1/

Sertoma Star Services

Moving Through Trauma to Achieve Success
Read how Skopiotis’ journey changed his life

At Sertoma Star Services, our mission is deeply
rooted in empowering individuals to achieve personal
success — whatever that looks like for them. We
recognize that there is no one-size-fits-all approach to
personal growth and that success means something
different to everyone who walks through our doors.
Every story of transformation inspires us, and we’re
proud to share one such story.

Skopiotis received services through Community
Mental Health and Counseling in Matteson. He began
therapy in July 2022 while experiencing symptoms

of depression, including sadness, lack of motivation,
irritability, and loneliness. These challenges began after
a severe back injury a few years earlier that left him in
constant pain, unable to work, and burdened by debt.

As financial strain grew, Skopiotis

relied on his father for support,

which surfaced long-standing

issues in their relationship.

When he first came to Sertoma

Star Services, he reported

feeling hopeless, struggling
with low self-esteem, unhealthy
relationships, sleep deprivation,

and substance use.

Through consistent individual
therapy, Skopiotis made a strong
commitment to his recovery. He

worked to identify his personal
goals, to rebuild his physical
health, restore his confidence,
make healthier choices,
secure employment, repay
his debts, reconnect
with his son, and form
positive relationships.

Cook County Commissioner Visit

He began applying practical coping skills such as regular
exercise, meditation, and cooking nutritious meals.

Over time, these small, steady steps began to transform
his outlook. After months of persistence, Skopiotis
found a job that aligned with his interest and talent in
sales. The return to work brought a renewed sense of
independence, social connection, and financial stability.

Skopiotis was able to process past
trauma, utilize coping strategies,
manage symptoms of depression, and
improve his quality of life.

As his confidence grew, so did his relationships.
Skopiotis reestablished communication with his
teenage son and built a strong rapport with him. He
also entered into a healthy, supportive relationship,
which provided additional encouragement along his
recovery journey. In therapy, he explored and processed
the emotional pain and trauma from his past, gaining
new understanding and peace regarding his relationship
with his father.

After approximately two-and-a-half years of therapy,
Skopiotis achieved tremendous growth. He learned to
manage symptoms of depression, use healthy coping
strategies, and navigate challenges with confidence and
balance. Recently, he successfully stepped down from
services, ready to continue his journey with the skills
and resilience he had built.

Stories like Skopiotis’s are a testament to the strength,
perseverance, and potential within every individual, as
well as to the transformative impact of compassionate,
person-centered care. At Sertoma Star Services, we
are honored to walk alongside individuals as they
rediscover hope, independence, and purpose.
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Sertoma Star Services was honored with a visit from Commissioner Donna : :

Miller, who presented a county resolution acknowledging our leadership in expanding

mental health services in minority communities.

Read the story at sertomastar.org/minority-mental-health-awareness-month



https://sertomastar.org/minority-mental-health-awareness-month/

Challenging Limits...Changing Lives

Building Brighter Futures: Leading Services with Heart and Vision
Simone Hawkins, Administrator of Applied Behavioral Services

When Simone Hawkins
graduated from high school,
one thing stood out: many of
her peers lacked critical life
skills and stability. Chronic
tardiness, bullying, and
other behaviors often led to
serious social and emotional
consequences, however few
people looked beyond the surface to understand why.
Simone tucked this observation away, not realizing it
would later shape her career.

She enrolled at Southern Illinois University-Carbondale
with dreams of becoming an FBI agent. However—to
her surprise—Simone found herself unexpectedly drawn
to education. She worked as a paraprofessional in a
school for children with disabilities, where she met an
eighteen-year-old who couldn’t read and a third-grader
on the autism spectrum. Inspired to help, she started
developing practical solutions based on her growing
understanding of human behavior.

When a coworker asked her if she was an RBT, referring
to a Registered Behavior Technician, Simone discovered
a name for what she had been intuitively doing all along:
reinforcing positive actions and reducing challenging
behaviors to improve people’s lives.

Eager to deepen her expertise, Simone earned a master’s
degree from National Louis University in 2017 and
began working as an in-home therapist. In 2018,

she brought her passion and skill to Sertoma Star
Services, where she built the agency’s Applied
Behavioral Services program from the ground up. An
accomplishment Simone calls her proudest to date.

“In the consultant world, the amount of interaction with
consumers isn’t always present,” Simone explains. “Here,
we’re visible. We model appropriate behavior, build
relationships, and truly invest in the people we serve.”

Simone emphasizes that consistent, in-person
engagement allows behavioral specialists to collect
richer, more meaningful data. “Patterns and routines tell
a story,” she says. “Without that context, we only get a
snapshot of what’s happening and not the full picture.”

Through regular check-ins, assessments, and
collaboration with consumers and families, Simone’s
team works toward essential goals: increasing
independence, improving coping and social skills,

and ensuring safety at home. Their interventions go
beyond paperwork, including family counseling,
modeling healthy communication, and problem-solving
relationship challenges.

One consumer’s transformation stands out to her. After
involvement in illegal activities, he began therapy with her
team. “We helped him communicate better with staff and
peers, increased his access to resources, and connected
him with job opportunities,” Simone recalls. “Eventually,
he realized, ‘I’'m capable of change. I don’t have to live in
the past. This is how good behavior pays off.””

A cornerstone of Simone’s philosophy is respecting
consumer autonomy.

“Restrictions exist for a reason, but sometimes we rely
on them too heavily,” she says. “We should see our
consumers as people who can make choices. Instead
of dictating, we should ask, ‘“What are you willing

to try while working together as a team. Behavior is
communication.

To others in her field, this collaborative approach might
seem challenging but Simone remains optimistic.

“Everything is figure-outable,” she insists. “If you work
hard enough, look deep enough, and care enough, there’s
always a resolution. You just have to put in the effort.”




Save the Date for First Look for Charity

BHIB A Join us for this black-tie event hosted by the Chicago Automobile
Trade Association. Held the day before the Chicago Auto Show opens
M | to the public, the event allows guests a “First Look™ at the nation’s

f largest auto show while supporting worthy causes like Sertoma Star
o0 Services. This year’s event will be held on Friday, February 6, 2026.

for Charit
’ Learn more at sertomastar.org/firstlook2026

Mental Health First Aid Training with I/DD Focus
Sertoma Star Services recently held its first Men-

Turning Vision Into Reality tal Health First Aid class with a special I/DD fo-
See the progress on our newest Permanent Supportive cus, thanks to funding from The Arc’s Navigating
Housing Unit taking shape in Alsip. Co-Occurring I/DD and Mental Health Needs grant.

View photos at sertomastar.org/hamlinapartments  Read the story at sertomastar.org/mhfa_idd
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