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

Writing a New Chapter 
Learn How John is Facing the Future With a New Purpose

At 77, John has spent a lifetime telling 
stories, from stopping an ice cream thief to 
reeling in “the big one” on a fishing trip. 
Now, however, he’s writing a new chapter 
focused on doing the things he loves while 
he still can. 

“John is an amazing man, and once you get 
him going, he will regale you with stories 
about his love for fishing, golf carts, the Cubs, 
the many places he’s worked over his lifetime, 
and, most importantly, his family,” shared 
Lisa Amschl, Indiana program manager.

John, a consumer in our Indiana program 
since April 2022, is facing serious medical 
issues. Recently, he spent a significant amount 
of time in the hospital, forcing him to miss out 
on activities he had eagerly anticipated.

One of those activities was a trip to see 
the Gary RailCats baseball team. An avid 
baseball fan, John laid out his RailCats 
shirt and hat weeks ahead of time, telling 
everyone he met he was going to the game. 
On the morning of the game, John woke up 
struggling to breathe and was rushed to the 
emergency room.

“He sat in his hospital bed with silent 
crocodile tears, knowing he would miss the 
game,” Lisa said.

In that moment, John made a decision: to 
truly live and focus on the things that bring 
him joy. John made a decision to focus on 
the things that bring him joy. He told his 
program manager that there would be no 
more doctor visits or hospital stays. With 
encouragement from his support staff and his 
large, loving family—a family that includes 
34 grandnieces and grandnephews—John’s 

bucket list began to take shape. It was 
filled with activities that reflected his 
love of sports and taste for excitement.

John is also under the care of Dunes 
Hospice. When they learned about  
his wish to attend an Indianapolis Colts 
football game, they jumped into action, 
purchasing tickets on the 50-yard line 
at Lucas Oil Stadium and arranging a 
limousine for John and his staff from 
Sertoma Star to get to the game.

“The seats were right in the 
middle,” John recalls excitedly.

One of the highlights of his summer 
was a trip to Wrigley Field, where 
he saw his beloved Chicago Cubs 
play live for the first time. “The 
Cubs game was better because they 
won,” he said. “On the very first 
pitch, the first baseman hit it out of 
the park for a home run!”

Other items on John’s list include 
visiting a pool hall because he’s  
a “pool shark,” playing golf to 
practice his 200-yard drive, and 
attending more of the famous Labor 
Day Parades in Lowell, Indiana. He 
loves these parades for the “classic 
cars, monster trucks, and fireworks.” 
He also enjoys going on “joy rides” 
with his friend Derrick and teaching 
the staff to play card games like  
Rook and Solitaire.

“John is one of my favorite people. He 
is truly an inspiration,” Lisa shared, 
her words reflecting the deep impact 
he has on everyone around him.
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At Sertoma Star Services, we help our consumers lead 
a life that is meaningful to them. That means working 
closely with the individual and their support staff to 
understand their goals. Some people need our support to 
develop relationships in their community, build skills for 
increased independence, and explore new opportunities. 

This approach is called person-centered care, and it 
starts with the belief that each person is the expert on 
their own life. Instead of using a one-size-fits-all model, 
person-centered care creates a partnership between the 
individual, their family, and the support team.

 “This type of approach puts the consumer in the 
driver’s seat for all their services and supports,” said 
Kara Pierce, Vice President of I/DD (Intellectual and 
Developmental Disabilities) Services. “At the same 
time, their family, friends, and support staff have a 
responsibility to advocate for them and ensure that 
they are working towards the life they want.”

The goal goes beyond providing services. It’s about 
creating a fulfilling life that includes friendships, 
meaningful work, and community belonging. The 
journey starts with the 3 E’s: Education, Experience, 
and Exposure. The team provides opportunities for 
the consumer to learn about their wants and needs, 
giving the individual opportunities to develop new 
strengths, interests, and goals for their life.

Measuring What Matters: 
CQL and POMs
To ensure that this 
approach is more than 
words, we follow the 
standards of the Council 
on Quality and Leadership 
(CQL). CQL helps 
organizations measure 
success from the person’s 
perspective through tools 
like Personal Outcome 
Measures® (POMs).

POMs are interviews that 
focus on what’s important 
to and for each person. 
Instead of checking boxes, 
they explore whether 
people are truly achieving 
their personal goals and living the life they want. CQL 
also includes Basic Assurances®, which make sure 
health, safety, and human rights are always protected.

“For families, this means real accountability. You can 
see that your loved one’s voice is being heard and that 
their dreams are guiding the supports they receive,” 
Pierce said. “Person-centered practices ensure that 
everyone is supported—not just to live, but to thrive.”

Putting People First
Understanding Person-Centered Care and POMs



An Early Start for a Better Tomorrow: Compassionate Youth Interventions
Mary Aitchison, Youth Services Manager

Mary Aitchison has been 
in the field of counseling 
for the past 30 years, eight 
of which have been spent 
at Sertoma Star Services. 
That means her colleagues 
have had plenty of time to 
learn her strategy for each 
behavioral intervention; 
she asks herself, “What’s working?” and builds on a 
child’s strengths. Her approach to her own post-secondary 
education was similar.

She had imagined herself double-majoring in teaching and 
psychology at Governors State University. However, she 
found that such a dual program did not exist. Instead, she 
completed a B.A. in Psychology, a minor in Sociology, and 
a Master’s in Community Counseling.

Mary began her work life as a drug and alcohol counselor. 
She also worked with toddlers ages 3 to 5 for several years 
before assuming a role at Sertoma Star Services, which 
only offered adult interventions prior to the pandemic. 
Then the effects of the lockdown, public fear, and 
unpredictability took a toll on Generations Z and Alpha.

According to an article from the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention published in 2024, the proportion of 
pediatric visits to U.S. emergency departments for self-harm, 
mental health issues, and drug-related problems increased 
from 2020 to 2022. Fortunately, Sertoma Star Services had 
the right person to develop a program for children five years 
old and up. Under Mary’s leadership, it’s still thriving. The 
Youth Program currently supports 97 young individuals.

“I supervise a staff of five, coordinate services in 13 
different schools, liaise between schools and staff, and 
organize therapy groups. Sometimes I help with intake 
meetings…and I have a small caseload,” she explains.

Even though the COVID era has ended, its developmental 
and psychological effects linger in the form of social 

anxiety and school avoidance. These common issues 
have been compounded by another viral sensation: social 
media. A child or teen exposed to cyberbullying and self-
comparison can easily become too nervous to interact 
with their peers. That’s why she recommends starting 
psychological interventions early.

“The younger the client, the 
more you can teach them to help 
themselves and control their 
emotional dysregulation,” she 
reasons. Her explanation seems 
logical in light of the program’s 
many success stories. One former client 
went to Georgia for college, facing the  
semi-adult world head-on. Another three students have 
decided to pursue a university education. In addition, one 
boy with autism learned to regulate his emotions and make 
friends. His grades and attendance improved.

In the future, Mary hopes to offer another form of 
treatment: expressive arts therapy. Once the program has 
enough participants, she plans to teach kids how to cope 
through creative means. “We could use a whole bunch 
of different media—dance, drawing, painting, writing, or 
playing instruments.”

The high school readiness program is another work in 
progress. The aim of the group is to offer students a safe 
space where they can share their anxieties about freshman 
year, access preparatory resources, and hear advice about 
coping with increased academic and peer pressure. “It’s 
basically High School Survival 101,” she summarizes.

How did the Youth Services program become so successful? 
The answer is this: its founder followed her own advice. 
“Instead of concentrating on what’s not working, we 
concentrate on what is working,” she smiles. 

Challenging Limits...Changing Lives

A child or teen exposed to cyberbullying 
and self-comparison can easily become too 

nervous to interact with their peers.

Learn more about the Youth Program at 
sertomastar.org/mentalhealth/youth.



First Look for Charity 
Tickets On Sale Now!

Join us for this black-tie event hosted by the 
Chicago Automobile Trade Association. Held the 
day before the Chicago Auto Show opens to the 
public, the event allows guests a “First Look” at 
the nation’s largest auto show while supporting 

worthy causes like Sertoma Star Services. 

This year’s event will be 
held on Friday,  

February 6, 2026.   

Learn more at 
sertomastar.org/firstlook2026.

Interested in a digital version of the newsletter? Scan the QR code to see Momentum 
on the Sertoma Star Services website or visit sertomastar.org/newsletter.

Staff News
Sertoma Star Services staff have been busy being recognized in the community and within our organization for their 
dedication and leadership.   
Read more about it at sertomastar.org/staffnews.

Support the Impact Fund campaign! 
The Sertoma Star Services Impact Fund campaign is now underway! Gifts to our Impact Fund help 
create real experiences for people with intellectual and developmental disabilities and those living with 
mental illness to build skills, gain independence, and achieve their goals. Scan the QR code to opens 
doors for the more than 2,000 individuals we support.




