
SPECIAL ADVERTISING SECTION: This section was produced by Chicago Tribune Media Group

OLDER AMERICANS MONTH
Celebrate & Honor Older Americans 

May 2020

INSIDE: 
Our 2020 
Community 
Champions!

Aging Information & Resources



GET IN TOUCH
PLOWS Council on Aging
7808 W. College Drive, 5th Floor
Palos Heights, IL 60463 
708-361-0219
Flexible Appointments 
Monday – Friday, 9 a.m. – 5 p.m. 

www.plows.org
www.facebook.com/PLOWSCOA/
www.linkedin.com/company/plows-council-
on-aging/

TABLE OF CONTENTS
PAGE 3
Make Your Mark! Older Americans Month

PAGE 4
About PLOWS Council on Aging

PAGE 5
2020 Community Champions

PAGE 6
Older Americans Month Sponsors

PAGES 10-11
Friends bring out the best in each other

PAGE 13
Working together to overcome language and 
cultural barriers

PAGES 14-15
Collaborating with elected officials: ‘Aging is a 
lifelong process’

PAGE 17
Helping seniors inspired a Lemont family 

PAGES 18-19
As a community hub, the public library connects 
older adults 

Greetings Friends!

During May’s Older Americans Month, 
PLOWS Council on Aging is proud to convene 
and collaborate with the Chicago Tribune as 
well as our community partners to celebrate 
older adults and those individuals in our 
community who are making an impact.

This year’s theme, “Make Your Mark” speaks 
to the pioneers, the change agents, the “miracle 
workers,” the heroes — you know who they 
are. While you won’t see them donning a cape, 
mask or colorful costume nor do they have the 
ability to leap tall buildings in a single bound, 
create webs out of thin air or race to the rescue 
in a modified Batmobile, their impact is equal to 
that of any superhero or heroine. They change 
lives and sometimes even save lives.

PLOWS is honored and humbled to be 
able to highlight some of these amazing 
individuals who live to serve and inspire all of 
us to make our own mark in the world. As you 
read this publication, I ask that you please:

• pay special attention to the “words lived 
by” from our Community Champions, all of 
whom are living a life of service above self;

• reflect on the unique stories of individuals, 
friends, families and community organizations 
who share a common passion for helping the 
most vulnerable population; and

• recognize the many, many community 
stakeholders and partners that we have 
brought together to be a part of this 
celebration.

While we make it a priority to celebrate 
volunteers and aging year-round, May’s Older 
Americans Month asks that we all take a 
pause to recognize and reward those who are 
making their mark in the community and the 
world. From all of us at PLOWS Council on 
Aging, thank you for celebrating aging and 
working together to create a healthier future.

Sincerely,

Kenneth Grunke
Executive Director

PLOWS Council on Aging
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Around the nation, older adults make their marks every day as volunteers, employees, 
employers, parents, grandparents, mentors, and advocates. They offer their time, talents, and 
experience to benefit our communities. 

For 57 years, Older Americans Month (OAM) has been a special time to recognize these 
contributions and the ways older adults enrich our lives. As part of this month-long celebration, 
PLOWS Council on Aging prepared this information guide and collaborated with community 
organizations, nonprofits, businesses, and individuals who all have an interest in helping and 
honoring older adults. 

A highlight of the month is the announcement of our Community Champions to recognize 
the volunteer efforts of older adults who generously give their time and provide extraordinary 
service to better the communities within Palos, Lemont, Orland and Worth Townships. See the 
full list of Community Champions on page five. These older adults represent our theme “Make 
Your Mark,” by making lasting contributions to their communities — everything from operating 
the video camera for a public cable TV show to leaving a legacy of community action as 
advocates for veterans, the mentally ill and women and children in abusive situations.

In the spirit of this theme, here are a few ways to make your mark this May and all year 
long:

Volunteer your time. Local shelters, food pantries, and hospitals always need support. 
Help a neighbor by prepping a meal, picking up groceries, or scheduling a weekly check-in 
phone call.

Share your story. There are so many ways to do this, from showing your grandkids 
pictures of your hometown to writing a book. Share your life experiences by assembling a 
photo album of important moments in your life.

Get involved in your neighborhood. Have a green thumb? Small projects like planting 
flowers in your yard or helping clean up the community park have a big impact.

Communities that support and include all their members are stronger! Please join PLOWS 
Council on Aging as we lead the way in aging with comprehensive programs and services and 
identify new ideas that bring together partners in our diverse communities. Make your mark by 
participating in and benefiting our neighborhoods, networks and lives.



ONE CALL FOR ALL 
RESOURCES: 708-361-0219

OUR MISSION
To empower individuals 
navigating the aging life 
cycle with a focus on 
those 60 years of age 
and older

OUR VISION
PLOWS Council on 
Aging aims to be a 
premier leader in human 
services, supporting 
individuals regardless 
of demographics or 
circumstances by:

• maximizing potential 
across the life cycle,

• providing innovative 
opportunities and 
solutions, and

• partnering with 
families and communities

OUR VALUES
• Client and Family 
Centered
• Compassion
• Respect
• Professional Excellence
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Did you know we are 
celebrating our 45th 
anniversary in 2020? We’ve 
been privileged to be a “go 
to” trusted source for aging 
information and resources 
in 20 communities in South 
Suburban Cook County 
since 1975. 

PLOWS Council on Aging 
is a 501(c)3 human service 
organization providing 
comprehensive community 
programs and services 
to 16,000 individuals 
navigating the aging life 
cycle and specific services 
to people with disabilities 
aged 18+ living at home. 

Located in Palos Heights, 
our nonprofit serves as a 
community convener and 
collaborator to bring for 
profit and not-for profit 
partners together to help 
promote life-long wellness, 
support aging in place, 
address chronic conditions, 
offer education and respite, 
and help build age-friendly 
communities. 
Core Programs & Services 
Include:

• Adult Protective 
Services: Investigates 
reports of abuse, neglect, 
exploitation and self-
neglect. Reporting is 
confidential and reporter 
information remains 
anonymous.

• Advocacy & Benefits: 
Assistance applying for 
benefits such as Medicare 
Part B and D subsidies, 
energy assistance, senior 
property taxes, reduced-fare 
transit cards, Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance 
Program and Medicaid. 

• Caregiver Support: 
Educational events and 
support for those caring 
for someone aged 60+, 
as well as grandparents 
and other relatives raising 
grandchildren. We also 

arrange respite — temporary 
care for an older adult to 
give a caregiver a break.

• Care Planning: Guidance 
to create the best plan 
of care possible to help 
people age well in the 
community once a need is 
identified. 

• Choices for Care 
Program: Professional 
assessment to provide 
options for home and 
community-based services 
following discharge from 
a hospital or rehabilitation 
stay.

• Home-Delivered Meals: 
Nutritional meals delivered 
to people who are unable to 
manage meal preparation.

• Information & 
Assistance: Guidance 
to aging resources and 
connections from supportive 
specialists.

• In-Home Services: 
Assistance managing 
daily household activities 
such as personal care, 
meal preparation, light 
housekeeping, laundry and 
grocery shopping. 

• Shared Housing: This 
roommate matching 
program provides 
affordable housing and/or 
companionship. Adults of all 
ages can participate as long 
as one participant is age 
62+ or has a disability. 
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Amelia Balestri 
“Every morning I ask God 

to give me the strength to 
accept whatever He sends 

me.”

Marianne Bithos 
“There is no health without 

mental health.”

Gail Blummer 
“Volunteering with veterans’ 

organizations and community 
groups every week fills my 

soul.”

Edna Craig
 “I love seniors! I feel  

that’s where the Lord  
wanted me to be.”

Ann Floyd 
“I always try to make my 

corner of the world a little 
better.”

Carol Geary 
“Just because you can 

doesn’t mean you should.”

Mary Anna Gercius 
“I get great joy from sharing 

my knowledge and gratitude 
for God’s gifts.”

Ty Gilloley 
“If you don’t have anything 

nice to say, don’t say anything 
at all.”

Bonnie Gough 
“Do the best I can every day. 

Enjoy life and do crafts.”

Ed Kania 
“Live your life as an example 

of Jesus’ love to others.”

Deborah Mallin
“You make a living by what 

you get. You make a life by 
what you give.”

Nancy Mitchell 
“I give as much as I can.”

Richard Murphy 
“It’s always the right time to 

do the right thing.”

Gregory Serratore 
“Pray.”

Jean Shea 
“Love of family and friends 

guides me.”

Susan Snow 
“Use power to serve people.”

Fred Targosz & 
Lorraine Targosz  

(in memory)
“There is nothing more 

important than a loving 
family.”

Richard Vanoni 
“Honesty is the best policy.”

Judi Weber 
“You do what ya gotta do!”

Darryl Wertheim 
“Stay positive and look 

forward to opportunities that 
will come in the future.”

Congratulations!
2020 Community Champions

Who is a Community Champion? A person, 60 years of age or older, from Palos, 
Lemont, Orland, or Worth Townships, whose volunteer service makes or has made 

a difference in the lives of others. 

Thank you to these wonderful people who generously give their time and 
provide extraordinary service to our communities. Join us in honoring them and 

read their inspiring words of wisdom.
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OLDER AMERICANS MONTH SUPPORTERS & SPONSORS

LEAD SPONSOR

PRESENTING SPONSORS

ADVOCATE SPONSORS

APPRECIATION SPONSORS

COMMUNITY SPONSORS
Lemont Nursing & Rehabilitation Center

Moraine Valley Community College

Orland Park Bank & Trust

Bria Strive

Dutton, Casey & Mesoloras, P.C. Attorneys at Law

First Midwest Bank

John P. Daley, Cook County Board Commissioner

Joyce Grochowski

Old Plank Trail Community Bank, N.A.

Sacred Heart Fun Club

State Senator Bill Cunningham 

State Representative Fran Hurley 

PARTNER SPONSORS



Our Caregivers help with daily chores such as:

HIRING 
CAREGIVERS / CNA 
FOR SENIOR CARE 

Providing Quality Homecare
Services By Caring Professionals

saharahomecare@yahoo.com www.saharahomecare.com 

 

OUR LOCATIONS

2225 W. North Ave.
Melrose Park, IL 60160
Tel: (708) 344-2273

489 W. Boughton Road
Bolingbrook, IL 60440
Tel: (630) 679-1580

 

 1717 W Golf Road
Mount Prospect, IL 60056
Tel: (847) 427-2273

 

5200 Main Street
Skokie, IL 60077
Tel: (847) 329-8500

2900 W. Devon Ave.
Chicago, IL 60659
Tel: (773) 274-1380

1210 S. Highland Ave.
Lombard, IL 60148
Tel: (630) 953-1950

1837 Larkin Ave.
Elgin, IL 60123
Tel: (847) 608-9352

 1830 W. Army Trail Rd.
Hanover Park, IL 60133
Tel: (630) 372-2475

Other Needed 
Help

Cooking Cleaning Shopping Laundry Doctor Visits

Competitive Pay | Full & Part-Time Positions
Flexible Work Schedule | Paid In-Service Training
 Transportation Benefits | Health Benefits & More

8104 S. Roberts Rd.
 Justice, IL 60458 

Tel: (708) 594-2273 

Justice
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If Pat Klimczak and Kate 
Otto make volunteering look 
effortless, that’s because it is 
for the lifelong friends.

“We’ve been blessed, so of 
course we want to give back,” 
Klimczak says. 

For the past few years, Pat, 
74, and Kate, 75, have handled 
a Wednesday morning Home-
Delivered Meals route through 
Palos Heights and Orland Park 
for PLOWS Council on Aging. 
The agency provides 62,000 
nutritious meals annually 
to residents who are either 
temporarily or permanently 
unable to prepare a meal. 

In addition to sustenance, 
the service represents a 
connection to the outside 
world. The Monday through 
Friday delivery doubles as 
a well-being check on older 

adults who live alone and 
an opportunity for both 
volunteer and client to strike 
up a conversation.

“Some people are talkative, 
some are not, but all are 
grateful,” Kate says. “Doing 
this kind of work, you really 
recognize how isolated some 

seniors can be.” 
 The meal, which includes 

a protein, starch, vegetables 
and milk, also is a hearty 
reminder that someone cares, 
Kate says. 

As comforting as that is to 
homebound seniors, being the 
ones to deliver it does just as 
much to warm the hearts of 
Pat and Kate. 

The ladies, who met decades 
ago in high school and are 
now neighbors in the Oak Hills 
subdivision, have had their 
own share of struggles and 
losses. 

Giving, they say, takes the 
sting out of life’s challenges. 

Three years ago, Kate and 
her husband moved from 
Chicago’s McKinley Park 
neighborhood to Palos Heights. 
A month later, he died. 

Friends bring out the best in each other

ABOVE: Lifelong friends Pat Klimczak (behind) and Kate Otto (front) prepare to deliver meals on their Wednesday route. The delivery provides a 
nutritious meal and the chance for a daily well-being check for older adults.
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 “I’d lost our longtime priest, 
my mother and my husband. 
It was just too much. It took 
me two years to even talk 
about it,” she recalls.

 In an effort to pull herself 
back to the surface, she 
offered to give Pat a hand 
with the Home-Delivered 
Meals route. 

 Focusing on the needs of 
others has helped her regain 
her footing, she says. She also 
works at her parish’s food 
pantry. 

 Pat’s constant smile belies 
her own challenges. She has 
an adult daughter with special 
needs who lives at home and 
attends a day program at Blue 
Cap in Blue Island. 

“Pat has her hands full,” 
Kate says. “But she just 
keeps going. She is always 
helping others. All of her 
friends admire her and Frank 
for all they’ve done for their 
daughter and the community.”  

A familiar face in the Palos 
area, Pat also helps PLOWS 
clients navigate complex 
assistance forms, particularly 
those who need help with 
utility costs. PLOWS staff 
and volunteers guide people 
over age 60 through the 
application process for 
Medicare, Medicaid, SNAP 
(Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program formerly 
known as food stamps) and 
home improvement and 
energy assistance. 

The women’s dedication to 
helping others has not gone 
unnoticed. Both say their 
children and grandchildren 
are also quick to volunteer 
where they see a need. 

Pat’s grandson, a student 
at Brother Rice High School, 

accompanies her on the 
PLOWS delivery route during 
school breaks. 

Helping others, Pat says, 
is a value learned at home. 
Children see how their 
parents treat others and often 
follow suit. 

“It is absolutely important 
to instill a respect for older 
people in children,” she adds. 
“You have to take care of the 
generation that came before.”

“I think a lot of people are 
grateful for their blessings 
and want to give back,” says 
Kate, whose long career at 
Our Lady of Good Counsel 
Parish afforded many 
volunteer opportunities for 
her family and friends. 

The women also help one 
day a month at the Greater 
Chicago Food Depository.

“We are fortunate to have 
a big circle of friends in the 
Palos area who are dedicated 
to helping the community in 
many ways,” Kate says. 

Volunteering, Pat adds, “is 

what we do.”
Well, that and golf. 
Kate was raised in the city 

and prefers its grid system. So 
Pat, who inherited her truck 
driver father’s inner compass, 
drives the route, steering her 
white SUV through winding 
subdivisions as they make 
their stops at houses and 
condominiums.

Along the way the friends 
talk about their golf swing, 
their grandchildren and ways 
to surprise their clients for an 
upcoming holiday. They often 
present the 26 seniors on their 
route with fresh fruit baskets 
for Christmas and Easter. 

 “We’re like Grub Hub for 
seniors,” Pat says. 

 “It’s great to do this 
together,” Kate adds. “We talk 
so much, sometimes we miss 
a stop and have to go back. 
One time we talked so much, 
we went all the way home, 
forgetting to drop off the 
equipment at the end of our 
route.” 

Kate Otto heads to her car wheeling home-delivered meals she has picked up from PLOWS 
Council on Aging’s Palos Heights office.
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Southwest Conference of Mayors Extends Their Thanks
& Gratitude toPLOWS Council on Aging For
Their Continued Commitment & Dedication
To the Older Adults In Their Service Area.

Village of Alsip
Village of Bedford Park
City of Blue Island
Village of Bridgeview
City of Burbank
Village of Chicago Ridge

Village of Crestwood
Village of Evergreen Park
City of Hickory Hills
City of Hometown
Village of Justice
Village of Lemont

Village of Merrionette Park
Village of Oak Lawn
Village of Orland Hills
Village of Orland Park
City of Palos Heights
City of Palos Hills

Village of Palos Park
Village of Willow Springs
Village of Worth

Gerald R. Bennett
President

Mayor, City of Palos Hills

James J. Sexton
President

Mayor, Village of Evergreen Park

Robert S. Straz
Vice President

Mayor, City of Palos Heights

David R. Brady
Treasurer

President, Village of Bedford Park

Victoria A. Smith
Executive Director

14700 S. Ravinia Avenue, Orland Park, IL 60462 • Phone: 708.403.6132 • Fax: 708.403.6113

Southwest Conference ofSouthwest Conference of MAYORSMAYORS
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Sometimes the biggest 
hurdle between need and 
assistance is communication.

In 2001, Nareman Taha and 
Itedal Shalabi realized that 
many of their fellow south 
suburbanites, especially 
seniors, were having difficulty 
accessing services they 
qualified for simply because 
of language or cultural 
barriers.

“Language is a huge 
component for how people 
receive information and 
process it,” Itedal says. 
“We had a lot of mosques 
and churches serving the 
faith-based and a lot of 
associations, but nothing 
that spoke to specific 
social service needs for this 
underserved community,” 
Nareman says. 

So, the two social service 
workers, who met through 
mutual friends, pooled their 
own money, recruited a team 
of people who spoke Arabic 
and understood the Muslim 
culture, and founded Arab 
American Family Services 
(AAFS). Now 19 years 
later, AAFS is a bilingual 
nonprofit located in Worth 
that focuses on domestic 
violence prevention and 
intervention, elderly and 
disability assistance, cultural 
diversity training, mental 
health assistance, immigration 
services, community health, 
education and youth 
programs.

One of the agency’s first 

grants focused on guiding 
seniors through the complex 
application process for 
receiving Medicaid, SNAP 
(Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program formerly 
food stamps) benefits and 
help with utility payments. 
And, over the years, the 
agency has grown to add 
opportunities for older adults 
to socialize over congregate 
meals and on field trips to 
places like the Garfield Park 
Conservatory or the Chicago 
River for an architecture 
cruise.  

“The social opportunities get 
them out of isolation, out of 
depression, reminding them 
they’re not alone. There’s a 
community here that cares 
about you,” Nareman says. 

The agency also works 
with other like-minded 
organizations to better serve 
the community. 

“We’re building partnerships 
with other nonprofits, such 
as PLOWS Council on Aging, 
which really values the work 
we do,” she says. “We work 
with each other. We have the 
same goal: to get community 
members the best help we 
can,” Nareman says.  

Looking to the future, 
Itedal says AAFS hopes 
to open a food pantry 
and create a senior center 
where older people can 
come and spend time 
together engaged in exercise 
sessions or workshops on 
nutrition and medication 
management. 

“Those are critical things 
they need help with but often 
their kids are already so 
bombarded they often don’t 
have time to address those 
needs,” she says. “We want to 
teach independence and help 
older people fully participate 
in the community.”

The agency served more 
than 15,000 families in 2019 
and helps about 1,000 older 
adults annually.

The friends both hold 
master’s degrees in disciplines 
dedicated to serving others.

“We’re two people who 
are dedicated to serving our 
community,” she says. “We are 
passionate about educating, 
empowering and advocating 
for others.”

Working together to overcome  
language and cultural barriers

Harbieh Atieh enjoys a day out visiting 
the exotic plant collections inside the 
glasshouses at the Garfield Park Conservatory.  
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As chief of staff for Illinois 
Rep. Fran Hurley, Eric Benson 
has a broad perspective on the 
needs and issues of residents 
in the 35th District. 

 His position entails many 
tasks, including event planning 
and community outreach. That 
affords him the opportunity to 
meet constituents of all ages, 
including senior citizens, a 
population for whom he holds 
a special bond.  

Q: How would you describe 
the concerns of older adults 
in the south suburban area? 

A: Within the aging 
community we see a lot of 
people who have lived in their 
family homes their entire adult 
life and they’ve been very self-
sufficient. But now they are 
older and may need help for 
the first time. 

Because this can be new to 
them, often they need help 
navigating available services, 
some of which are provided by 
the state, some by the county 
and others by organizations 
like PLOWS Council on Aging. 

Many seniors don’t want 
to leave their home. Some 
struggle with that. We often 
run into people who don’t 
realize there are programs that 
can help them remain in their 
homes safely with a little help 
specific to their needs. Some 
may need tax exemptions 
offered through the state, 
others may need help making 
their homes more senior 

friendly. 
In addition, outside the 

home, there are a lot of places 
that still aren’t accessible to 
older adults and people with 
disabilities. Recent changes in 
polling places highlighted that. 
Thankfully, the state just passed 
its capital bill and there’s a lot 
in it to help with infrastructure 
and accessibility. Making sure 
we have community centers 
that are 100% accessible is 
definitely important. 

Q: What are some of the 
challenges older adults face 
when searching for the help 
they need? 

A: They may not be tech 
savvy at a time when state 
agencies are modernizing 
and rolling everything online. 
It’s nice that government 
and local organizations work 
together to help people. We 
share an office with Sen. Bill 

Cunningham (District 18) and 
Ald. Matt O’Shea (19th Ward), 
so anyone who needs help 
can come to our office and it’s 
a guarantee that somebody 
there will be able to help find 
what’s needed.

Q: You have a special place 
in your heart for seniors. How 
did that come about?

A: I have a very close 
relationship with my 
grandmother. I talk to her a 
lot. She works down the street 
from our Beverly office. 

Also, when I was a student at 
Lyons Township High School, 
I worked for two years on 
the waitstaff at an assisted 
living community. I learned 
a lot about seniors’ social 
circles, and I met a lot of 
the more active participants 
of this demographic. When 
that ended my perception 
of older people was that 
they stayed very social and 
very active. This observation 
was reinforced by my own 
grandparents who also were 
very active. 

Then, in the summer of 
2017, when I was going into 
my senior year at Carroll 
University in Wisconsin, I 
applied for an internship with 
PLOWS Council on Aging. 

That really opened my eyes 
to all members of this age 
group because they see the 
full spectrum — people who 
are active and social as well as 
others who are homebound. 

Collaborating with elected officials:  
‘Aging is a lifelong process’

Eric Benson, chief of staff for Illinois Rep. Fran 
Hurley, maintains ongoing communications 
with community partners and a collaborative 
approach to help older adults get the services 
they need. 
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Q: Did the internship help 
broaden and redefine your 
perception of aging? 

A: Yes. We should look at 
aging as an ongoing process.

When I landed this position, 
Kenneth Grunke had just 
become executive director. 
He was, and continues to be, 
focused on ways to increase 
services, collaborate with 
other community partners, 
and discover new needs in the 
community. 

My main project that summer 
was to give a presentation 
about reframing the concept 
of aging. That involved getting 
PLOWS to the forefront of 
conversation, whether it was in 
this community or statewide, 
combatting the stereotypes 
of aging and emphasizing 
all the wonderful ways older 
Americans contribute to the 
community.

We see now that there is a 
lot of systemic ageism that 
people don’t even notice. 
But when you look at it 
through a microscope, it 
really does stand out. One 
of the things that stood out 
to me that summer was how 
we tend to look at the senior 
population differently than 
we do other demographics. 
You want to believe that your 
misconceptions are harmless 
but they’re not. 

When you get down to it — 
and this is what PLOWS does 
a good job at helping people 
understand — all of us are 
always aging and as we do, we 
face new challenges. 

Q: How has that experience 
carried over to your current 
position?

A: It was helpful to work 
with PLOWS. They do a 
lot of case work and social 
work. They support people 
with a lot of Medicaid and 
Medicare issues. Seeing the 
direct impact these programs 
have on individuals and the 
community is eye-opening. 
It’s so good for our office to 
know there are community 
organizations that are such a 
wealth of knowledge and are 
always willing to work with us. 
There are so many programs 
people don’t even know 
about and working at PLOWS 
helped me acquire critical 
background knowledge. I 
know where to refer someone 
for the best resources and 
information.

Q: What are some of 
the misconceptions about 
seniors? 

A: There’s this notion that 
you’re going to work, get old, 
retire and move to Florida. But 
that’s not really the reality for 
vast numbers of people.

Now we’re seeing a lot of 
people in their mid-50s with 
college degrees and work 
experience getting laid off 
and being unable to find 
work because companies are 
looking for younger, more tech 
savvy employees. You might 
not think of that as an aging 
problem but it is.

Q: How can all of us be 
better at recognizing the 
contributions and needs of 
older people?

A: Seniors have a ton of 
different experiences; they 
have seen a lot. They have 

stories. It’s important to 
know our history because it 
is enlightening and because 
we don’t want to repeat 
mistakes. 

In our office, we learn so 
much from older Americans 
through our senior advisory 
committee that meets 
regularly to talk about the 
issues in the community, 
about legislation and about 
upcoming events. 

We should capitalize 
on their wisdom. We 
challenge everyone to have 
conversations about aging and 
really think about changing 
needs. And, think about 
the words you’re using and 
those intrinsic thoughts you 
have when you see an older 
person. What comes into 
your head before you even 
speak to this person? What 
are your thoughts about 
aging communities? Are 
there accessibility problems, 
perception problems? Are 
seniors engaged and involved 
and cared for? 

I got into politics to make 
a difference. It’s important 
to educate yourself and be 
around people who have 
things to say, who have seen 
things and know how things 
work. That means people of 
all ages. 

Think about aging as a 
lifelong process rather than 
just something you reach at 
retirement. 

And if you need help, 
reach out to your state 
representatives, reach out 
to PLOWS Council on Aging 
and to other community 
organizations. If they can’t 
help you, they can point you in 
direction of someone who can.
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PLOWS Council on Aging 
By The Numbers*

*Based on annual figures

16,000
People Helped

62,000 
Nutritious Meals Delivered

27,000
Intake & Referral Calls  

10,000 
Patients Screened & Assessed for Hospital 

Discharge

1,700
Community Care Cases 

2,000 
Caregiver Support Hours 

1,700
Financial Independence Improved

20
Communities Served

467
Adult Protection Services Cases Investigated
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A few years ago, while 
caring for her aging mother, 
Sue Zabilka and her family 
had the pleasure of meeting 
many of the other seniors 
living at the same care 
facility.

 That experience instilled 
a sense of empathy in the 
Lemont family and inspired 
them to become volunteers. 

 “My mom was staying at 
Franciscan Village and, as 
we visited her, we started 
realizing how much the 
other residents appreciated 
the smallest things — like 
a kind word or a bit of 
conversation,” Sue says. 

 One day while the family 
was there, Sue’s husband 
Frank learned the assisted 
living community was 
looking for drivers. A retired 
high school teacher, he 
decided to apply. 

Between Frank’s transport 
work and the family’s 
frequent visits, Sue, Frank 
and their sons, Frankie, 24, 
Jack, 20, and Billy, 9, got to 
know many of the residents. 

“Sometimes Frank would 
drive the bus by our house 
and Billy and I would jump 
on and ride back to the 
village with everyone,” she 
says.

After her mother passed 
away two years ago, Sue 
says she pondered ways her 
family might continue to 
help local seniors. 

Just before Christmas last 
year, she reached out to 
Christine Suddreth, a high 
school friend and community 
relations coordinator at 

PLOWS Council on Aging, 
for ideas on how she might 
make the holiday more 
meaningful. 

Sue’s mother had 
received home-delivered 
meals through PLOWS, a 
service she says “helped 
tremendously.” The family 
wanted to give back. 

Christine told Sue PLOWS 
needed people to deliver 
Christmas gifts that had 
been collected. Sue jumped 
at the opportunity.

“My husband and my two 
sons and I got in the car on 
the Sunday before Christmas 
and spent the afternoon 
making deliveries,” Sue says. 

“Everyone was so gracious 
and grateful to receive even 
the littlest thing. Kitchen 
towels, pots and pans, 
necessities,” Sue says. “It was 

especially impactful on my 
20-year-old. He had been 
very close to my mother.”

Her sons were moved by 
the reaction of many of the 
seniors when they received 
their gift, she says. 

Billy says, “I really liked 
delivering the presents 
because I like helping 
people.”

For Jack, the service was 
an opportunity to step 
outside his own struggles 
and problems. “By simply 
taking an afternoon out of 
my day to help those who 
needed it, I really developed 
a greater appreciation for 
the blessings I had in my life. 
The few people we helped 
had a huge impact on me 
and I hope I made their day 
just a little bit better.”

Sue says people are so 
busy during the holiday 
season that they might not 
realize there are people in 
need. “A small gift, delivered 
with a side of conversation, 
can make someone’s day 
while helping you put things 
in perspective.”

The experience humbled 
the family so much that they 
decided to “downsize” their 
traditionally big Christmas, 
opting instead to focus on 
the importance of being 
grateful for time with each 
other. 

“I think holidays have more 
meaning when you spend 
them helping others. They’re 
more impactful,” she says. 
“Our experience volunteering 
helped us focus on the 
things that really matter.”

Helping seniors inspired Lemont family 

The Zabilka family says that volunteering 
helps them focus on the things that really 
matter. Left to right: Jack, Sue, Frankie, Frank 
and Billy (in the middle).
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Public libraries have always 
been a place to check 
out books, but these days 
they also are centers for 
addressing individual and 
social needs, particularly for 
an older population.

Alicia Jackson, adult 
services manager at the 
Chicago Ridge Public 
Library, says more than 
half of the adults who 
rely on the facility for 
reading materials, event 
opportunities, local 
information and help with 
technology are over age 60.

“A lot of younger adults use 
the library on an as-needed 
basis whereas our seniors 
have kind of integrated the 
library into their daily, weekly, 

monthly plan,” Alicia says.
A bulletin board listing 

upcoming events and 
community resources greets 
visitors at the entrance and 
staff are ready to answer 
questions, search the internet 
and even navigate complex 
forms for those who need 
assistance.

Increasingly, Alicia says, 
the library coordinates with 
municipal transport programs 
and agencies such as PLOWS 
Council on Aging to make 
sure seniors can access the 
services they need.

“We have a lot of people 
with mobility issues. To 
help them, Chicago Ridge 
operates a very active senior 
bus program. This includes a 

drop-off at the library every 
Monday,” she says.

“It’s really important 
for municipal groups and 
agencies to work together. 
Every time we think 
about adding a program 
or changing the time of 
an existing one, we make 
sure we think through the 
transportation part,” Alicia 
says.  

The library also offers a 
variety of opportunities for 
seniors to socialize. They can 
attend events such as movie 
matinees on Mondays and 
chair yoga on Tuesdays.

“Chair yoga started with a 
handful of people and grew 
quickly to more than 25,” she 
says.

Social isolation is a concern for older adults and public libraries offer free activities that get seniors socializing and create a community gathering 
spot for all generations.

As a community hub, the public 
library connects older adults
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Some of the attendees are 
friends who meet up for the 
meditative experience. Others 
have met because of it.

Meeting the needs of older 
adults, Alicia says, is an 
ongoing mission.

The library recently added 
a day version to its popular 
evening craft workshop, so 
patrons who don’t want to go 
out after dark could attend.

Some events offer food, such 
as Friday’s midday lunch and a 
movie, with pizza provided by 
a local business.

“We build that into our 
budget or write grants for it. 
That’s popular and not just 
because of food insecurity, 
but because of the positive 
vibe that comes from sharing 
a meal or coffee and fruit. It 
feels more social,” she says. 

The library is planning for 
a remodel this fall. Among 
the considerations, Alicia 
said, is how to make space 
comfortable for seniors, and all 
age groups.

A popular service the library 
offers is assistance with 
computer and cell phone 
issues. From technology 
classes to one-on-one help, 
staffers walk people of all ages 
through the operation of iPads, 
e-readers and phones. And for 
those who feel funny sitting 
down with a staff member for 
an hour lesson, there is a casual 
Wednesday drop-in session.

“Some people just bring 
their e-readers to us and we 
download materials for them,” 
Alicia says.

Many seniors appreciate help 
operating their new phones, 
she adds.

“Young people do all this 
trial and error to solve phone 

problems. They know how to 
push through and they’re not 
worried about breaking them. 
But seniors look at smart 
phones that may have cost 
more than $500 and they’re 
afraid of doing something 
that might cause irreversible 
damage or expose them to 
some sort of data breach. 
Sometimes they just get 
trapped in an app they can’t 
get out of,” she says.

The library also offers home 
delivery services to patrons 
who can’t get out. Every 
other week, staffers deliver 
materials, such as books, 
magazines, DVDs and CDs.

And, the library also 
encourages older people to 
share their life experiences by 
telling their own stories. Alicia 
says the library has helped two 
seniors self-publish their books 
on Amazon. The Chicago Ridge 
library has added the books 
to Kindles that they check out 
to patrons and Alicia’s hoping 
the authors might visit for a 
reading someday.

One of the ongoing hurdles 

for the Chicago Ridge facility 
and many libraries is getting 
the word out about all the free 
services the institution has to 
offer.

“Regular patrons know we 
offer so much more than 
books. They come for a book 
and to hang out,” she says.

“I know there are a lot of 
seniors out there who don’t 
make it to the library because 
maybe they’re not aware of 
what they have to offer. We’re 
developing a plan for how to 
bring in seniors who didn’t 
already have the library on 
their list of places they like to 
go to,” Alicia says.

Increasingly, Alicia says, 
the library is becoming a 
community hub. Programs are 
free and open to all, although 
holding a library card is 
encouraged.

“We’d like to have a bigger 
role in people’s lives,” Alicia 
says. “We hope to become the 
place people think of when they 
are looking to connect to local 
resources. If we can’t provide it, 
we can usually help you find it.”

Many libraries are offering free technology classes to help people of all ages through the 
operation of computers, iPads, e-readers and phones.




