
Embracing Abilities, Expanding Possibilities 

Embracing Abilities, Expanding Possibilities Podcast 

Episode 1: In Conversation with Carter Sanders 

featuring 
Carter Sanders, Office Assistant, Easterseals Academy 

Sara Ray Stoelinga, President and CEO, Easterseals Serving Chicagoland and Greater Rockford 
Jason Reis, Employment Services Coordinator, Easterseals Serving Chicagoland and Greater 

Rockford 

Full Transcript 

Sara Ray Stoelinga (00:01): 

Hi, this is Sara Ray Stoelinga, and you're listening to the Embracing Abilities, Expanding 
Possibilities podcast from Easterseals Serving Chicagoland and Greater Rockford. We are 
one of the largest affiliates of Easterseals and transform the lives of early learners and 
individuals of all abilities through access to expert, education, family, and community 
support. In this episode, you'll hear me speak along with Jason Reis and Carter Sanders 
about our work with individuals with autism spectrum disorder and other developmental 
disabilities. I am the President and CEO of Easterseals Serving Chicagoland and Greater 
Rockford. Jason Reis is our Employment Services Coordinator. He leads a team that creates 
employment, jobs, training, and volunteer opportunities for individuals with autism spectrum 
disorder, emotional disability, developmental delay, and intellectual disability. He also 
manages HarrysButtons, our amazing social enterprise that provides paid employment 
opportunities for Easterseals students and adults with disabilities. I'm also pleased to 
introduce Carter Sanders. Carter is an Office Assistant at Easterseals Academy, our 
alternative school placement for young people with an autism spectrum disorder, emotional 
disability, developmental delay, or intellectual disability. Carter is a proud graduate of 
Easterseals Academy and participated in our post-secondary work program. He is also a 
Com-Ed Energy Force Ambassador, teaching members of our community how to save 
energy. Carter is on the autism spectrum. 

Reema Saleh (01:56): 

So, Sara, you're the President and CEO of Easterseals Serving Chicagoland Greater Rockford, 
one of the largest affiliates of Easterseals. Tell us a bit about your organization and what 
makes it special. 

Sara Ray Stoelinga (02:06): 

Easterseals Serving Chicagoland and Greater Rockford has two pillars of work in it. One 
focuses on the disability space and the second focuses on the early learning space. And we 
do a variety of work, you know, with a variety of programs across those pillars of work, those 
two distinct pillars, and really underneath all of that is a focus on equity and access and 
transforming trajectories. So, in the early learning space, that's focused on, you know, the  
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area from birth to age five, and we all know the importance of, of early childhood education 
and access to healthcare and other resources and how that defines long-term trajectories, 
for babies, toddlers, and young people into adulthood. And so, you know, equity and access 
in that space is making sure that the young people and the babies we serve have access to 
the absolute best educational resources, healthcare resources that they need to be 
successful. And in the disability space, equity and access is about equitable access to all the 
supports, whether it be diagnostic supports around autism or whether it be resource 
supports for employment services, whatever it is that our young people and young adults 
need to be successful with a disability. And so, I think what makes us unique is the level of 
expertise we have in those two distinct domains. And also, our people, you know, both the 
people who work in our Easterseals affiliate and also the people that we serve. That's our 
greatest asset. And it's the reason why we're here. 

Reema Saleh (03:54): 

Carter, can you tell me a bit about yourself? You're a graduate of Easter seals academy and 
someone who's on the autism spectrum. How old were you when you first started there? And 
what was your experience like? 

Carter Sanders (04:06): 

I started Easterseals as a student when I was 14 years old. I immediately felt at home there. I 
had a very wonderful experience. I learned a lot of things such as general education 
requirements. It has helped me thrive socially, and it has opened numerous doors for me. 

Reema Saleh (04:24): 

What did you like most about the academy? 

Carter Sanders (04:27): 

I liked the overall atmosphere about it in terms of how friendly the people are, how well they 
can handle people with special needs, and the positive personality of the people. They make 
me feel comfortable working with them because of how their overall personalities are. 

Reema Saleh (04:52): 

Were there any people at Easterseals who had an impact on you and helped you achieve your 
goals? 

Carter Sanders (04:58): 

Actually, there are. One of them was one of my former classmates, Maurice. I have seen 
Maurice grow, go from a student at Easterseals to one of the greatest EasterseaIs success 
stories of all time. He has supported me throughout my Special Olympics career, and 
throughout my college career, even though he has no longer a part of Easterseals, his legacy 
has left a long-lasting impact within the Easterseals community. Another person is Sochi  
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Rodriguez, one of my Special Olympics Coaches, who was also a Classroom Aid. Me and 
Sochi have talked about numerous Special Olympics matters, whether walking past the front 
desk or during our lunch break. Even though Sochi has left in 2009 to start her own special-
ed program at Viden park. I see her periodically at Special Olympics, local and state 
competitions. She has seen me go from Special Olympics athlete at Easterseals to Special 
Olympics athlete at Marquette Park, which I'll get into deeply later. Another one was Jalissa, 
the Office Manager, I've been working alongside with, for about three or four years. Working 
with Jalissa, it has helped me evolve as an Office Assistant. I feel like our teamwork has 
blossomed considering that I had minimal interaction with her during her time when she was 
working as a classroom aid, but working - when it comes to me, working with Jalissa, she 
has given me numerous projects and various office favors for me to do at the front desk. And 
I feel like I enjoy doing it. 

Reema Saleh (06:52): 

Sarah, can you talk a little more about what is Easterseals Academy and like who does it 
serve? What are its goals? 

Sara Ray Stoelinga (07:00): 

Easterseals Academy is a therapeutic day school context that serves public school students. 
So, the technical term for the type of school that Easterseals Academy is, is a non-public 
school, which is a little bit of a misnomer because sometimes people assume that non-
public means that it's private. But that's not accurate. These are, it's actually a school for 
students who get referred to Easterseals Academy from public school districts. And it's a 
wide-ranging, large number of school districts that send students to, to come to Easter seals 
academy. So currently we have about 80 different school districts, it's between 80 and a 
hundred school districts that refer students to us. And they, you know, sometimes school 
districts will send us one or two students. Sometimes the larger school districts like Chicago, 
public schools, or Rockford public schools might send us 90 or 80 students. But what's 
unique about all of our students and the reason that they get sent to Easterseals Academy is 
because of the special needs that they have. And in particular, a lot, the majority of our 
students, um, have autism spectrum disorder or other related disabilities that come to our 
school. And so, what is special about the school is we provide a context for students like 
Carter. And Carter talked about Maurice, who's another one of our former students, where 
they can come into a school context that really supports and engages them and draws on 
their very unique and special talents to help them to be successful in the school setting. So, 
we have three campuses of Easterseals Academy. We have one in Chicago, and we have one 
in the Machesney Park area, which is in Rockford, and we have one in Tinley Park, which is in 
the Chicago suburbs. And what kind of ties those three schools together is the fact that we 
serve public school districts, and we get to serve every day, wonderful, incredible, amazing 
students like Carter, 
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Reema Saleh (09:09): 

Jason, you work at Easterseals Academy. Can you talk a little more about your work and 
what's your role there? 

Jason Reis (09:15): 

Sure. I'm the employment services coordinator. And basically, I lead a team of employment 
specialists and job coaches across the three Easterseals Academies. So we have similar 
work going on at each of the three schools, the team as a whole facilitates job training and 
opportunities for the students, um, primarily post-secondary students. So there'll be ages 18 
to 22, approximately, um, but also some secondary students as well. So high school age 
students, in those cases, um, and the different kinds of opportunities we have are both in 
school and community. So, some examples of things students might do in the school are, 
um, working, uh, on a coffee cart, which brings around coffee to different offices in the 
building, or working at a school store or one of our locations has a little cafe that they 
operate. They also might do like janitorial work or help out in the office, um, or some 
customized job-related opportunities that was designed specifically for that student or in 
some cases, a group of students. So, they might facilitate like recycling pick-up, planning, 
everything from like distributing the bins to the classroom rooms, to figuring out a schedule 
when they're gonna pick it up to actually bringing it to the recycling center. And then the 
community opportunities are generally partnerships with businesses or organizations where 
students can go and again, get either job training, opportunities or employment and also 
volunteering opportunities. So, it may be kind of traditional volunteering-type things like 
working at a food pantry. And then we also have some students getting paid out in the 
community as well. So, we have a couple of businesses like Easy Mix in South Holland, 
which is like a packaging job for auto paint, I believe. And then also we partner with Estwing 
Manufacturing out near Rockford where students apply like spencer tags to some of their 
products out there. So those are paid opportunities. Yeah. So, in all cases, we're looking at 
focusing on students, interests, and skills and trying to them with the opportunities that we 
have and when we don't have those opportunities, we're trying to create them, like I said, 
either in-house or out in the community by reaching out to our network and reaching out to 
just different businesses and organizations that can help us out. 

Reema Saleh (11:55): 

And do you also lead HarrysButtons at Easterseals? Can you talk a little more about what 
that program is? 

Jason Reis (12:01): 

Sure. Yeah. That's another one of our in-house opportunities, basically, Harry's buttons is 
essentially a social enterprise that is operated by Easterseals here in Chicago and the 
surrounding area. Business-wise, what we do is we make pin-back buttons or pins as some 
people call them. We make magnets as well, and we also do like apparel printing for t-shirts 
and sweatshirts and things like that. So, we have specific products that we're selling and, we  
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employ currently we employ seven adults, so people who are no longer students, and they're 
adults with disabilities. And we also do employ some of our current students as well. Our 
mission basically is to provide employment opportunities for people with disabilities, who 
either haven't had success at finding employment elsewhere, or are kind of in the process of 
applying for jobs and looking for other opportunities and things like that. And then separate 
of that business side of HarrysButtons, we also do have a training program, which is geared 
specifically towards our students at the academies. And that is group training opportunities 
for the students where they come once or twice a week for about a half-hour, and they learn 
different employment subjects within the context of HarrysButtons. So, for example, they 
may learn about safety at work, but we're gonna show them specifically what that looks like 
at HarrysButtons. So, some of the different equipment that they might need to be careful 
around at HarrysButtons and how to use those things safely, then on a different day, we may 
talk about communication network and how that looks at HarrysButtons. So, they're all 
topics that could transfer to other jobs as well, but we use Harry's buttons as a way to really 
illustrate that since we have this in-house business, and it's really easier for them to see it in 
use here. 

Reema Saleh (14:10): 

Can you talk about how you first met Carter? 

Jason Reis (14:13): 

Yeah, absolutely. So, I think Carter mentioned that I was working as a classroom assistant 
when I started here. So that was 2006, and I think he was just getting going, helping out with 
the office staff and doing the reception work. So, I didn't really interact with him too much 
back then, but I remember the first time he made an impression on me was, I think that same 
first year when we went to Special Olympics and this, I had only been at Easterseals for 
maybe a month, I think at that time. And so, this whole experience of like the big city Special 
Olympics was totally new to me, and I was just like in awe of everything going on and kind of 
learning the different events, and most of our students and most of the students, in general, 
would do events like 50-meter walk or 50-meter run and like the softball throw and a 
hundred-meter dash and things like that. And I think, one of the last events that they held 
over the course of three days, I should add, was a one-mile run. And I was like, “oh, that's 
interesting.” Because I used to like to run a lot myself. I was like, oh, who's doing that. And 
we had one person who was doing it, and that was Carter Sanders. And so, I was like, "oh, 
Carter. Yeah, I think I know who that is." And so, I made a point of checking out the event 
because there's so much going on, it's kind of hard to see the event sometimes, but I made 
sure I got over there, and I think there were only three people out of all the people in Chicago 
doing Special Olympics. I think there were maybe, three people doing this event. So, I was 
like, this is awesome. Like what, it's an honor, but you know, he signed up to do this. It's 
impressive that he signed up to do it. And with a distance event, you know, it's such an 
inspiring thing where, you know, if you don't have a lot of practice, you might get off to a fast 
start and then you slow down. But like people are there to cheer on at Special Olympics and 
just seeing the way he responded to all the cheering, and he finished strong really made an 
impression on me. So, then I was excited to meet him after I found out like he was doing that  
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one-mile run in the Special Olympics and he, again, he was so enthusiastic about it that I 
knew right away. He's a very cool person. 

Reema Saleh (16:42): 

Carter, HarrysButtons wasn't a part of Eastersseals when you were a student at the 
Academy, but you took part in employment training, right? 

Carter Sanders (16:49): 

From January to May 2002, Melanie, who was our Vocational Coordinator at that time, took 
me and two or three other students to this think job seminar called Marriott Bridges. I think 
it's called Ticket to Work or something of that nature. We usually get there by public 
transportation, which is how I primarily got exposed to taking the bus and the train. This 
program, it teaches us how to do cold calls, resume building, interview skills, and dealing 
with on the job situations such as angry customers. When the program ended, I eventually 
was being trained on Thursday at 1:30. I was being trained at working on the front desk and 
how to do things like answering phones, taking messages written, and transferring costly 
correct personnel. In addition to volunteering at the front desk weekly, me and several other 
students in the early stages of the VOC program, we do things at this place in Oak Park 
which was known as Willard at the time. At Willard, I heat-sealed bags after putting supplies 
in it for the Shamrock Shuffle. And we've been doing that for about four or five months until I 
aged out of the program and then got acclimated with my role at the front desk. 

Reema Saleh (18:27): 

You're also an Energy Force Ambassador for Com-Ed, can you talk a little bit about what that 
means and what you do in that role? 

Carter Sanders (18:33): 

Yes, my role as the Energy Force Ambassador is to spread the importance of clean energy by 
providing various energy-saving tips. We usually have events such, I usually did events such 
as Brookville Zoo at the Treeline events. At an event at Navy Pier on Labor Day Weekend and 
at a barbecue at Little Village, we adopted a hybrid model, which is consists of in-person 
sites, virtual events due to COVID. And so, the virtual events I did were making newsletters 
on solar energy, making a flyer on how to save energy for the winter. And did two podcasts 
with other Com-Ed Energy Force Ambassadors. 

Reema Saleh (19:28): 

So, Jason, you sort of mentor Carter a bit in his role now. How's he doing? How has, I guess, 
your relationship grown through this? 
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Jason Reis (19:37): 

One of the things that really impressed me about Carter from the get-go was, he was ready 
to go. I think after the first meeting, he was like, okay, I have this idea and this idea, I'm gonna 
do a newsletter, and I'm gonna interview these two people at Easterseals and gonna do a 
flyer, and it's gonna be about this. And, you know, I think he probably had more ideas than 
that, but my only suggestion was okay, let's just focus on those two to start off with. And he 
knocked it out of the park. He's been great with it. And now that we're back to doing, or they 
did shift back, I guess, to virtual, but at one point they were doing some in-person events as 
well. And that was great to see as well because Carter's a really social person, and I think he 
enjoys - Carter, you can tell me if I'm wrong - interacting with the people around him and 
kind of conversing what he has, has to tell them. But again, he's done so much of the 
planning on his own, and we have weekly meetings where I just check in on him and see if he 
needs anything from me. Generally, you know - Carter, you can tell me again if I'm wrong - 
but I think you don't, you don't usually need too much from me. You kind of have your notes 
or your materials that you put together. Like you put together those new newsletters all on 
your own, and you just kind of bring me the drafts and say, you know, "what do you, what do 
you think, should I shift anything around?" And I might give you a tip here or there, but it's 
generally not all that much. And so, yeah, it's been great working with Carter, and it's - I think 
even though he started off so enthusiastically, his confidence now is really built or that's the 
way it seems to me. He's really just doing awesome for the role. And I should also mention 
that last year he was given the Rising Star Award by the Com-Ed, because he had been doing 
such a great job, and he is one of their new ambassadors. And it was very well deserved, I 
think. Like I said, he just hit the ground running with that. 

Reema Saleh (21:56): 

That's amazing. Carter, what are you most proud of in your work right now? 

Carter Sanders (22:03): 

I'm proud of everything I do. I am proud of doing it, and no matter what the task is, I just 
basically do what they do, keep it simple and not do some of the things that I might not be 
able to have. I just do something that is the easy steps, and which it turns out, I'm actually 
good at. And I'm also able to make the most out of it. And I'm able to do it with the support of 
not only Jason and Easterseals family but with my family at home as well. 

Reema Saleh (22:37): 

Carter, how long have you been involved with the Special Olympics? 

Carter Sanders (22:40): 

Since the spring of 1998, when I was 15 years old. I initially did it with Easterseals as a 
student and continued my Special Olympics career to throughout my adulthood with the 
adulthood vocational program. That is where I found Marquette Park. Upon joining. I have 
gotten along with the fellow athletes and the coaches pretty well. Throughout my entire  
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Special Olympics career combined with both Easterseals and Marquette Park, I participate 
like Jason mentioned in Track and Field, Swimming. Bocce, Snowshoeing, Golf, Bowling, and 
many of the team sports. In 2021, in addition to my activities at Marquette park, the head 
coordinator of Special Olympics Chicago emailed me at seven other athletes throughout the 
Chicago park district to take part in this thing called the Athlete Leadership Council. In the 
Athlete Leadership Council, we talk about what's going on in our programs and how to make 
Special Olympics Chicago better. Some of the things we do - we host dance Friday, which is 
the first Friday of each month. My term lasted from March to December, and then there was 
a new crop of members joining. Even though I'm no longer a part of the Athlete Leadership 
Council, I'm considered an alumni member. I am now involved in this thing called CAN TV 
hosted by a CAN TV, Special Olympics crew member. It all started back in October when 
someone from Special Olympics/Special Olympics Charities emailed me, and a lot of special 
Olympics athletes from Chicago on if they're interested in being a CAN TV crew member. I've 
been a part of that since February of this year. And one of my duties was reading the sports 
reports and working with the cameras during interviews. As a matter of fact, I was just there 
at the studio this past Friday. And I was one of the people in that were interviewed along with 
another athlete on me doing the Polar Plunge and another, and that other athlete was 
volunteering, and we were both talking about our experiences with the Polar Plunge, which 
I'll get to later. Some of my other activities and Special Olympics are participating in virtual 
Special Olympics events, such as bingo, trivia, which I'm doing tonight, dance Friday and 
cooking and baking 101 with farm taste, which I did last week. I cooked fried rice. 

Carter Sanders (25:52): 

I also participate in statewide Special Olympics, such as Weekend Warrior, which is the third 
Saturday of each month. One of the athletes I connected within that class has introduced me 
to different Special Olympics virtual events in Florida, Massachusetts, and Oregon. Thanks to 
her, I am able to connect with different Special Olympics athletes from different parts of the 
US. 

Reema Saleh (26:25): 

Why do you love participating in Special Olympics? 

Carter Sanders (26:28): 

It gives me a thrill and adrenaline competing against those and qualifying for downstate 
competitions. And I enjoy competing in local levels, in local competitions, so I can do well 
enough to qualify for downstate. And I enjoy being downstate, competing in a higher level 
against people from the entire state, not just throughout the city of Chicago, the entire state, 
and it is an adventure. 

Reema Saleh (26:59): 

So, you recently did something really daring. You jumped Lake Michigan in the middle of 
winter. Tell us a bit about the Polar Plunge and why you did it. 
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Carter Sanders (27:07): 

First of all, the Polar Plunge is done to raise money for Special Olympics athletes and to raise 
awareness of Special Olympics, and to support the cause. I did it – one of the things - before 
doing the big plunge, I was interviewed by Channel 5's, Lisa Chavez, and I did the Specialist 
Olympics Athlete Oath, and I also did the plunge with the one and only Mayor Lori Lightfoot, 
with another fellow athlete of mine, another former Marquette teammate of mine. And when I 
was running to the water, I felt a rush of adrenaline, and I kept running, and it didn't feel as 
bad as most people said it would. My feet felt, they felt a little frostbitten, but I was, it started 
running off the water. I was able to manage by lifting one foot up off the water to alleviate 
the sensation. And then I did the same with my other foot. Before long, it was time for me to 
get out. I would absolutely love to do it again. 

Reema Saleh (28:12): 

So, you were in the news quite a bit for your involvement. You were quoted in the newspaper 
and on the local news, do you ever get nervous being a leader and a spokesperson? 

Carter Sanders (28:22): 

No. I take it with a grain of salt. 

Reema Saleh (28:24): 

How do you think you've grown as a professional over the years since starting at Easterseals 
Academy? 

Carter Sanders (28:31): 

Easterseals, like I mentioned earlier, has opened numerous doors for me. It has made me 
more confident. It has greatly enhanced my social skills in more ways than one 

Reema Saleh (28:42): 

Sara and Jason, how do you think Carter has grown and what's impressed you most about 
him? 

Jason Reis (28:48): 

I've definitely only seen Carter grow over a number of years. I think earlier he said, you know, 
there isn't that much difference between the student experience and his experience working 
here. But I think there is a big difference, where now, people count on him here at 
Eastersseals, and we rely on him for all the hard work he does. And he's very reliable, which 
is great. Yeah, I'm just like excited to see what he's gonna do next because every time I talk 
to him, he's got something else planned, which is always like, again, like this high profile 
thing or like this incredible opportunity. So yeah, it's exciting to see what is and kind of follow 
along. 
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Sara Ray Stoelinga (29:33): 

You always work as hard as you can do the best job that you can. And I think that's really a 
role modeling and inspiration for all of us. Just how earnest and hardworking you are in 
everything that you do. And I just, I love talking with you and hearing about your experiences 
and you're always so full of joy and energy and passion for the work that we do at 
Easterseals. So, I really love working with you. It's such a joy to be here with you. 

Reema Saleh (30:02): 

The goal of the disability pillar is to expand possibilities for individuals with disabilities, 
through education, expert services, and employment opportunities. How is Carter an 
example of that goal in reality? 

Sara Ray Stoelinga (30:14): 

The goal of the disability pillar is to expand possibilities for individuals with it really is in 
opening doors, providing tools, providing services, providing supports, taking the time for us 
to really understand every individual with disabilities that we serve and the belief for Carter 
to be the Carter that he's supposed to be. And so, I think that's the beautiful part of the work 
that we do is really unlocking the potential of the individuals we serve that already exist 
inside of them and for us to provide the training and supports that he needs to be able to do 
that is the joy of the work that we do at Easterseals. 

Sara Ray Stoelinga (31:00): 

Thank you for listening to this first episode of our podcast, featuring myself, Jason Reis, and 
Carter Sanders. This is the first episode in an ongoing series exploring the pillars of our work, 
which are disability and early learning. This episode was produced by Silva Content 
Solutions. For more information about Easterseals Serving Chicagoland and Greater 
Rockford, please visit our website and follow us on social media. 
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