
In late March 2002, our son Aaron was diagnosed 

with autism. At the time, he was a little over 2-years-old 
with no speech. Our family was confused and in disbelief. 

Aaron’s daily struggles and difficulties literally turned our 
lives upside down. My husband and I scrambled to figure out 
what he wanted and why he was so upset. Like cameras, we 
zoomed in and zoomed out of situations to make sense of the 
numerous meltdowns he had throughout the day. Sometimes 
we were successful, but many times we were at a loss.

When Aaron entered school, there was a sense of hope 
that he would pick up communication skills that would allow 
him to let us know his wants and needs. 
But, report after report we were told 
that there was little progress or no 
progress in his communication 
skills. It was disappointing and 
heartbreaking.

In the fall of 2004, Aaron’s 
Pre-K teacher notified me 
that there wasn’t any speech 
therapy available at school 
because the district was 
having difficulty finding 
a speech pathologist. 
She gave me the option 
to wait or Aaron could 
take the opportunity 
to participate in the 
speech program at  
Villa Esperanza Services. 
I immediately made  
the call to set up  
an appointment 
to meet with the 

Director, Starla Affatati. I braced myself for a challenge because 
Aaron has a difficult time with new faces and oftentimes 
being in a new environment was overwhelming for him. My 
worries were put to rest after meeting Starla. Her confidence 
and knowledge of sensory needs put Aaron on the right 

track to finding his voice. At initial speech 
sessions, Aaron would not participate 

at the therapy table. Oftentimes 
he would try to find a way to 
leave, he would cry, lie on the 
floor and bury his head in his 
hands, but Starla never gave up on 
him. She provided a comfortable 
and stimulating environment for 

Aaron. She allowed him to 
use a large therapy ball, she 

also incorporated calming 
music and applied deep 
pressure to Aaron’s head 
and limbs when he 
requested. All these 
things allowed Aaron 
to gradually work 
at the therapy table 
for longer periods of 
time and it made each 
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And for the very first time in his life, Aaron said 
“Mom”. He was holding my picture in his hand, 
and he looked right at me. I cannot put into 
words what I felt that day.
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It’s hard to believe that we’re coming to the end of another 
year. With the holidays right around the corner, we pause 

to give thanks for our family, friends and opportunities in our 
lives. It’s also a time of reflection, pondering the future, setting 
new goals, overcoming new challenges and trying new things. 
As Villa enters 2008, we are committed to reaching our goals 
set in the Strategic Plan and becoming known as a Center of 
Excellence in the community. 

An important component to being a Center of Excellence 
includes advocating for the rights and needs of individuals with disabilities, especially 
those who can’t speak for themselves. Villa’s Board of Directors, as well as senior staff, 
are creating an Advocacy Task Force with the goal of promoting positive change at 
the state and local levels. We are interested in being at the table for any proposed 
legislative changes. 

The new year also brings new challenges and for Villa it’s no different. With the 
continuous growth in our programs and services, Villa is devoted to improving and 
upgrading the School Campus. We are also beginning the process of developing a 
master plan for the entire Villa Campus, including administrative offices. 

The end of the year also provides us an opportunity to celebrate. We look forward 
to the many festivities that will take place here at Villa. The clients enjoy a number of 
celebrations including open houses, luncheons and shows. 

This holiday season, we give thanks to each of you, our Villa Family; you truly 
make a difference. With your support we will make 2008 a success no matter what 
challenges come our way. We are all building a better future for our children, adults 
and seniors. 

Thank you and have a wonderful holiday season!
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OPEN HOUSE

The School Open 
House, held 

Wednesday, October 17, 
was well attended by 
parents and families. The 
teachers worked hard and, 
as usual, all the classrooms 
looked great. Thanks to 
Dimensions Adult Day 
Program for providing the 
healthy refreshments and 
decorations and to all the 
staff that made the night a 
great experience. 

Message from the CEO
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Gabriel, Mia and Samantha, all from room 9, opening their 
house.
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School
Parent Association 
Carol Eblen, mother of Dustin in  

room 1 and Danielle in room 6, is our 

new President of our School Parent 

Association. Congratulations Carol. The 

Association has been busy recruiting 

Room Parents to assist teachers with 

classroom needs. Norma Pou, mother 

of Adrian in room 5, has started an 

informal support group for parents. 

If you are interested in learning more 

about it please contact Norma at 

626-457-1661 or njpou@yahoo.com.

Room Parents

Room 1 & 4—Elizabeth Haynes

Room 2—Sandy Price

Room 3—Roberta Manshel

Room 5—Norma Pou

Room 6—Albert Navarro

Room 7—Erica Cho

Room 8A & 8B—We are in need of room 

parents for these classes. If you are 

interested please let us know.

Room 9—Candice Yu

Thank you to our Room Parents, and 

Carol and Norma.

School Dates to 
Remember
November 21—Minimum Day 

November 22 & 23—Closed for 

Thanksgiving

December 21—Holiday Program &  

Minimum Day 

December 24 – January 4, 2008— 

Winter Break

Our Story (Continued from page 1)
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session a productive one.
At one of Aaron’s sessions, Starla was working with Aaron in identifying members 

of his family. And for the very first time in his life, Aaron said “Mom”. He was 
holding my picture in his hand, and he looked right at me. I cannot put into words 
what I felt that day. It was a warm tingling sensation that ran down my spine. It 
was a wonderful feeling. In following sessions, we heard Aaron say more words like 
“daddy”, “cookie”, “more”, “all done”, “chips”, and “eat”. 

The greatest change in Aaron’s behavior came when Starla introduced PECS 
(Picture Exchange Communication System). It gave him a way to let us know what he 
wanted and needed at the time without working himself up to a meltdown. 

In May 2006, Aaron’s progress took a detour. He was diagnosed with 
leukemia and this was the beginning of two long hospital stays and many subsequent 
doctor visits. I took pictures of items in his hospital room like the table, chair, light 
switch, his special bed, the television, the remote, and other things. These pictures 
were added to his PECS book. Aaron was able to use his PECS to tell us that he 
wanted to dim the lights, that he needed the table to be set up so that he could eat, 
that he wanted the television to be turned on. He was able to ask for his favorite 
snacks and DVDs. His doctors and nurses have commented that Aaron is such a good 
patient compared to some of the other typical 6-year-old patients that they have. 

We are so very proud of him. He was able to use the communication skills that 
he developed at Villa and carry them into a completely unfamiliar environment and 
made it work for him. 

Aaron is still primarily nonverbal, but now he’s able to communicate his needs at 
home, at his grandparents’ home, at school, and at the hospital with the use of PECS 
and he has learned to sign “more”, “eat”, and “drink”. He’s more alert and motivated 
to communicate. I know that Aaron has a long road ahead of him, but with the 
support and guidance of Starla and her staff at Villa Esperanza, Aaron is headed in 
the right direction. 

Starla and Aaron communicating using PECS. Aaron using sign language to ask for “more” 
snacks.
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