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Community gathers for support, awareness at Autism Speaks walk 
Danielle Perlin, Staff Writer

Winnetka resident Cristina 
Chung is a special education 
teacher in Wilmette. Though 
her children do not have au-
tism, she came to the fourth 
annual North Shore Walk 
Now for Autism Speaks, 
held on Sunday, May 4, at 
the Northfield campus of 
New Trier High School, 
to support her friend and 
co-worker, Kellie Truppa, 
whose 13-year-old son Sean 
has autism.

“We’ve worked with so 
many students with vary-
ing degrees of autism, so 
to be able to come out [to 
this event] and support the 
families and kids outside 
of school is meaningful … 
and that personal connec-
tion of having [Truppa] as a 
friend,” Chung said. 

Seven years ago, Spen-
cer Savitz, former Glencoe 
resident, created Team Tyler 
for his Bar Mitzvah project 
in support of his younger 
brother Tyler, who has au-
tism; the walk eventually 
led to the creation of the 
North Shore walk. 

“[Spencer] got his friends 
and Tyler’s friends in-
volved, and we went to the 
Chicago walk downtown,” 
said Glencoe resident Stuart 
Savitz, Spencer and Tyler’s 
dad. “After the third year, 
we decided to break off and 
form a North Shore event 
to bring to the community, 
[making] it convenient for 
people and to create … an 
intimate event for the North 
Shore.” 

Tyler turned 16 on May 4, 
the same day as the walk. 

The North Shore walk’s 
goal was to raise more 
than $200,000, and Team 
Tyler contributed at least 
$120,000. In total, Team Ty-
ler has raised more than $1 
million for Autism Speaks, 
which is “the world’s lead-
ing autism science and advo-
cacy organization,” accord-

ing to its website. 
“It’s all about providing 

a forum to create aware-
ness and for people to feel 
like there’s a community out 
there, and they’re not alone,” 
Savitz, who is also on the 
Autism Speaks Board of Di-
rectors, said. “We just want 
everybody to have a great 
day [and] feel good about 
their situations.”

The walk, which was held 
at the Botanic Garden the 
past three years, had more 
than 15 sponsors, 100 vol-
unteers, more than 1,000 
participants and about 10 
vendors at the Resource Fair, 
which all “[had] something 
to do with autism … service 
providers [or] if they have 
a product that would help 
someone on the [autism] 

spectrum,” Executive Direc-
tor of the Chicagoland chap-
ter of Autism Speaks Kerry 
Schlaack explained. 

Members of the New Trier 
soccer team, juniors Bryna 
Cole and Annie Sheehan, 
raised more than $1,700 last 
year with the team and have 
a goal of raising over $2,000 

this year. 
“I worked one-on-one 

with a kid this year who has 
autism [in Special Olym-
pics],” Sheehan said. “I’ve 
come in contact with so 
many people who are affect-
ed by [autism]. It’s some-
thing that I think I want to 
keep as a big part of my life, 

maybe be a special [educa-
tion] teacher. I just think it’s 
a really important cause.”

Cole explained that Tyler 
attends New Trier West, and 
“some of the kids with au-
tism … go to school [there].”

“We’ll probably come 
here next year as seniors and 
… continue fundraising for 
Autism Speaks, because it 
is such a great cause,” Cole 
said.

Team Florak, another 
large group at the walk, 
raised close to $13,000 for 
Autism Speaks. Northbrook 
residents Laura Florek and 
Peter Florek’s two children, 
8-year-old Rachel Florek 
and 11-year-old Adam Flo-
rek, both have autism. 

“We’re very blessed to 
have such great family and 
friend support; that’s very 
important when you’re rais-
ing kids of any [type] of 
special needs,” Peter Florek 
said.  “When you come out 
to events like this, you see 
all levels of the [autism] 
spectrum and how many 
people are ultimately affect-
ed … the more awareness 
you can get out, the better.”

Schlaack, whose 13-year-
old son Henry Schlaack has 
autism, said her family has 
been fundraising for Autism 
Speaks since 2005. 

“I think [this event] helps 
our kids advocate for them-
selves and learn … how 
to be in a social setting,” 
Schlaack said. “I think for 
the parents, they’re just not 
alone. There’s a community 
of parents out there, and for 
kids, they find friends.” 

Schlaack also said that 
anyone who has a child with 
autism and has not yet par-
ticipated in the North Shore 
walk, “they should really 
come out.”

“I think it’s just a great 
family day where kids can 
be kids, and parents can just 
enjoy their kids, and I think 
sometimes that’s hard for 
us,” Schlaack said. 

Tyler Savitz (left), 16, of Glencoe, walks with encouragement from DJ Famos at the fourth annual North Shore Walk Now 
for Autism Speaks, Sunday, May 4, in Northfield. PhOtOS BY B.kOchVar/22nD centurY MeDia

Twelve-year-old Devin Adams (left) high fives DJ Famos. Walk participants (left to right) Stella Loring, 3, Colleen 
Koulentes and Austin Koulentes, 4, have fun before the 
walk.
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