[image: image1.jpg]¥ Milestones
*AUTISM

* . Resources

educating | coaching | connecting




FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

The power of a concerned mother

Two mothers, eager to find help for their children with autism, team together to transform the Northeast Ohio autism community

May 2014

CLEVELAND – Every parent wants the best for their child: to provide the food they need to eat, activities they need to stay healthy, books they need to learn. But what happens when your child receives an unfamiliar diagnosis and there are few to no local resources available in your area?

It was 1998. Autism was a relatively new word and resources for parents and professionals in Cleveland were scarce. 

Mia Buchwald Gelles and Ilana Hoffer Skoff, then strangers, found themselves researching and running to and from appointments, desperate to help their children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD).

“Figuring out what interventions might help was a long, hard and lonely search,” Gelles said. “Each night I would read anything I could to see if it looked promising. As a mom, I felt that unlocking the puzzle of my child’s development was ultimately my responsibility.”

Eventually there was some hope.  Among other things, Gelles found help in her child’s speech therapist’s office, where in 2001, a conversation sparked between her and Skoff. This conversation has lasted for the past 13 years.

As they began to talk, they realized they had a great deal in common. They both had experienced success with Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA), a system for prioritizing and systematically teaching skills one step at a time. The two mothers became friends, mentoring each other through the ups and downs of autism.

“Finding someone who was on a similar journey with her child helped me feel I was not alone,” Skoff said. “But even more than that, finding someone equally passionate about improving our community's resources was a way to transform what we had been learning into a resource for so many others." 
There were hundreds of other families in the region struggling with the same issues and not finding help. There were hundreds of teachers working with these children who could really use practical and effective strategies. 

Once their children entered school, Gelles and Skoff had more time on their hands, and the question in their minds shifted from “How can we help our children?” to “How can we help other families?”

No fancy desks. No high-tech laptops. No big offices with panoramic views. Gelles and Skoff simply sat around Ilana’s kitchen table in her Cleveland Heights home to brainstorm ways to bring education and training to the local community. Each had professional backgrounds in non-profit organizations. The determined duo decided that what Cleveland needed was a major autism conference in Cleveland. With that, the pair took on the task of planning the first annual Milestones Autism Spectrum Disorder Conference.

They launched Milestones Autism Resources, then known as Milestones Autism Organization, with a conference in August 2003 and 400 people showed up.  

“Ilana and I still laugh … we had no idea if anyone would show up,” Gelles said. “The turnout for the Conference was a clear indication that a resource like Milestones was a necessity in our area.”

Over the past 12 years, Milestones has remained at the forefront of addressing the needs of families impacted by autism and its Annual Autism Spectrum Disorder Conference continues to be an invaluable resource for family members and professionals. This year, the Conference will be June 18-19 from 8:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. at the Cleveland I-X Center offering exclusive new parent features, a Medical Track, Employment Track and more. Find more information and register at milestones.org.

What started as two mothers trying to better the lives of their children has transformed into a leading autism organization serving more than 1,500 people each year and reaching 34,000 unique visitors through its website, milestones.org. Milestones focuses on educating and coaching for family members and professionals in evidence-based practical strategies. Its conferences, workshops, professional development, referral calls and online resources connect the autism community with vital information, and each other. 

Mia Buchwald Gelles and Ilana Hoffer Skoff still play crucial roles at Milestones as operations director and executive director respectively. The staff has grown into a well-rounded group of eight and is backed by a Board of Directors of 27 of autism professionals, family members and community leaders.

“It’s truly amazing that we now have a professional staff to help Ilana and I,” Gelles said. “With them we will continue our vision of connecting families and professionals to the ever-growing, local autism resources.”
About Milestones Autism Resources

Founded in 2003, Milestones Autism Resources, previously known as Milestones Autism Organization, helps individuals with autism throughout Northeast Ohio reach their unique potential and is the first call for help at each transition of an individual’s life. Milestones focuses on educating and coaching for family members and professionals in evidence-based practical strategies. Its conferences, workshops, professional development, referral calls and online resources connect the autism community with vital information, and each other. Milestones serves more than 1,500 people each year and reaches 34,000 unique visitors through its website, milestones.org, that provides more than 900 autism resources.
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