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Giant Steps is committed to providing individuals with autism spectrum disorders, and their families, 
superior educational and therapeutic services focused on improving the quality of daily life from 
early childhood through adulthood.
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ABOUT 
GIANT STEPS

Since 1996, Giant Steps has been focused on providing education, therapeutic and recreational 
programs for Elementary, Junior High, High School students and young adults affected by autism, 
their families and the community. Our goal is to improve an individual’s ability to interact, 
communicate, and develop academic and daily living skills.



A  M E S S AG E  F RO M  T H E
 EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

Giant Steps saw many successes 
during the 2016-2017 program year!  A 
great number of these were brought about 
as a direct result of the support and generosity of our wonderful Giant Steps family. Two 
of these achievements are major milestones in the expansion of our services and how we 
support our students and participants: the S.T.E.A.M. (science, technology, engineering, 
art and math) Lab and therapeutic equine program.

Our S.T.E.A.M. Lab is off to a tremendous start! We have built a one-of-a-kind, 
technological learning environment at Giant Steps Day School that is innovative and 
exciting. Interacting in the worlds of science, technology, engineering, arts, and math in 
new and different ways, brings to life thought-provoking concepts within these subjects. 
Our S.T.E.A.M. programming incorporates hands-on experiences focused on empowering 

Photo - February 16, 2017: Dr. Sylvia Smith, executive director of Giant Steps, puts the finishing touches 
on eight grant proposals, which represented approximately $6.7 million in potential funding.



A  M E S S AG E  F RO M  T H E
 EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

students to recognize the connections between ‘cause and effect’ 
learning as it relates to real-world situations. This approach supports 

students in reaching a higher level of learning while enjoying their 
personal educational journey and building self-confidence.

Second: “Christine’s Dream,” our therapeutic equine program 
was brought to fruition! It, too, is going strong. All of our 

Canopy Participants are riding and/or involved in equine 
vocational programming at the Rich Harvest Farms stables each 

week. The joy and confidence gained through the equine program 
is simply indescribable. Parents who thought their son or daughter would 

never be actively engaged in riding a horse are amazed and proud! The change in their 
confidence levels proves the worth of the program. 

These mark only a tiny sampling of all of the giant steps that were made at Giant Steps 
this past year. Now, as we look to the future: Our Day School Vocational Program and 
our Canopy Adult Day Program will be featured heavily in the 2017-2018 program year’s 
fundraising efforts. Our goal is to support individuals with autism to be trained and work-
ready, so that they may lead productive and fulfilling lives.

Executive Director, Giant Steps
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FINDS 
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S.T.E.A.M. LAB
A YEAR IN REVIEW

Last year, the Sugar Grove community showed its true 
color to Giant Steps, and that color just happened to be 
blue. Dozens of Sugar Grove businesses and organizations 
came out in force to support Giant Steps’ Canopy Adult Day 

Program during the 2017 Corn Boil Festival.

“Giving back to the community is a cornerstone of the Corn Boil. The festival is all about 
celebrating community and there’s no better way to do that then by giving back to charities we 
believe are doing great work here in Sugar Grove. Giant Steps and Canopy are doing amazing 
things and we want to lend our voice and support to the cause any way we can,” said Cornboil 
Committee President Jackie Link.

S.T.E.A.M. Specialist Tia Purnell

Thanks in part to a successful “Fund the Need” at the 2017 Annual Charity Auction for Autism, last year saw a promising 
start to adding another tool to Giant Steps’ arsenal against autism. Sara Carley, a certified PATH (Professional Association 

of Therapeutic Horsemanship) instructor, joined the Giant Steps team to take the reins and bring the school’s first 
certified, therapeutic equine program to life. 

The Rich family and Rich Harvest Farms, in addition to generous donations, made the equine program possible 
through the donation of the use of their indoor arena, stables, and most importantly, their horses.

“It’s an amazing opportunity to be able to develop a program that will serve to improve the lives of our 
adult community members with autism,” Giant Steps PATH Certified Riding Instructor Sara Carley said. 

“Even more incredible is the unmatched generosity of Rich Harvest Farms in allowing Giant Steps to 
utilize their horses, equipment and facilities to achieve our goal.”

The equine program, which was later dedicated “Christine’s Dream,” in memory of beloved Giant 
Steps family member Christine Thornton Weiner, took its first steps with Canopy Adult Day 

Program participants learning how to be around horses, as well as how to care for them and help 
with duties around the stables.

CHRISTINE’S DREAM

Giant Steps’ S.T.E.A.M. Lab was constructed over the course of three weeks, costing approximately 
$27,000 to complete – $12,000 for the structure and $15,000 for the purchase 
of learning materials and other classroom requirements. The S.T.E.A.M. Lab 
was funded by a combination of grants, as well as donations to the 
2017 Annual Auction for Autism’s “Fund the Need.”

Using chemistry sets, programmable robots, and many other 
types of hands-on learning tools, the S.T.E.A.M. Lab creates 
a connection between book-learning and real-world 
applications of academic topics. For our population, 
who thrive in an experiential learning environment, 
this proves invaluable with regard to increasing 
student engagement and retention of the 
information they have learned.



The 21st Annual Charity Auction for Autism raised approximately $225,000. Over 500 members 
of the Giant Steps family came out to show their support for our organization. The Kentucky-
Derby-themed event was a smash hit, with a myriad massive hats and bow ties galore. More 
importantly, the “Fund the Need” for Giant Steps’ therapeutic equine program and S.T.E.A.M. 
(science, technology, engineering, arts, and math) Lab generated the needed funding to launch 
both programs!

We also had numerous media groups who shared the word about the gala. We 
did interviews on Fox 32 Chicago and Star 96.7. WDRV – The Drive radio 

station donated a gift basket and made a public 
service announcement about the 

gala. We interviewed with 
Showbiz Shelly for her 

website. Everywhere 
we turned it seemed 
like someone in the 
media wanted to help 
promote our cause.

A YEAR IN REVIEW

Thanks in part to a successful “Fund the Need” at the 2017 Annual Charity Auction for Autism, last year saw a promising 
start to adding another tool to Giant Steps’ arsenal against autism. Sara Carley, a certified PATH (Professional Association 

of Therapeutic Horsemanship) instructor, joined the Giant Steps team to take the reins and bring the school’s first 
certified, therapeutic equine program to life. 

The Rich family and Rich Harvest Farms, in addition to generous donations, made the equine program possible 
through the donation of the use of their indoor arena, stables, and most importantly, their horses.

“It’s an amazing opportunity to be able to develop a program that will serve to improve the lives of our 
adult community members with autism,” Giant Steps PATH Certified Riding Instructor Sara Carley said. 

“Even more incredible is the unmatched generosity of Rich Harvest Farms in allowing Giant Steps to 
utilize their horses, equipment and facilities to achieve our goal.”

The equine program, which was later dedicated “Christine’s Dream,” in memory of beloved Giant 
Steps family member Christine Thornton Weiner, took its first steps with Canopy Adult Day 

Program participants learning how to be around horses, as well as how to care for them and help 
with duties around the stables.

CHRISTINE’S DREAM

THE 
“DERBY” 
AUCTION

from left: Myrna Kulp, 
Jerry Rich, Michael 

LaVoie



What defines a ‘giant 
step’? Is it a phrase only 
reserved for the most 
monumental of life’s 
achievements or can it 
be something much more 
simple and commonplace?

For Giant Steps, a giant 
step may take almost any 
form. The one thing that 
is known about the ‘giant 
steps’ at Giant Steps, is 
that they happen every 
day. 

The heartbeat of our 
organization is our 
staff; the PAs, teachers, 
therapists, administrators 
and all of those dedicated 
souls who work so 
tirelessly to positively 
impact our students’ 
and participants’ lives. 
These individuals are 
what make Giant Steps 
the place where what has 
been described as “Disney 
magic” happen. These are 
our ‘giant steps’ and we 
would like to share a few 
of them with you, straight 
from those who helped 
bring them to fruition.





Fiscal Year 
16-17 

Financials

Canopy Adult Day 
Program serves 16 

high-need adult 
participants,
at a cost of  

$119 per day.
(The figures shown on this page are 

approximations and intended for illustrative 
purposes only.)

State 
funding per 
student 
for the 
2016-17 
program 
year

$65,625

Canopy Adult 
Day Program 

participants pay just 
over 75% of the 

daily programming 
expenses. Giant Steps 
covers the remaining 

balance through 
fundraising.

Giant Steps must raise  
$930,000, or 
$5,816 per 
student, to 

cover the 
funding gap 

for providing 
superior 
services.

Giant Steps’ 
cost per 
student for 
the 2016-17 
program year

$71,441



FY 16-17 FY 15-16

Daily Rate $10,549,608 $10,673,629
Grants & 
Contributions $393,422 $408,835
In Kind 
Contributions $60,500 $181,200
Fundraising 
Events $284,050 $335,530
Ancillary 
Programs $479,105 $366,573

Other $6,551 $13,674

Total $11,773,236 $11,979,441 

DOLLARS IN

DOLLARS OUT

FY 16-17 FY 15-16

Program Staff $8,849,645 $9,012,142

Occupancy $503,393 $506,784
Program 
Consumables $505,477 $544,093

Administration $939,547 $1,209,448

Fundraising $436,111 $160,119

Mortgage Interest $196,441 $280,425

Total $11,430,614 $11,713,011 
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