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Mission
Foster a supportive, sustainable community where adults with autism and other 
neurodiversities live and thrive with pride, purpose and endless possibilities. 

Vision
Ensure housing, healthcare and community options are as bountiful for adults 
with autism and other neurodiversities as they are for everyone else. 
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This year marked my fourth year as a First Place AZ board member and my 24th year 
as the father of Tyler, my son with autism. Much like our family grew and adapted 
as our son matured, First Place has grown and adapted to meet the ever-growing 
needs of neurodiverse adults. 

As First Place–Phoenix leasing nears capacity, we’re reminded that community is 
something that needs nurturing over time. The fruits of the seeds sown when the 
building opened in 2018 are evident today. Residents are more engaged than ever, 
whether through community life activities, tending the gardens, volunteering or 
enjoying gainful employment. Much like raising Tyler has guided my life, residents 
guide our way forward with one first leading to the next.

Beyond the walls of First Place–Phoenix, our impact is growing exponentially. 
Through ongoing investment in the Global Leadership Institute, including 
establishing the First Place endowment, we are helping drive significant research 
and public policy changes to move the needle on housing and community options 
for neurodiverse adults. The unwavering dedication of the First Place staff and 
leadership team continues to amaze me—and my confidence in a brighter, more 
equitable future for Tyler and so many others has never been higher.

My thanks to fellow members of the First Place AZ board of directors, whose 
expertise and guiding hand have navigated this organization in its steady growth 
from start-up to pillar in the neurodiverse ecosystem primed to fuel a new wave of 
housing and community options across the state, the nation and the world. 

Thank you for supporting us in all we do, in whatever capacity that may be, as we 
remain true to a mission guided by those who inspired us to take up this work in the 
first place.

Howard Sobelman
Board Chair, First Place AZ 
Partner, Snell & Wilmer

A Father’s 
Reflections
Letter from Board Chair Howard Sobelman

As we leap from our first decade into the next, we do so energized to fuel a new era of housing 
and community development for people with autism and other neurodiversities in Arizona, 
throughout North America and around the world.

With trusted collaborators, the First Place Global Leadership Institute is setting the bar for how 
individuals learn, live and thrive through training and curricula, model properties and programs, 
data collection and outcomes identifying what’s working—and what needs to work better.

Today, First Place is paving the way through individual and shared experiences, market 
segmentation and benchmarking, technology platforms, research and supportive policy. By 
leveraging the intersectionality of property developments and Global Leadership Institute’s five 
centers, we’re proving what’s possible for those we care about the most.

Trusted champions have joined us in pursuit of lofty goals to develop scalable, replicable and 
financially sustainable models, recognizing community building happens locally, organically and 
authentically. They have energized our entrepreneurial spirit and given us a chance to succeed 
through generous charitable investments, social capital—and invaluable time and counsel. The 
nonprofit, public and private sectors are indispensable to our unique ecosystem of homes, jobs, 
health, life skills development and fun. They require ongoing discipline, testaments to what PBS 
NewsHour acknowledges as “the most autism-friendly city in the world.” 

Opened doors and connections with like-minded organizations and institutions enable us 
to keep innovating, ensuring a too-often invisible population of adults with autism and other 
neurodiversities is recognized based on needs and preferences—not just a diagnosis. 

Whether our first job, home or stage performance, none of it happens alone. It’s made possible by 
those who appreciate the power of that first step taken by courageous individuals and leaders.

Now at the intersection of life as mother, grandmother, wife of nearly 40 years and CEO, I’m 
grateful for the untold number of family members, friends, colleagues, leaders and donors who 
jumped in without hesitation with expertise, resources and wisdom.

Thank you for the first and next 
steps you’ve made possible—and 
energizing us to take more. 

With a heart bursting with gratitude, 

Denise D. Resnik, Matt’s Mom
Founder & President/CEO
First Place AZ

The Power of  
That First Step  
Letter from Founder & President/CEO Denise D. Resnik

4 5

The Sobelmans enjoy cherished family time at Millennium Park in Chicago.

Denise Resnik takes pride in watching her son Matt excel at ping pong at 
First Place–Phoenix.
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Home

leads to health.

Opportunity 
for healthy living.
Thanks to Sprouts Healthy Communities Foundation funding for on-

site gardens, residents enjoy harvesting seasonal vegetables and 

herbs to incorporate into healthy meals in their apartment kitchens. 

And regular visits from the local Farm Express mobile market let 

them choose from a wide variety of fresh, affordable, Arizona-grown 

produce right at their front door. Residents also gather in the first-

floor culinary teaching kitchen to share meals among friends—or 

enjoy exploring fun, healthy recipes with guest chefs. A favorite: 

Sunday brunch!

76
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First Place–Phoenix

While First Place is often the very first place people with autism and/or intellectual/developmental 
disabilities (A/I/DD) live after leaving their family home, for some it is also their forever place.  
In 2022, we focused on creating more of these life-changing opportunities. 

Now more than ever, adults with A/I/DD are in 
critical need of more affordable housing options 
with cognitive accessibility. The Greater Phoenix 
Housing Market Analysis is empowering the 
Global Leadership Institute’s Make Waves 
Center for Community Development to 
identify the needs and preferences of this 
too-often “invisible” population. This enables 
us to educate the broader community about 
the current housing crisis, inform the housing 
industry of today’s pressing demands and 
future opportunities, and increase home 
and community options for this underserved 
population for years to come. 

New momentum in the push for equitable, accessible 
and meaningful housing.

Arizona Independence Initiative
Demonstrating the life-improving benefits of 
supportive amenities.

A two-year pilot made possible by a grant from 
Arizona Health Care Cost Containment System 
(AHCCCS) in collaboration with ASU’s College of 
Health Solutions, this stipend program benefits 
adults not currently living at First Place–Phoenix 
and who qualify as households that have 
experienced “negative economic harm” due 
to COVID-19. The initiative welcomes 10 new 
residents at a reduced private-pay rate, with public 
funds covering the same high-quality staffing and 
supportive amenities as current residents receive. 
The two-year program will also drive research 
that tracks outcomes and impact of amenity-
supported housing, laying the groundwork for 
more supportive housing options. 

American Rescue Plan Act
Harnessing the power of employment and 
engagement.

Prior to the pandemic, almost 80% of our residents 
benefited from regularly scheduled employment or 
volunteerism. During the pandemic, this dropped to 
20%. Thanks to community connections, along with 
the collaborative efforts of First Place’s director of 
workplace & community inclusion and various staff, 
we have regained pre-pandemic numbers with 76% 
of residents employed or volunteering. 

ARPA also gave us the ability to exceed our goal 
for recruiting new residents, initiate a peer-to-peer 
mentoring program and connect families through 
Lifelong Networks for Communities of Support 
(LNCS), a virtual tool that provides support through 
group gatherings, networking and communication. 

First Place Gives
Volunteerism is often the  
first step to a meaningful job.

We believe volunteering is one 
of the best ways to gain the soft 
skills necessary to succeed in 
any workplace. Pride, respect, 
selflessness, collaboration—the list 
goes on. Just as important is the 
broader community experiencing 
the value, abilities and heart of 
those living with A/I/DD. That’s 
why we developed First Place 
Gives, a program that incentivizes 
volunteering. Community volunteer 
partners—including Feed My 
Starving Children, Arizona Animal 
Welfare League & SPCA and 
Keep Phoenix Beautiful—provide 
opportunities that establish a strong, 
enduring foundation for residents 
and create a pathway to a lifetime of 
rewarding employment. 

Photo Credit: Jedidiah Woods - jedidiah.life
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Years of concerted, collaborative efforts to 
establish proof points and maintain steady 
progress culminated in two significant, publicly 
funded initiatives in 2022. Such transformative 
opportunities are pushing First Place AZ further 
on its path of continued solid outcomes—and 
shoring up that all-important crosswalk enabling 
greater access to First Place–Phoenix and 
similarly situated properties for more individuals 
with A/I/DD and their families.
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“Our residents have big spirits and unlimited dreams. 
The Year of Adventure offered residents opportunities 
to test their limits, build confidence and discover a 
world of endless possibilities.” 

– Nancy Ottmann 
Chief Operating Officer, First Place–Phoenix 

The Wizard of Oz
Applauding how creativity can spark personal growth. 

As Glenda the Good Witch reminds us, “You’ve always 
had the power my dear, you just had to learn it yourself.” 
That was certainly true when residents took the stage 
to perform L. Frank Baum’s classic, The Wizard of Oz, 
for the inaugural year of First Place’s groundbreaking 
theater program. Working under the guidance of ASU 
master’s student Jacob Buttry and the ASU Design and 
Arts Corps, the cast and crew learned how to use the 
prodigious powers of communication and teamwork to 
mesmerize the sold-out crowd at Phoenix Center for 
the Arts. Trepidations were put aside. True selves were 
revealed. And it was all made possible by a Lifelong 
Arts Engagement Grant from the Arizona Commission 
on the Arts. Who’s ready for an encore? Residents 
excited to return to the stage invested considerable 
time during 2022 revving up for their early-2023 
performance of Frozen. 

Year of Adventure
Going beyond boundaries and 
reaching new heights—literally! 

Every year, First Place–Phoenix 
staff and residents work together 
to fill the calendar with activities 
that help residents learn new 
skills, strengthen relationships and 
create memories. The theme for 
2022 was the Year of Adventure! 

“For a parent to 
see their child have 
challenges their whole 
life and then come 
up on the stage and 
perform beautifully 
is so heartwarming. 
They left all their 
challenges, obstacles 
and inhibitions behind. 
It was an absolutely 
incredible evening!”

– Donna Liebowitz
Mom to Jenny, First Place–Phoenix resident

January: Boxing
February: Archery
March: Horseback Riding
April: Kayaking
May: Indoor Skydiving
July: Ice Skating
August: Rock Climbing
September: Water Skiing & Mini Golf
October: Biking
November: Pickleball
December: Scavenger Hunt

11
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Skills

lead to jobs.

Passions 
prompt promising 
paths to jobs.
Who can resist a precious pup or cute kitty? First Place–Phoenix 

residents are no exception. Through our close association with the 

Arizona Animal Welfare League since 2015, they’ve enjoyed the 

benefits of hands-on volunteering, with several participants setting 

their sights on careers involving critters. And thanks to one of various 

vocational partners, Dogtopia, residents can pursue their passion for 

animals through part- and full-time employment opportunities. As one 

of our very first kitty-loving residents often says, “Purrrfect!” 

1312
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Transition Academy

As the students in the First Place Transition Academy gain independent living and career-readiness 
skills, their eagerness to show the world who they are and what they can do increases. 

Their path to self-reliance is the Learn4Independence® curriculum, developed in collaboration with 
the Southwest Autism Research & Resource Center (SARRC). This innovative two-year program 
prepares students to live, work, socialize and thrive in an environment they can call their own. 
Registration for the 2025 graduating class closes third quarter 2023.

You can hear it in the strength of their voices and see it 
in the brightness of their eyes.

Learn4Independence® Growing Impact
Charter schools, high schools, universities, established 
nonprofits, innovative start-ups.

Licensees of the Learn4Independence curriculum are 
far ranging, with organizations and learning institutions 
across the nation providing greater access to these 
life-changing courses. What makes this reach even 
more powerful is the ease with which the curriculum 
can be implemented. Learn4Independence integrates 
quickly and seamlessly into existing programs—and is 
supported by an operational toolkit. It demonstrates how 
independent living is possible with the right supports 
and environments, where daily living skills are learned 
and reinforced through community interaction and 
natural consequences. 

REVEL
Denver, CO

AZ Autism 
Charter School

Phoenix, AZ

Western Kentucky 
University

Bowling Green, KY

First Place 
Transition Academy 

Phoenix, AZ

University of 
the Pacific
Stockton, CA

Reed Academy 
Oakland, NJ

NextWork
Salt Lake City, UT

Autism Action 
Partnership

Omaha, NE

NextStep at 
Endeavor Academy

Mariana, FL

Greenleaf Neurodiversity 
Community Center 

Austin, TX

29 Acres
Cross Roads, TX

Opportunities, Inc
Texarkana, TX

Cuyahoga County Board of 
Developmental Disabilities

Cleveland, OH

Licensees
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“Myriad skills enable an independent life. We support 
our students with a comprehensive curriculum and 
hands-on experiences that prepare them for the 
workplace by giving them the competencies and 
confidence they need to thrive.”

– brad herron-valenzuela, Managing Director, First Place Transition Academy 
Director, Phoenix IDA Center for Education, Training & Employment at the Global Leadership Institute

Outcomes
Driving more independent futures.

It’s crucial to chart the success of First 
Place programs so we can continue to 
improve outcomes. The following are 
from the Transition Academy’s most 
recent graduating class. 

Job Training
Get ready, get set, grow! 

Meaningful work is essential for a life of 
independence. And not just for the financial 
freedom it provides. For an individual—whether 
or not they live with a neurodiversity—having 
a regular job can also provide a purposeful 
life enriched by structure, problem solving, 
self-worth, friendships, skill building—and the 
occasional high-five with an encouraging  
team member. 

Through workplace and community inclusion 
initiatives, First Place continues to make job 
training a high priority in the lives of residents 
and Transition Academy students. This begins 
with an assessment of vocational skills and 
interests and follows through with other 
building blocks, such as communication, 
teamwork and adaptability for a successful 
employee/employer relationship. 

Future job candidates participate in workshops 
on resume writing and interview skills. They are 
mentored in workplace accommodations, as 
well as appropriate dress and conduct. Options 
for transportation are reviewed and practiced. 

Equally important is the preparation we 
provide to employers, who benefit greatly 
from understanding accommodations, 
communication, skill level—and the positive 
impact the population we serve can have on 
their workforce, operations and culture. 

94%

90%

89%

85%

83%

80%

70%

navigate public and 
private transportation 
on their own.

have set life goals 
independently with a 
focus on jobs, home,  
healthcare and 
relationships.

manage their health 
and safety needs with 
little or no assistance.

care for their home 
space independently. 

make decisions about 
their preferences and 
daily living. 

manage their own 
expenses.

are employed are 
seeking employment.

“I’ve learned how 
to cook. Steak, 
lamb, pork chops—
whatever I want. I’ve 
also learned about 
budgeting and how 
to keep track of my 
money and expenses.”

– Lincoln Ragsdale  
First Place Transition Academy Student

17
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Engagement

leads to understanding.

Convergence 
for the greater good.
A crucial component of independent living is knowing what to do in 

challenging situations that demand quick thinking and appropriate 

action. Working with Maricopa County Sheriff’s Office, Goodyear Police 

Department and others, we are engaging law enforcement officers (LEOs) 

with First Place–Phoenix residents and staff to learn together how to build 

a community of mutual understanding and trust. Knowledge is power 

in helping to mitigate—and prevent—potentially precarious encounters 

between LEOs and individuals with A/I/DD. All involved are all in!

1918
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Global Leadership 
Institute
The First Place Global Leadership Institute’s five centers are aligned to advance new ideas and bold 
initiatives that impart a mindset of acceptance toward adults with A/I/DD. 

For the First Place Global Leadership Institute, 2022 was a giant leap into what’s next. With 
leadership of all five centers in place, the Institute is activating plans focused on critical issues and 
powerful opportunities for people living with A/I/DD in our neurodiverse world. 

Core issues require inspired thought leadership. 

Global Leadership  
Institute Symposium
Moving forward with a collective sense of purpose.

The momentum created by the first 10 symposia 
carried us into the 11th with dynamic speakers, big 
ideas and inspired discussion. In person and by 
webinar, the three-day event covered topics ranging 
from housing research and employment training 
to policies affecting marginalized populations and 
creative strategies for changing life courses. 

The event was fully energized with 11 engaging 
sessions, 12 insightful videos and 19 powerful 
speakers. In addition to our own experienced staff 
and a collaborative group of Arizona changemakers, 
participants engaged with national leaders from 
every sector. Among them were Dr. Thomas Insel, 
former director of the National Institute of Mental 
Health and author of Healing: Our Path from Mental 
Illness to Mental Health; Dr. Amy Lutz, vice president, 
Nation Council on Severe Autism; Christopher 
Ptomey, executive director, ULI’s Terwilliger Center 
for Housing; Dr. Stephen Shore, board member of 
Autism Speaks and Autism Society, and professor 
of special education, Adelphi University; and Ernie 
Dianastasis, founder & CEO, The Precisionists, Inc. 

Attendees were inspired by a collection of powerful 
videos offering a closer look at the groundbreaking 
work of the First Place Global Leadership Institute. 
We also spotlighted several Learn4Independence 
licensees—and the expansion of transition programs 
throughout urban, suburban and rural regions across 
the country. 

Maricopa County IDA Center 
for Education, Training & 
Employment 
Working to get people working. 
By strengthening skills and 
forging collaborations with 
employers, Maricopa County 
IDA Center is committed to 
generating 1,000 Arizona jobs by 
2030 for adults with A/I/DD.

Make Waves Center for 
Community Development
A lifetime of health begins at 
home—every day. Make Waves 
Center is fostering community 
inclusion by fueling supportive 
housing options through local 
market studies, replicable design, 
development strategies and 
programmatic models.

Colonel Harland Sanders Center  
for Applied Research
With information comes 
transformation. Colonel Harland 
Sanders Center is advancing 
translational research to assess 
impact, inform innovative 
adult-focused programs and 
properties, and support scaled, 
best-practice solutions. 

Mulzet Center for Expression
Transforming the atypical into 
the unforgettable. By employing 
creative mediums and outlets 
for imagination and originality, 
Mulzet Center is influencing 
minds, hearts and public policy 
on behalf of the neurodiverse 
community.

The Daniel Jordan Fiddle 
Foundation Center for  
Public Policy
Pulling for people, pushing 
for change. By championing 
systems change and increased 
funding, The Daniel Jordan Fiddle 
Foundation Center is working to 
improve housing, medical care 
and accessibility to services for 
individuals with A/I/DD.

“We are setting a new bar on outcomes and 
purposeful daily living by igniting innovation, 
pursuing translational research and advancing life-
changing policy together with our neurodivergent 
community and collaborators around the world.” 

 – Denise D. Resnik, Founder & President/CEO, First Place AZ
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Peace of Mind 
Portfolio™ Workshops

An integral part of the 360 Health & 
Wellness curriculum is the Peace 
of Mind Portfolio, a healthcare data 
management system designed to 
support communication between First 
Place residents and their physicians. 
We facilitated two workshops mid-
year—one for parents and guardians 
and one for neurodiverse individuals. 

The Supporting Independence 
Workshop Series gave parents and 
guardians the opportunity to review 
their adult’s portfolios and support 
their self-advocacy. 

The Staying Healthy Workshop Series 
gave individuals the opportunity to 
learn how to prepare for doctor visits, 
organize their medical documents 
and be their own healthcare 
advocate using Kiip, the digital locker 
implemented with a grant from 
Amazon Web Services. 

In a Different Key

In December, PBS stations in the nation’s top 50 
markets premiered In a Different Key, the award-winning 
documentary that tells the story of Don Triplett, now 89, 
the first person in the U.S. diagnosed with autism. 

Inspired by the 2016 Pulitzer-prize finalist book by Caren 
Zucker and John Donvan, the movie introduces us to Don, 
who lives in Forest, Mississippi; it then dives deep into the 
many truths of autism as Zucker considers at what the 
future might hold for her own autistic son, Mickey, who 
lives at First Place–Phoenix. 

With a sense of hope and enlightenment, In a Different 
Key depicts societal progress. Specifically, we see 
how SARRC, First Place and several collaborating 
organizations and leaders have helped make Phoenix 
“the most autism-friendly city in the world.” 

Today, In a Different Key continues to open eyes and 
hearts beyond the autism community. What started with 
an account of one person’s life is now a story that touches 
people throughout and beyond the A/I/DD community. 

360 Health & Wellness® 
Curriculum

Several critical health and wellness 
initiatives continued throughout 2022,  
all designed to support adults with  
A/I/DD and their family members in the 
successful transition from adolescent 
to adult healthcare. The curriculum is 
primed for future licensing and helping 
us ensure good health is accessible to 
and possible for everyone. 

“If Mick’s really going 
to make it out there, 
I need to know that 
everybody else is 
ready to make room 
for him and it’s not 
just Mickey—it’s 
everybody who’s 
different.”

– Caren Zucker, Mickey’s Mom

Creighton Medical School 
Health Sciences Collaboration

Creighton Medical School is guided by the Latin 
phrase cura personalis, meaning “care for the 
person.” Students of the highly ranked school are 
committed to promoting human dignity and caring 
for the whole person. With that as a foundation, 
the partnership between First Place and Creighton 
University Health Sciences Campus in Phoenix 
grew even stronger—and healthier—in 2022. 

This included the creation of an M4 elective that 
provides direct interaction between fourth-year 
medical students and First Place residents. Titled 
“Minding the Gap,” the elective fosters a continuum 
of care into adulthood for individuals with  
A/I/DD. While medical students gain a broader 
understanding of the lives and challenges of the 
A/I/DD community, residents receive valuable 
care and education that helps lay the groundwork 
for a healthy life.

Equally innovative and holistic, Creighton 
occupational therapy and pharmacy students also 
began working with residents. These programs 
enable residents to improve their daily activities in 
a way that optimizes their health and strengthens 
their understanding of medication management 
and compliance. 

23
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Lifelong Networks for Communities 
of Support (LNCS) 

The theme of being “stronger together” has echoed 
throughout First Place since its earliest days. The Lifelong 
Networks for Communities of Support (LNCS, pronounced 
“links”) is proving that true. LNCS brings together families of 
individuals with A/I/DD, support professionals, scientists, 
researchers and authors to create confidence in the future 
through education, training, inspiration and connection. 
LNCS seeks to coach and educate families about available 
and emerging services and support options. 

In 2022, First Place hosted three compelling sessions that 
generated lively dialog and ideation: Supporting Safe 
and Healthy Relationships; Analyzing Inequities Due to 
Race, Autism and Other Neurodiversities; and The Road 
from Barriers to Belonging: Changing the Landscape for 
Individuals with Developmental Disabilities. 

First Place will continue hosting these informative sessions 
as we pave the way to more independent and joyful living 
for individuals, along with peace of mind for families. 

Fiddle Fellowship
New thinking and energy in pursuit of just and 
effective public policy.

Each year, Arizona State University’s Watts 
College of Public Service and Community 
Solutions selects a fellow to help drive the work 
of The Daniel Jordan Fiddle Center for Public 
Policy at First Place. In 2022, Toyosi Adesoye 
was the chosen recipient of The Daniel Jordan 
Fiddle Foundation Adult Autism Public Policy 
Fellowship. As the First Place Fiddle Fellow in 
residence, Toyosi has been exploring the range 
of challenges adults with A/I/DD face securing 
affordable and accessible housing that meets 
their needs and preferences. Her research on the 
issue culminated in a white paper and an agenda 
to implement solutions. Toyosi will continue her 
research into 2023 at First Place. 

As a testament to the impact of this fellowship 
and the importance of shaping public policy on 
behalf of neurodiverse adults, that agenda is the 
foundation for the Arizona Independence Initiative 
stipend referenced on page 9 of this report.

“Our approach to 
securing critical 
funding is allowing us 
to connect the glowing 
dots between health 
and housing.” 

– Maureen Casey, Director, The Daniel Jordan 
Fiddle Foundation Center for Public Policy & 
Colonel Harland Sanders Center for Applied 
Research at the Global Leadership Institute
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2022 Grants 
As strategic as they are financial. 

In 2022, we focused on and secured funding to 
support various critical programs and initiatives. 
We are deeply grateful to the individuals and 
organizations who believe in our efforts to create 
more equitable opportunities for the populations 
we serve.

Make Waves Family Foundation
The Boston-based foundation that empowers 
individuals living with A/I/DD has funded the 
Make Waves Center for Community Development 
with a five-year gift. The center will fuel a new 
marketplace of supportive housing and community 
options through replicable, sustainable design, 
programming, and development strategies. 
Toward this goal, the center will support four 
regional housing analyses in the U.S. next year 
to identify the needs and preferences of adults  
with A/I/DD. 

Flinn Foundation
Creativity draws attention and inspires action. 
The Flinn Foundation recognized the opportunity 
to do both with a special showing of In a Different 
Key, the award-winning documentary that reveals 
healthcare inequities experienced by people with 
autism. By bringing together a cohort of healthcare 
educators, professionals and policymakers, First 
Place leveraged the showing and follow-up 
discussion to heighten awareness around the 
health and safety needs of individuals with autism 
and motivate activism on their behalf. 

Organization for Autism Research (OAR)
With funding from OAR, we are developing 
informative facilitation guides to support the 
exploration and discussion of healthy relationships 
and sexuality. The guides will target three distinct 
audiences: direct support providers, medical 
professionals and families of neurodiverse 
individuals. These guides are responsive to the 
needs of a neurodiverse audience and include 
visual supports, social narratives and discussion 
topics. 

residents, students—and soon the broader  
A/I/DD community—to digitally store, organize 
and utilize their healthcare, housing, employment 
and benefits documents for easy access.

Gila River Indian Community
The ability to manage one’s healthcare is critical 
to a life of independence. With this important 
grant, we are developing three videos that teach 
adults with A/I/DD how to organize and maintain 
their health records; how to ensure their annual 
health exam is a beneficial experience; and what 
to do after that visit to make the most of their long- 
term health. 

Greater Phoenix Housing Market Analysis Funding
First Place is committed to addressing the pressing 
issues surrounding equitable, accessible and 
affordable housing for people with A/I/DD. Thanks 
to grants from Bank of America, Dominium, Make 
Waves Foundation and Stardust Foundation, 
First Place initiated the Greater Phoenix Housing  
Market Analysis, which will provide the data needed 
to inform—and transform—the marketplace. 

Phoenix Industrial Development Authority
With funding for the Translational Research 
Consortium, the Phoenix IDA is helping us build 
on our groundbreaking 2020 study, A Place in the 
World®. This new collaboration is facilitating the 
study of the efficacy of state and federal policy 
based on individual, community and economic 
impact from local supportive housing and 
community development for adults with A/I/DD. 

Dignity Health
Thanks to a Community Grant for First Place AZ’s 
innovative NUANCE (Inclusion, Accommodations 
& Care) Program, we’re partnering with Arizona 
Bioethics Network, Creighton University Health 
Sciences Education and Valleywise to increase 
the ability of primary care physicians to meet the 
needs of adults diagnosed with A/I/DD.

Amazon Web Services
By leveraging the investment of private donors, 
we secured a health care equity grant from 
AWS affording us in-kind services to pilot the 
Kiip digital locker. This innovative tool enables 
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Community

leads to connection.

A Community 
of pride, purpose & 
endless possibilities.
Connection can form an endless circle of unfettered joy. Community life 

is at the heart of life at First Place–Phoenix, offering myriad opportunities 

for residents to connect with the community—and each other—while 

showcasing their extraordinary creativity. Annual plays like 2022’s The Wizard 

of Oz. The much-anticipated Halloween party. Sports, special interactive 

events and cultural venues like the Arizona Science Center, Hall of Flame 

Museum of Firefighting, Heard Museum and Western Spirit. Exploring 

Arizona’s wonders at the Desert Botanical Garden is a seasonal favorite. Such 

fun, collective experiences help forge friendships and offer opportunities for 

personal growth—and a zest for life rooted in community.

2726
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We are enormously grateful to these trusted philanthropic 
partners who support our ongoing efforts. 

Titanium ($500+)
Marc Balson

David Brown

Tess Burleson

James Burns

Herb & Patti Dreiseszun

Steven Duncan

Paul & Florence Eckstein

Richard Epstein & Judy 
Ackerman

Fidelity Charitable 
Donor Advised Fund 
(Anonymous)

Joseph W. Fisher

Stuart Goldstein

Shannon Goldwater

Karmin Good

Frances Grossman

Joel Hanania

Kathy Hancock

Juanita Harty

Anita Hicks

Marian Inskeep

Malcolm & Ellen Jozoff

Chad Kaminski

Ted & Elaine Kort

Graham Kretchman

Stacey Ledbetter

Elizabeth Leonard

Liebowitz Family 
Charitable Fund

Lovitt & Touche

Philip McKenzie

Joyce Millard-Hoie

Garrett Murdock

John Napolitan

National Bank of Arizona

Diamond ($500,000+)
Fidelity Charitable Donor 
Advised Fund (Anonymous) 

Make Waves Family Foundation 

Platinum ($100,000+)
F2 Family Foundation 

Phoenix Industrial  
Development Authority

Gold ($50,000+)
Dignity Health 

State of Arizona (ARPA) 

Silver ($25,000+)
Flinn Foundation 

Gila River Indian Community 

Interest Ministries 

Marco Foundation

Stuart & Amy Savitz 

Bronze ($5,000+)
Arizona for Better Medicaid

Arizona Health Care Cost 
Containment System (AHCCCS) 

Bainbridge Foundation 

Bank of America  
Charitable Foundation

Ryan & Tyra Barradas 

Amit & Una Basak 

Benevity Fund Foundation 

Clearinghouse CDFI 

Cox Communications 

Dominium 

Neil & Marjie Dreiseszun 

Jack & Barbara Henry

Jaburg Family Foundation  

Jackson-Fawley Family 
Foundation 

K2 Adventures Foundation 

The Langerman Foundation 

Maryann Lockard 

The May & Stanley Smith 
Charitable Trust 

McKibben Family Trust 

Organization for Autism 
Research (OAR) 

The Precisionists, Inc. (TPI)

Sherman & Linda Saperstein 

Bill & Judy Schubert 

Howard & Wendi Sobelman 

UnitedHealthcare  
Community Plan

Virginia G. Piper Charitable Trust

Amelia Weber 

First Place® AZ 
Board of Directors
Howard Sobelman 
Board Chair 
Partner, Snell & Wilmer & Tyler’s Dad 

Joyce Millard Hoie 
Board Vice Chair 
Former Executive Director, Raising Special Kids 
& Matt’s Mom 

Kathy Hancock 
Board Secretary 
Consultant, Vertex Advisors Group 

Bruce Schwartz 
Board Treasurer 
Former Owner/President, Jerith Manufacturing Co. 
& Emily’s Dad 

Amit Basak 
Chairman, President & Co-Founder 
Full Potential Solutions 

Michael McQueen, MD, MBA 
Neonatal-Perinatal Specialist  
Women’s & Children’s Health Advocate

Amy Pawlowski 
Executive Director 
UnitedHealthcare Community Plan–Complex Care 

Paul Penzone 
Sheriff of Maricopa County

Denise D. Resnik 
Founder, President & CEO, First Place AZ
Co-Founder & Emeritus Board Member, SARRC
Founder & CEO, DRA Collective & Matt’s Mom 

Lorenzo Romero 
CEO & President, LSR Consulting 

Juan Salgado 
CEO, Phoenix IDA; CEO, Phoenix Community 
Development & Investment Corp.

Michael Trailor 
President & CEO, Trellis 

Greg Wells 
Senior Vice President & Chief People Officer  
Blue Cross Blue Shield of Arizona 

Special thanks to those who recently retired from 
the board and made so many of our firsts possible. 

Tess Burleson
Chief Operating Officer, TGen 
President, TGen Health Ventures

Jack Henry
Founder/Managing Director  
Sierra Blanca Ventures, LLC 

Tom Ortega
Former Chief Creative Officer, RIESTER 

Nancy White
Partner, Lewis Roca Rothgerber Christie 
& Molly’s Mom 

Paul & Kelly Newland

Timothy & Kathe Ogle

Tom & Stacia Ortega

Powers Family Trust

Eric Reiman

Sara Reisman

Rob & Denise Resnik

Edith Schneeberger

Sheila Schwartz Family 
Foundation

John Smeck

Southwest Autism Research 
& Resource Center (SARRC)

Melvyn Strauss

Paula Tocker

Michael Trailor

Valley of the Sun United Way

U.S. Bank Foundation

Carl Vertuca

David R. Warrick

Waymo

Kyle Westfall

Nancy White

Greg Wilkerson

Charlie Young

Norman & Susan Zitomer

2022 Donors & Supporters
We thank our charitable supporters for making many more firsts possible!Financials

(Unaudited)

Steady growth and financial strength were hallmarks of 
2022. The First Place AZ donor base was more dedicated 
than ever, placing the organization in a position to continue 
thriving and providing quality outcomes for those we serve 
at First Place–Phoenix while advancing local and national 
initiatives through the Global Leadership Institute. 

The board of directors established the First Place AZ 
endowment with an eye toward long-term financial 
sustainability in any market environment. We also set aside 
operating reserves in preparation for any challenges that 
may lie ahead. 

The First Place Apartments resident base increased 
50% year-over-year, nearing full occupancy by year-end. 
Transition Academy financial results benefited from a 
strategic reduction from two classes to one. The Institute—
now accounting for a third of total expenditures—
continues to make strategic organizational investments in 
achieving our vision of ensuring housing and community 
options are as bountiful for people with neurodiversities as 
they are for everyone else.

$2,424,020
contributions from over 100 distinct donors 

$1.2 million
endowment established with the support 
of private donors

$333,494
increase in operating reserves 

50%
increase in Apartments occupancy 

34%
improvement in Transition Academy 
net operating results 



3130

Confidence

leads to independence.

Adventures 
test us.
They stretch us. They strengthen us. Generously funded by Judy 

Ackerman and Richard Epstein and their friends and family, 

2022’s Year of Adventure gave First Place residents and Transition 

Academy students opportunities for many enriching experiences. 

Some challenging. Some breathtaking. All memorable. From the 

thrills and spills of water skiing, to the precision of archery and 

the physical demands of rock climbing. One confidence-building 

experience leads to the next.
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