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FROM THE EDITOR
T
he other day, while I was helping my son Jay with his
English homework, the most incredible thing happened. In preparation for those darn standardized tests
coming up, teachers have been sending home writing
prompts and making the kids do graphic organizers to help
them figure out what they would write on the test. While Jay is
very creative, these types of assignments tend to be very difficult for him as they are vague and, well, to be
perfectly honest, he hates the
physical task of writing.
In an effort to ease his frustration, I suggested to Jay that
he not think about it as having
to write an essay that answers
every conceivable solution
to the question but rather to
explore one possible solution.
“Good writers see what others
don’t see. They don’t necessarily
try to solve a problem or explain
the mysteries of life … instead
they celebrate the mystery itself!”
I said, rather proud of myself.
But Jay remained quiet. I realized
that what I had considered to be
a profound statement may have
come across to him just as vague as
the writing prompt. I was about to try to clarify what I really
meant when it happened. Once again, my boy surprised me.
After taking a moment or two to process, he smiled and said,
“Like autism!”
Jay hit it on the nail! We don’t need to explore every possible
reason for why autism exists; we just need to celebrate that it
does. This spring issue of ZOOM is our effort to do just that,
and we packed it full of incredible articles to help us make our
point. From insightful autistic self-advocate Amy Sequenzia’s
essay “Attitudes, Information and Education” to Mama Fry’s “Fix,
Manage, Accept,” you will learn why we all need to just scratch
out the awareness part and dub April as Autism Acceptance
Month instead!
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Picture of Jay CELEBRATING his
Chess Team’s 2nd place win in their
very first TEAM Competition.

As seems to happen while stringing together these pieces,
a secondary theme came about, one of humor! It makes so
much sense when you think about it – part of accepting
yourself is being able to laugh at your own mistakes, or, as
the Geektastic Jennifer O’Toole tells us in her fabulous cover
story “Congratulations! You Have Autism” interview, “Mistakes
aren’t mistakes if we learn from them. They’re lessons. And
let me tell you, I learned a whole LOT of lessons along the
way.” Folks, I have conducted a lot of interviews throughout
my career, but this was by far one of the most fun. Heck, we
started off as strangers, and two hours later we were making
plans to get together soon for margaritas! Need I say more?
Unfortunately, on the road to acceptance there may be some
very large bumps, which is why we asked one of our favorite
ZOOM contributors, M. Kelter, to write about bullying. His
piece “After Bullying: Your Role as a Parent” is a must read because what we say and do after the incident can be even more
harmful to the victim than the actual act.
There is just so much awesomeness in this issue that I could
go on and on and on, but I won’t because, um, I want you to
read it instead. What I will tell you is that we decided to end
this issue with a very special Q&A. We asked our readers
what autism acceptance means to them, and their answers
were way more than we ever expected. While we have a long
way to go before we live in a world that celebrates diversity,
including neurological differences, I feel a sense of hope
when I read the responses. Just like I told Jay … we don’t
need to have all the answers; we just need to see things in different ways, explore one possible response to a question at a
time, and of course, celebrate that diversity exists!
Until next issue,

Sharon Fuentes, Editorial Director/Founder
zoomautism@gmail.com
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WHO’S WHO at ZOOM
Editorial Director/Co-Publisher | Sharon Fuentes brings her professional experience as
an award-winning writer, special needs advocate and public speaker to her position as
editorial director. Her feature articles, essays, humor pieces and interviews have appeared
in numerous magazines, newspapers, websites and books, including Chicken Soup for the
Soul, The Washington Post and Parenting.com. She is also the co-author of the book, The
Don’t Freak Out Guide to Parenting Kids with Asperger’s, which won the 2014 Expert’s Choice
Award for Best New Special Needs Parenting Book by About.com. Additionally, Sharon
brings her first-hand knowledge of being the mother of a charismatic autistic son and a
dynamic daughter who, while not autistic, does have a few of her own learning challenges.
But most of all, Sharon will bring a straightforward, hopeful, conversational style of writing with a sense of humor to ZOOM simply because we all can use a good laugh!
Business Affairs Director/Co-Publisher | Sharon Cummings brings her strong business, human resource, writing and marketing skills background to ZOOM. She is also the
CEO/President of SLC Inc., where she has received many accolades over the past 22 years,
including Top Washington Woman by Washington Woman Magazine. Sharon serves on the
Board of Directors for the Autism Society of Northern Virginia and is very active with the
ARC of Northern Virginia, the National ARC and the National Autism Society. Sharon is
the proud mother of an autistic adult son and a neurotypical daughter. Her love for and
dedication to her son led her into public speaking and advocating for autism acceptance.
Sharon, and her son Conner write on their popular Facebook page, Conquer For Conner.
They are both working to change a poorly written parental support law for disabled and
special needs adults age 18 and over. This bill, Conner’s Law, is up for vote in 2015.
Creative Director/Co-Publisher | Jodi Murphy brings an artistic eye and a gift for storytelling to her position as the creative director for ZOOM. She is the founder of Geek Club
Books, 501c3, autism storytellers through mobile apps and empowerment programs for
awareness, acceptance and understanding. Her mission is to use the art of storytelling
and technology to entertain and educate for the social good. The Mighty League, Vol.1: The
Terrible Taunting, her first autism story app, which features the voice of Jodi’s son (winner
of 2014 Temple Grandin Award), is available on iTunes, Amazon and Google Play. Mighty
League, Vol. 2 is in the works. Jodi is a positive autism advocate, lifestyle journalist, marketing specialist and mother to an awesome autistic adult son and an equally awesome
neurotypical daughter. She is also the innovative genius behind the videos on ZOOM’s
website and Facebook pages. Jodi invites you to join her at Geek Club Books.

Copy Editor | Jennifer Gaidos brings over 10 years of proofreading and editing to her
position as copy editor of ZOOM. Jennifer was a high school English teacher but gave up
the chalkboard and hall passes to stay home with her children. ZOOM is excited to have
Jennifer crossing our t’s and dotting our i’s, and we thank her kiddos for allowing us to
borrow their mommy from time to time.

Website Designer/Webmaster | Elizabeth Roy MPA, is thrilled to be a part of Zoom
Autism! When she’s not helping the ladies of Zoom with their website, she is the Development & Communications Associate at the Autism Society of Northern Virginia. She
received her Master’s in Public Administration from George Mason University. Elizabeth
spends her spare time hiking, running, reading and trying to keep her cat and dog out of
trouble.
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“What I want
is for you to show
us respect and acceptance
when we act or think
differently than
you expect.”
“The best way to help
people with autism is to
make a world where it is
okay to be different.”

i

spent last fall and winter
doing a lot of autism education at my youngest son’s
school. Over the course of a
few weeks, I gave presentations
about autism to every third and
fourth grade class. Most of these
children were already aware of
autism, at least a little. For me
and for them, it was far more
valuable to talk about autism
acceptance.
In talking to the kids, I heard a
lot that was really encouraging.
For example, there was one kid
who responded to my statement
that there is no cure for autism
by giving me a thoughtful, original, perfect third-grade definition of neurodiversity. He then
told his classmates that autistic
people don’t need a cure.
Then there were the children
who told me stories about kids
they knew who bullied and
teased autistic kids. Among
them was one fourth grader
who told me about a boy he’d
gone to summer camp with.
This boy had friends and got
along well with others. When
his peers heard that he had
autism, they started teasing him
and no longer wanted to be his
friends.

This page and previous page: Jean and her son Jack are looking
forward to celebrating Autism ‘Acceptance’ Month.
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Those bullies were aware of autism, but they were not accepting of it. This one summer camp
tale is a microcosm of what can
happen in larger society. This
is one reason why many autism
and neurodiversity advocates
have opted to stop celebrating April as autism awareness
month and have instead rechristened it Autism Acceptance
Month.

Autism acceptance, as a concept, has been around
for years; however, it wasn’t until 2011 that
autistic advocates, led by Paula Durbin Westby,
organized the first Autism Acceptance Month
celebrations. Back in 2011, I didn’t yet know that
I was autistic, but I did have an autistic son (still
do). At the time, I was all for autism acceptance.
My life centered on getting people to embrace my
son for who he was. I already believed in neurodiversity. I always said that my goal with my
kiddo was to raise a proud, happy autistic man.
Yet I spent years arguing that autism awareness
still mattered.
Why? Because I had person after person ask me,
“What is autism?” I had parents ask me. I had
teachers ask me. I had young people ask me.
They all knew the word, but they didn’t know
what it meant, how it manifested, what they
could do when encountering someone with autism.

and respect others who are different as well.
Because, see, when you don’t accept us because
of who we are, when you fight against an integral
part of our beings, when you teach people to be
aware of autism so that they can try to eradicate
it, you are telling us that we are less than people,
that the world doesn’t belong to us too, and that
is simply not the case!
At this point, I am actually waiting for Autism
Celebration Month, but for now, accepting it
will do.

The Winegardner sibs: Jack, Sam and Quinn

While I still answer those questions and clarify
what autism is to people who don’t understand, I
no longer believe that we should strive for awareness. I don’t much care if you know which of my
or my son’s behaviors makes us autistic. What
I want is for you to show us respect and acceptance when we act or think differently than you
expect.
It can no longer be enough to tell parents the
signs of autism so that they can look for it in their
children. It can no longer be enough for teachers
to be able to recognize autism when they see it.
It can no longer be enough for society to think of
us in terms of some fuzzy awareness campaign.
What we need is to be valued for who we are,
what we are, regardless of how we are. We need
to be supported without being forced to change.
When I talk to kids as I did at my son’s school,
I tell them what makes someone autistic, but I
don’t stop there. I tell them how to accept autistic
people into their lives and schools and hearts.
I always end by telling them that the best way
to help people with autism is to make a world
where it is okay to be different. I tell them to be
unique themselves, and I tell them to celebrate

Jean Winegardner is a married, autistic mom
to three delightfully neurodiverse sons. She
lives with her family in Maryland and works
as the office manager for the Autistic Self Advocacy Network. She enjoys movies, reading,
running, and small, amusing rodents.

Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

11

ZOOM IN

Attitudes, Information and Education

Amy Sequenzia

W

hen a child is diagnosed with a disability or born disabled,
it is said that parents and family members grieve. That’s
probably because the general perception of any disability is a negative one. Being disabled is likened to being trapped,
cursed or unfortunate; disabilities are seen as undesirable, tragic
and without hope for happiness.
It is understandable that a family that does not know much about
disabilities will begin worrying before seeking the so-needed education. That is why we need a change in attitudes. Instead of listening only to doctors and “experts,” parents need to seek adults with
the same disability as their children – the real experts. Parents need
to inform and educate themselves.
If you want to make sure your child is accepted and respected by
the rest of the world, if you want your child to have opportunities,
you need to connect with those who are just like your child, even if
so different. There are many proud disabled people who can give
firsthand information and help families and friends by educating
them about the realities of the disability. Reaching out does not
mean that things are going to always be easy and simple. It means
that your child or adult you are supporting will not be seen as
someone who needs “fixing.”
Disabled people are not broken, defective “almost people,” yet the
information families receive from doctors is usually a list of deficits, followed by a list of things that need to be fixed, plus another
list of approaches that can “minimize the deficits” in the disabled
child’s life. Most doctors are not educated on disabilities. To many
of them, disabled equals imperfect, and they will try to “correct”
those imperfections to make us look like or function as close to the
perfect “normal” as they can. In my case, one doctor sternly stated
that the only hope my parents should have for me was to find a
“nice institution” to care for me since I would never be able to
learn anything.
And there is also the very real fact that many doctors and therapists make a lot of money selling treatments that will make us
“better” and “more desirable.” Parents are led to believe that if
they don’t try everything the medical establishment proposes, they
are not doing all that’s best for their children.
12
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“If you want to make sure
your child is accepted and
respected by the rest of the
world, if you want your child
to have opportunities, you
need to connect with those
who are just like your child.”
Photo: Lorraine Shorten
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“Parents who want an inclusive life for their children,
parents and true allies who believe every person has
the right to experience life at its fullest, the way each
one of us can, need to be informed and educated.”

Parents who want an inclusive life for their children, parents and true allies who believe every
person has the right to experience life at its fullest, the way each one of us can, need to be informed and educated. Parents should be learning
about the history of the Disability Rights Movement; facts are important if you want to fight
for either your child’s or another adult’s rights.
History will tell you what to fight for without
wasting all the energy you have. It will also help
you educate others about the value of the lives of
disabled people.
The best way parents can educate themselves
is by seeking information from other disabled
people. Our lives are full of happiness, sadness,
ups, downs, struggles and accomplishments, just
like any other person’s life. Many of us have been
through events that you would not want your
children to go through, or we have learned how
to be proud of whom we are and how to deal
with sometimes real debilitating issues. We can

Amy Sequenzia is a passionate autistic
activist, writer and poet. For more of Amy’s
writing, follow her blog Non-Speaking Autistic
Speaking. You can also find Amy on Autism
Women’s Network and Ollibean and follow
Amy on Twitter at @AmySequenzia.
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help you by sharing our experiences. Your child
is part of our tribe, and we want him to succeed.
Seeking members of the disability tribe is free
and will teach you that hope is not something to
long for with pain and pessimism but a certainty
that only requires respect for the human being
each disabled person is.
Disability is not a tragedy, but it is complicated
sometimes. Involvement will forever be part of
your life. When we educate ourselves, we learn
to value every achievement and every person.
Changing attitudes toward disabled people is an
act of activism that begins with respect, information from the ones who are the only true experts,
and education. This change in attitude is for your
child, for the person you love, for all of us, and it
can start with you.
(The above is edited and shared with permission from
Amy’s original post that appeared on the Ollibean
Website on October 7, 2014.)

Do you have an informative story about what it is like
to be YOU, an autistic person, that you would like to
share? Send your 800 word or less first-person essay
to zoomautism@gmail.com with “Zoom-IN” in the
subject line for consideration.

What does
self advocacy
look like to
you?
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AUTHOR SNAPSHOT
Acceptance

By David Finch

T

The smartest thing I’ve read recently was
a Facebook post from my friend John
Elder Robison. In it, John observes an
essential difference in how autism is perceived
in America and India, respectively. Specifically
noted is the culture of acceptance in India, which
carries entirely different implications from America’s general tendency to assign blame for things
we deem unacceptable. This has real consequences in the way we engage with people with
autism. By attaching blame to something, we
redefine it as a problem, and the word “problem”
has very few positive connotations. When we
accept, we are able to see things and people for
what they are, how they are, and who they are,
and only then can we love them purely.
Acceptance is a life-changing behavior to master,
and I say this as someone who has yet to master
it. When traffic comes to a standstill on the interstate, I’m the person smashing his head against
the driver’s-side window of his comfortable car
and crying out, “You gotta be kidding me!” This,
while my favorite music plays on the expensive
and perfectly-functioning sound system I completely take for granted.
We are inclined to resist the circumstances in our
lives—“I can’t BELIEVE this elevator takes so
long,” or “Why does it have to be so cold in February?!”—and in so doing, we set ourselves up
for pain and suffering. And we resist everything.
According to Good Morning America, not even
our eyebrows are safe. Big eyebrows, they reported, are en vogue; if you have them, you’re stylish,
and if not, you really need to consider eyebrow
extensions.
“Hey, why did you and Vanessa break
things off?”

16
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“Dude, I just couldn’t talk her into getting
those eyebrow extensions.”
“Regular eyebrows, huh? You can’t be
with someone like that.”
“Nope. Total deal breaker.”
Rather than going about our lives without judgment, we foist our insane expectations upon the
universe, thinking, I guess, that our expectations
matter even a little bit. That, to me, is one of the
funniest things about Americans: we get bent out
of shape when reality doesn’t match our irrational preconceptions.
I’m guilty of this resistance to accept, perhaps
more than anyone I know. The list of things I tell
myself I can’t accept is gargantuan, ranging from
improperly folded crew socks to the very existence of Miley Cyrus. Every item on the list is one
more pain point, another trigger of frustration.
This has had a profound impact on not only my
own health and happiness but the health of my
marriage as well. Who wants to be married to a
hapless grouch forever complaining that his feet
kind of hurt? For that matter, who wants to be
that guy?
That said, I’m sometimes amazed at the things
I will accept, blindly and willfully. When I upgraded to the latest iPhone, I was asked to accept
a number of different contracts stipulating terms
and conditions that would bind my actions for
years, and I didn’t even read them before signing
my name. Yeah, yeah, you can have all my personal information and I’ll pay you whatever you
want every month…just gimme the phone.
But that’s buying an iPhone. The real case for
acceptance was revealed to me a few years ago
when I was diagnosed with Asperger syndrome,

“When we accept, we are
able to see things and
people for what they are,
how they are, and who
they are, and only then
can we love them purely.”
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a revelation that I embraced as plainly as accepting the fact that I am left-handed. It felt like
truth, and so I went with it. Rather than reject
the notion that my brain developed one way as
opposed to another, I used the diagnosis to make
my life better. There were certain behaviors I
knew I could learn that would serve my marriage, make me a more tuned-in father, and help
me to integrate more completely in the world
around me.
This is, of course, tricky territory. There are those
who believe that the world should simply accept
those of us who are wired differently, and I can’t
say that I disagree. On the other hand, I can’t
reasonably ask the 67 neurotypical people out of
68 to do things my way. I’ve tried, and they just
haven’t caved. It was my choice to learn a handful of social skills that neurotypicals generally
expect from people, the sorts of skills that are to
one’s advantage when one is seeking companionship, employment, or even just a stick of gum.
18
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In learning these behaviors, I’ve found I haven’t
lost who I am. It’s only enabled me to do more
with my gifts and interests. Acceptance of reality
has made me a better husband and father, a more
effective writer and public speaker, and a happier
person all around. And I can’t think of a stronger
argument than that.

David Finch is a humorist, inspirational
speaker, and author of the acclaimed New
York Times best-selling memoir, The Journal
of Best Practices. David’s essays have been
published in the New York Times, Huffington
Post, and Slate, and he contributes to Psychology Today. To book David for your next
event or to contact him in person, please
visit his website.
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Is it Asperger’s, or
is it Non-Verbal
Learning Disorder?
By Helen Teasdale
Eight-year-old Rosie has always been a brilliant
little girl. Despite a significant hearing loss that
was present from birth, her speech progressed
quite normally. In fact, she was able to use complex sentences, count, memorize facts and recall
the smallest details regarding what she had seen
or heard from a very early age.
Around Rosie’s third birthday, her mother Joanna started noticing a few more things about her
sweet daughter. Rosie suddenly developed an
extreme fear of baths yet hated being dirty. She
had restricted interests, and she didn’t acknowledge her peers or show any interest in being
with them. In fact, she was scared to enter a busy
playground or even join in small group play.
Yet, Rosie talked openly with adults and was
extremely confident with them. Joanna began to
question, “If she is able to engage with adults,
why can’t she with her peers?” Joanna started to
believe that her daughter might be autistic and
initiated the long and sometimes complicated
process of testing and evaluations.
When Rosie was six, Joanna finally got some answers. Joanna, who had already prepared herself
to hear that her daughter was on the spectrum,
was surprised when she was told that Rosie had
Non-Verbal Learning Disorder instead!
What is Non-Verbal Learning Disorder?
Non-Verbal Learning Disorder (NVLD) is something of a misnomer. Contrary to its title, people
with Non-Verbal Learning Disorder (NVLD-ers)
are usually quite verbal. According to Nonverbal Learning Disorder on the web, up to 80% of
20 Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

“Contrary to its title, people with NonVerbal Learning Disorder (NVLD-ers)
are usually quite verbal.”

people who meet the diagnostic criteria for Asperger’s Syndrome also have NVLD. But could it
be the same condition?
NVLD Similar to Asperger’s
NVLD does present very similarly to Asperger’s
Syndrome, especially the female presentation
of Asperger’s. The current opinion is that NonVerbal Learning Disorder is not an Autistic Spectrum Condition; however, Non-Verbal Learning
Disorder and Asperger’s Syndrome are both
Pervasive Development Disorders and thus share
many similar characteristics. The traits of NVLD
are very close to the common female manifestations of Asperger’s Syndrome. People with
NVLD and Asperger’s both struggle to recognize
non-verbal clues and body language, including
facial expression and emotion. They both have
difficulties with eye contact and are very literal,
often missing the bigger picture. Both can be
socially awkward and can have difficulties making friends, especially within the same age group.
Both groups often have poor organization, handwriting, and difficulty with reading comprehen-

sion as well as sensory issues and poor motor
coordination.
How the Two Differ
There are, however, some differences between
Asperger’s Syndrome and NVLD. People with
Asperger’s tend to be visual learners. They may
have some academic difficulty, but this isn’t usually the case when it comes to math. People with
NVLD are verbal learners and can struggle with
math, mainly because they have visual spatial
issues. People with Asperger’s are more likely to
have special interests and engage in self-stimulatory behaviors known as stimming; although,
these are less pronounced in girls on the autistic
spectrum. NVLD-ers are less likely to have a
special interest or stim. The sex ratio of people
diagnosed with NVLD is 1:1, while the sex ratio
for people with Asperger’s is commonly thought
to be 16 boys to every one girl.
People with Non-Verbal Learning Disorder are
adept with language and verbal reasoning, meaning that a diagnosis often isn’t made until chilZoom Autism Through Many Lenses
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dren are in middle school or even high school. In
children, early and complex speech can mask the
initial difficulties of Non-Verbal Learning Disorder, which was certainly the case with Rosie.
Rosie by Any Other Name Is Still Rosie
Rosie, who is now 8, does attend mainstream
classes with the help of an aide. Her mother
says that Rosie’s clear and complex speech did
disguise her problems with understanding language, but she learned to cope by mimicking the
behavior of the other girls in her class and for
most of her early years literally took on the role
of other children and “became” them. Rosie’s
need to constantly be someone else as a way of
managing her social surroundings left her not
really understanding who she was. Rosie became
anxious, and her self-esteem was at an all-time
low. The combination of the two left Rosie feeling
angry all the time and unable to control her emotional outbursts. Whether or not they called her
condition Asperger’s or NVLD at this point did
not matter. What did matter was getting Rosie
some help so that she could better understand

her emotions, be less anxious and better control
her anger.
Out of desperation Rosie’s parents signed her
up for drama therapy,* which ended up being
a huge success for her. In fact, after one session,
Rosie told Joanna, “I know how to be myself.”
(*For more information on what drama therapy is, see
Leslie Burby’s article)
Perhaps Non-Verbal Learning Disorder and
Asperger’s Syndrome could be the same condition just diagnosed by different fields of medical
expertise? NVLD is diagnosed by neuro-psychological testing while Asperger’s Syndrome is diagnosed by interpretation of observed behavior.
Is it even important what “label” is given when
the issues are so similar? Whether an Aspie or an
NVLDer, what matters is that your areas of difficulty are recognized and supported by people
who understand that you have challenges. After
all, as William Shakespeare once said, “What’s in
a name? That which we call a rose by any other
name would smell as sweet.”

Helen Teasdale is a secret Nutella addict (Shh
… don’t tell) and a one-to-one Teaching Assistant for an awesome eight-year-old autistic
child. Helen also runs an autism support
group for parents as well as an online autism
resource called The Jigsaw Tree. Follow her
on FB or Twitter.
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Experience the TGS difference!
Temple Grandin School is more than just a school - it’s a
community. We provide a safe, supportive environment where
students can transcend their labels, grow from their strengths,
and soar to heights they never thought possible.

Serving students in grades 6-12 with Asperger’s
or similar learning profiles.
Now enrolling for 2015-2016!
To learn more, visit http://templegrandinschool.org

To Be or Not to Be...
In Drama Therapy?

By Leslie Burby
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I

love quotes. One of my favorites is “All the world’s
a stage…” by William Shakespeare. The world truly
is a stage, and if you sit down long enough to watch
the show, you might be surprised at what you will see. The other day I did
just that; I sat down and watched the world in action. The action that day
just so happened to be at the playground, and my front row orchestra section seat was a cozy park bench.
My daughter was excited to see some girls from her school, and she tried
to engage them. She eagerly went up to one girl and said, “Hi! Want
to play?” The girl rolled her eyes and then turned away. My daughter
thought she must not have heard her, so she asked again. “Hey, you want
to go play over there?” The girl looked down at the ground, turned again
and slowly began to walk away. But my daughter was not ready to let her
potential playmate go, so she tried to walk around the girl. At this point I
knew I needed to ditch my audience member role and quickly become a
supporting cast member. I called my daughter over to me on the bench.
“Yes, Mom? What? I’m trying to play,” my sweet girl said to me. To which
I replied, “I know that, my love, but did you realize that when you asked
her to play, she moved away from you and then turned her entire body
away from yours?” She said, “Well, yes.” I continued, “That means she
doesn’t want to play with you. It might be because she is having a bad day
or because she just wants to be left alone or because she just doesn’t want
to be friends or for many other reasons, but one thing is for sure – she
doesn’t want to play with you right now.” Some people might think that
this is harsh for a mother to say to her daughter, but I think it was necessary. My daughter wasn’t mad at me; she was relieved that someone finally pointed it out. She turned to me and said, “Well, then why doesn’t she
just say she doesn’t want to play? It would be much clearer.” I laughed
and said, “Ugh, if only life was that simple and people actually said what
they truly meant, but that, my dear, is not the case.”
These subtleties that so many take for granted are crucial to social interaction not only on the playground but at school, in relationships and at
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“The stage can act
as a safe place to
practice social skills
and perspective.”

work. How do we teach these social cues and
body language nuances to those who just don’t
pick up on them easily?
Enter Stage Left…
Thankfully, some people are using their love for
theater to help children with autism and other
social communication difficulties learn to match
up these expressions and actions with the corresponding emotions or motives. There are several
drama therapy or theater therapy programs that
are popping up all around the United States and
other countries too. Each program is unique, but
most of them seem to use basic acting techniques
in an effort to accomplish three main principles:
encouraging communication, increasing social
interaction and increasing imagination skills.
The Magic IF…
Acting allows people to try on different roles and
explore who they are, but for autistic individuals,
acting can be a way to learn how to engage with
others and read nonverbal communication signs
like facial and body language movements to tell
if someone is friend or foe.
The stage can also act (pun intended) as a safe
place to practice social skills and perspective.
This is where the ‘Magic If’ questions used by
many actors can really help. The Magic IF technique is used when an actor is exploring his
character’s feelings, objectives and motivations.
IF this was really happening, what would I do?
IF someone did this to me, how would I feel? IF
this was said to me, what would I say? Exploring
reactions and answers to if-type questions and
then hearing how others may answer the same
questions allows the child with social interaction
deficits to understand a little better how other
people can interpret things differently.
Taking the MASK off…

Photo courtesy of Festival
Theatre Ensemble

As you can see, there are many advantages to enrolling your child in drama classes, but perhaps
you are wondering if there any disadvantages?
Really, I could only think of one that may be a
problem, and that is masking. Masking is when

you pretend to be someone you are not, which is
quite common in the autism community, especially for Aspergian girls who have a tendency to
be perfectionists and people pleasers, which can
lead them to act according to what they think the
person will want even if they wouldn’t typically
act that way when alone.
If we can give our kids the tools they need to help
navigate and understand others better, maybe
they can find their true selves. Perhaps they can
learn to wear a mask for fun, but when it comes
time to remove the mask, they will have a stronger self behind it. No longer will they feel judged
for being anyone but themselves. Isn’t that what
we all really want – a chance to just be accepted
for who we are?

“Subtleties that so
many take for
granted are crucial to
social interaction.”

Drama or Acting Programs in the USA for Kids
with Autism and Special Needs
Following are just a few of the more well-known acting programs. Depending on the program, principles and methods can
vary widely. Some use neurotypical peers to model behaviors
and facial expressions whereas others used trained performers to encourage the children to draw on their own creativity.
As with anything you try with your children, I recommend
researching programs extensively and knowing the principles
they are based upon before enrolling your child to make sure the
program you chose is a good fit.
Actors for Autism – This is a performing arts and digital filmmaking organization that provides programs for individuals with
disabilities ages six and up.
The Miracle Project – This acclaimed arts program was documented in the HBO double EMMY Award-winning documentary,
AUTISM: THE MUSICAL. They offer summer camps, afterschool
programs and even adult classes in the LA and Santa Monica
California area.
Acting Antics – This is an innovative theater program for
students diagnosed with Autism, Asperger Syndrome, HFA,
ADD, NLD, or other deficits in social understanding. A variety of
programs target many different age groups and developmental
levels.

Leslie Burby is co-author of Emotional Mastery for Adult’s with Asperger’s Syndrome, author of Grace Figures Out School and mother
to three children, two of whom are autistic.
She is a public speaker and is currently working on building better summer programs for
special education students. Visit her website,
and follow her on Facebook and Twitter.

Children’s Theatre of Madison, WI – The Children’s Theatre
offers autism-friendly drama classes specifically suited to
the multi-faceted interests and needs of youth on the autism
spectrum. The program is led by a team of teaching artists and
special education professionals dedicated to creating a safe,
positive, and comfortable environment for children.
Joey Travolta Film Camp – This is an inclusive, therapeutic
summer program geared toward students with autism spectrum
and related disorders.
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Your most
important goals
aren’t just
financial ones
If you want to provide a lifetime of support for your child, we can help.
We’ll work with you to address a number of the concerns — financial,
social and legal — that come with caring for a loved one with special
needs. Call to learn more today.
Mark Friese, CRPC®
Senior Vice President – Wealth Management
Wealth Management Advisor
Portfolio Manager, PIA Program
Chase Phillips
Financial Advisor
Portfolio Advisor, PIA Program

Merrill Lynch
1152 15th Street, N.W.
Suite 6000
Washington, DC 20005
202.659.6138
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CLOSE UP

Fix, Manage, Accept

By Mama Fry

The word autism first came into our
lives on March 22, 2006 ... just in time
for Autism Awareness Month. I find
that, with every year that goes by,
I’m in a completely different place
about it.
Those first few years I raged against
autism. I admit that I wanted to fix it.
That was my first gut instinct. Guess
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it took a while for me to see
that some of the stuff i was
doing to fixAUTISM was
only adding struggle to it.
what? There was really nothing to fight or fix except my own views on it. I could ignore it. I could
be angry at it. No matter what, it didn’t really
solve anything. I was in no better place other than
being extra spent on it. I still have days when I
wonder why I can’t understand it better or why
does it has to be so hard for my kiddo? It’s just
that Mama Bear instinct to want to fix everything
for your kid so that you don’t have to see him
struggle. It took a while for me to see that some
of the stuff I was doing to fix autism was only
adding struggle to it.
I dance a lot with the idea of managing autism,
which, if you have a kid, any kid, you know is
next to impossible. You can teach good manners and set good examples, but it’s really a crap
shoot as to whether or not your kid is going to
be “manageable.” They are kids, not employees,
so the idea of managing autism? Yeah, um, good
luck with that one, sport. I am not the boss of autism. Some days it’s more the other way around.
Autism has decided how the tone of each day
will be, from how early it starts till the time it allows me to clock out for the night. Even then, autism has me “on call.” Although, that autism boss
has made me much more organized; I will give it
that. No surprises on the schedule, and what we
say we will do, we do. How I manage my time
has completely changed with autism.
I guess you could say that I’m finally getting to
an acceptance of autism. I accept that it’s here
and it’s not going anywhere. I don’t see it as
something to fix or go away. This is not to say
that I still don’t have “What the heck?” moments
with autism. I’d be lying if I said that. Hell, I’m
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pretty sure the kiddo still has “What the heck?”
moments with me as his parent. So we have
those moments, and we shake them off and try
again. We are both thinking in our own ways.
We express ourselves in our own languages, and
somehow we meet in the middle at a point of
understanding – what he wants to express and
what I want to share with him. We get there. We
accept that it will be a constant dance of trying

to get to the middle. As hard as I am working on
accepting him and his way, he is doing the same
with me. He has to accept me for my differences
too, and most days he does. It’s not perfect, but
no relationship is, autism or not.
Good thing we agree on another side of fries
though. Some stuff is universal.

As hard as i am working on
accepting him and his way,
he is doing the same with me.
Do you have an inspirational story to share about your
journey as an autism parent? Send your 800 words or
less first-person essay to zoomautism@gmail.com with
“Close Up” in the subject line for consideration.

Mama Fry says autism is a trip she didn’t plan on, but she sure does
love her tour guide. She says it’s better to
laugh than to cry (mainly because she gets
distracted by the free samples at Costco and
forgets to buy tissues). She invites you to
enjoy her adventure with a side of sarcasm
(and fries) on her blog, Autism with a Side of
Fries, on Facebook and Twitter.
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ACE OFFERS THREE
SCHEDULING
OPTIONS

MONDAY-FRIDAY
$450/WEEK

MON/WED/FRI
$300/WEEK

TUES/THURS
$200/WEEK

A.C.E. PRESCHOOL
Autism Childhood Educators

Endeavoring to Create Amazing, Unforgettable, Typical, Intriguing, Special Memories

A.C.E. Preschool Program is dedicated to establishing and providing a
safe, caring and structured environment for your child. Our program
focuses on teaching language and academic skills to children with Autism
and Developmental Delays, ages two to five.
Children experience learning in both group and individual settings.
Our preschool program offers group yoga and speech sessions as a part of
our curriculum. Our preschool teacher has been providing behavioral
services for thirteen years and is a Registered Behavior Technician. Our
A.C.E. Program has two Board Certified Behavior Analysts, a Speech and
Language Pathologist and an Occupational Therapist on site.
Since all children develop at different rates and have different needs,
the directors of A.C.E. will meet with your family to establish your child’s
unique and individual needs. Our goal is to help your child reach his/her
fullest potential in all critical areas of development.
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HOURS OF
OPERATION
9:00-1:00

L.E.A.P. AHEAD, INC.
10686 Crestwood Drive
Manassas, VA 20109
Leapahead.org
info@leapahead.org

Congratulations,
You Have

AUTISM!

An interview with Asperkids’ Creator,
the Playful, Witty and Geektastic,
Jennifer Cook O’Toole

Jennifer Cook O’Toole

is not someone who blends into the background
easily. Her quick wit, contagious laugh and signature ruby red heels demand nothing less than
a spotlight on stage. She is spreading a message
that autism certainly does not have to look one
way.
Jennifer is the author of five bestselling books
and has a sixth one coming out April 21 (Sisterhood of the Spectrum: An Asperger Chick’s Guide to
Life). You would think that someone with a list
of awards and accomplishments as long as her
fiery red hair, including such prestigious titles
as winner of the Autism Society of America’s
2014 Outstanding Literary Work of the Year, the
2012 Temple Grandin Award and recipient of
GRASP’s 2012 Distinguished Spectrumite Medal,
would be a bit pretentious, yet Jennifer is anything but! In fact, she is not afraid to don a pink
boa, princess tiara and even a red clown nose and
laugh at herself! Seriously, she donned a clown
nose during our interview, and, um … have you
seen this month’s cover?
ZOOM Autism had the incredible privilege of
sitting down with Jennifer for a chat. The conversation flowed as easily as the margaritas we hope
to one day have with her. Before we knew it, two
hours had passed. We wish we could share the
entire interview, but, well, that would make for
a really, really, really long Spring issue. So we
did our best to sum up some of the incredible
wisdom, wit and cheekiness of our tête-à-tête. We
know you are going to love getting to know Jennifer and her new book just as much as we did.
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ZOOM: Tell us, WHO is Jennifer Cook O’Toole?
JENNIFER: I am a work in progress. We all are
works in progress.
ZOOM: You are kind of known for your red hair.
You have often said that autism is like having red
hair. What do you mean by that?
JENNIFER I do say all the time that autism is like
having red hair. It’s a little unexpected and just
makes you stand out. I did not ask for red hair;
it is just how I showed up into this world. But I
learned to just kind of go with it, and when I did,
my red hair began to work for me, not against.
I did musical theater when I was younger, and
people might not have remembered my name
when they saw me in a show, but they would
remember that girl with red hair. I stood out. I
believe much more than a blonde or brunette,
when you have red hair, it becomes part of your
identity. But there is also a flip side. I can get a
sunburn through a window! It has happened

danced for 20 years, sang for 15 and played the
violin for 12! Or here is a fun bit about me. You
know how Temple Grandin says that she thinks
in pictures? Well, I think in words. I see the actual
text. It is a concrete representation of the general
concept to me. For example, if you say BLUE, I
don’t see the color in my mind; I see the actual
letters B-L-U-E.
Ever seen the incredible PBS Kids TV show
WordWorld? It is genius. It’s a preschool show
in which words come alive, and it stars animals
whose bodies are made up of the letters that spell
the words they are. One of the main characters
is DUCK. Duck is, well, a duck! Yellow, with a
beak, web feet, but his body is made up of the letters D-U-C-K. The show is brilliant! That is how I
think.
My dad was a litigator, debating the meaning of
every word, and I think I got my love of words
from him. I know I did. I absolutely LOVE grammar. I even have a framed picture of a sentence

Autism is like having
red hair. It’s a little
unexpected and just
makes you stand out
.
before, and I am sure it will happen again!
The point is that there comes a time when you
have to make a choice. Am I going to accept the
fact that I have red hair or not?
ZOOM: Tell us something no one else knows
about you!

diagram hanging on my wall. I mean, who does
that? ME, that’s who!
To me, grammar, diagramming sentences, parts
of speech, and etymology are all like unraveling a
melody and seeing the staff and all the notes that
make it up. That is what I do. I unravel big concepts and break them up into smaller parts.

JENNIFER: Hmmm ... how about the fact that I
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ZOOM: Let’s talk about your
new book, Sisterhood of the Spectrum. You have mentioned that
while you love all the Asperkids
books, Sisterhood is special.
What is it about this book that
truly makes your heart sing?
JENNIFER: Three years and
six books, well, Sisterhood is
number six. It has been such an
adventure, and I am very aware
that this is an incredibly rare
experience. At the beginning of
all this, when people told me I
should write a book, I remember saying, “Do you think anyone would read it?” Maybe it’s
my mind blindness, but I truly
was unaware of the kind of
impact those other books could
have and what they would
become. Because, come on, how
many of us actually think, “My
thoughts are so special that I
should share them!” I honestly
had no clue what others needed
and wanted to know from me.
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But with Sisterhood, I am fully
aware of what it can do before
it even goes out. I truly understand what messages need to
be shared. I am a woman on the
spectrum. I am raising a daughter on the spectrum. That makes
this personal, and I share my
own experiences and my many
mistakes – no, not mistakes,
lessons learned. And, believe
me, I have learned a lot of lessons. This book is about letting
girls know they are unique and
beautiful and loveable just the
way they are.
Oprah once said that after 25
years on TV and millions of
people interviewed, the one
36
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Jennifer’s Sisterhood of the Spectrum is being released April 21st.

thing that everyone had in common was that they
all want to feel that they are heard. Everyone
wants to know that they have been seen and that
they matter! That is what this book is going to do
for so many girls.
ZOOM: Well, that brings us perfectly to our next
question. You have said in other interviews that
there is no one way to be a girl. What do you
mean by that?
JENNIFER: As women, we have this extra thing
that we have to deal with – physical appearance. We are told that we have to look a certain
way. You should be attractive yet not too attractive, thin but not too thin. It’s ridiculous and not
healthy. It is part of the reason why so many Aspie girls have eating disorders, depression or find
themselves in abusive relationships. We need to
help girls understand that true beauty is being
your authentic self.

In order for our young girls to get this, I think
we need to do a better job mentoring. Men do it
all the time; it is expected. For example, alumni
men are always coming back to their old fraternities and offering advice, showing them the
ropes, opening up doors. I’m not sure why, but
woman in general don’t do this, and that needs
to change. When you mentor someone, you are
priming them to be ready to handle major issues.
Our girls are counting on us, and I don’t want to
let them down.
NOTE: Make sure to check out our artist snapshot of
Anne-Louise Richards, whom Jennifer is mentoring.
She is an amazingly talented young woman who is
certainly going places.

We are not born winners; we are not born losers.
We are born choosers! We can choose to be and
look however we want because there is no one
way to be a girl.

Artist Anne-Louise sketched this self-portrait with Jennifer,
her inspiration and mentor.
Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses
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ZOOM: On your road to acceptance, what have
you learned about yourself and autism?
JENNIFER: I did a TED style talk last September
at a conference all about ruby red slippers, as in
Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz. Basically, what
I say is that what you might think is your most

not, but all will be wearing some sort of ruby red
shoe. A red glittery sandal or a converse sneaker
… doesn’t matter. The girls will be “role models”
not runway models! Isn’t that clever?
Amy Serrano Peterson, an awesome producer/
director who is so HUGE she even has a day in

CLICK THE IMAGE TO VIEW JENNIFER’S RUBY SLIPPERS TALK
troublesome flaw is your greatest strength. It’s
a great speech, if I do say so myself, which I just
did. Like Dorothy, I like to wear red shoes, my
ruby red slippers, to remind me that I don’t need
a wizard to steer me home.
ZOOM: What new and exciting things are on the
horizon for you and Asperkids?
JENNIFER: There are so many exciting things.
Sisterhood of the Spectrum, of course, is being
released April 21. Nordstrom in Raleigh, North
Carolina, my home state, is doing a wonderful
event to celebrate it on April 25. All About the
Shoes is a fashion show for girls ages 12-25. Some
of the models are on the spectrum, and some are
38
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Miami named after her (seriously, it’s October
27!), is making a film on ME! Little ole me! I will
never, ever stop being fandazzled in the amazingness of the brave, brilliant women (and guys)
that the world is bringing into my life. It is all
unbelievable, and I am very grateful.
I’m also working on another book. This one will
not be part of the Asperkids series but instead
will be a memoir-type piece. More to come on
that soon.
Speaking of Asperkids, which I guess I wasn’t
really, but I am now, lots of amazing things are
going on over on our website. One of the things
I am so proud of is that we now are doing what I
call Awesome Kits. Instead of just receiving a di-

agnosis and not knowing what to do with it, we
want kids to CELEBRATE IT! Our kits are saying, “Congratulations! You have autism.” They
are big white boxes with yellow bows filled to
the brim and delivered to your kid with all sorts
of cool stuff like giant plush microbes, fidgets,
t-shirts, clown noses and even special trading
cards that showcase other people on the spectrum. It’s a handpicked explosion of pride, fun
and Aspie fabulosity, designed to appeal to an
Asperkid’s senses and sense-of-self.
NOTE: Because Jennifer wants to spread the awesomeness, she has generously donated an AWESOME KIT for us to give away to one of our fabulous ZOOM Readers! Make sure to follow us on
Facebook to learn how to enter to win it!

There will be d
ays that
certainly are n
ot all
rainbows and u
nicorns, but
those are the d
ays when
you need to re
member that
laughter is a c
hoice.

ZOOM: You have so much going on, plus
you’re a mom to three kiddos who are also on the
spectrum and wife to a man
who, yup, is an Aspie too.
Please tell us what you do to
keep your balance.
JENNIFER: I don’t! Seriously,
it is something I am working
on. And don’t you dare look
at my house – it needs a good
cleaning! What keeps me sane
is dance and music – Broadway music! I also like to write
and read. My favorite is historical fiction. Are you familiar
with the OUTLANDER series?
Love it!
ZOOM: What advice do you
have for other parents who are
trying to raise awesome autistic kids?
JENNIFER: We adults forget
what it is like to be a kid. If
you are not good at something, it is not fun. So the best
advice I have is to figure out
ways to engage your kids so that it is fun! Just
like Temple Grandin says, use their special interZoom Autism Through Many Lenses
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ests. Sure, there will be days that certainly are not
all rainbows and unicorns, but those are the days
when you need to remember that laughter is a
choice.
And now just for fun…
ZOOM: Coffee or Tea?
JENNIFER: COFFEE!
ZOOM: Dog or Cat?
JENNIFER: Dog
ZOOM: Cake or Ice Cream?
JENNIFER: Ice cream because I used to make
and decorate cakes.
ZOOM: Mountains or Beach?
JENNIFER: Really, do you have to ask? Have
you seen how fair my skin is? Mountains!
ZOOM: Movies or Reading?
JENNIFER: READING! In fact, I am hyperlexic. I
read everything!
ZOOM: And last but not least, if you could have
any super power, what would it be and why?

Check out these cakes Jennifer made way back
when. How cool are they?

JENNIFER: My super power would be the ability to at any time and any place have spontaneous musical numbers break out in the streets, in
REAL LIFE, because they should. There should
be JAZZ HANDS involved of course. Just huge
song and dance numbers out of nowhere, and
then when it ends, everyone would just walk on
back to their lives because that is NORMAL.
Thank you, Jennifer, for this incredible interview.
We can’t think of a better person to have had on
the cover of our acceptance-themed issue. You
are an inspiration to people everywhere, and we
cannot wait to read your new book! Now, about
those margaritas…
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ARTIST SNAPSHOT
Filling Your Canvas with Colors

By Anne-Louise Holmes-Richards

"The purpose of art is to wash the
daily dust of life from our souls."
Quite so, Mr. Picasso, quite so! Ever since I was two years old,
I've been washing myself of dust almost every day. Art, for me,
is not simply a hobby, and it is not a necessity I employ to try to
make a living. Neither is it just something that I use to fill my time.
Art is my home. Art is my sanctuary. Within it, I can do whatever
I want. I can create whatever my very soul hungers for. With it, I
can pluck down glittering stars and wear them in my hair. I can
weave silken cloth from the wind and sleep on the waves. Art allows me to do the impossible, to live in a world of my own whenever I want or need to. Real life need not apply!
Of course, that doesn't mean that I reject real life
in the slightest! It's often what fires my imagination and leaves me in wonder. Have you ever
looked at a clear blue sky? Beautiful, isn't it?
And have you seen how it fades to a very slightly lighter blue on the horizon, how delicate it is,
how fragile it looks? And yet how magnificent!
How wonderful to capture that gentle magnificence on a canvas.
What about each hair on a bumblebee's leg?
Each one perfectly tapers. The little things like
that sometimes get ignored because of how
intense modern life can be. Many of my friends
have often said that I have an ability to notice
what everyone else passes. The phrase "stop and
smell the roses" has never been more appropriate, and I try to do so the best I can. It's in these little points of life
that I find respite, even when things have gone horribly wrong.
Only recently, I found myself sobbing my eyes out, feeling that my
life was crashing around me. And then I looked up at the sky and
said, "Well, at least there is an absolutely beautiful sunset tonight."
And that pulled a smile from me, albeit a watery one!
When I am overwhelmed or have no words for the emotions I'm
feeling, I draw. Or paint. Or write music. Or play music. My art
becomes my voice when my actual voice is no longer enough. Being an Aspie weaves its way through all of this. Maybe that's why
Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses
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“Art is my home. Art
is my sanctuary.
Within it, I can do
whatever I want.”
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I can focus on detail. Maybe
that's why sometimes, when
I can't express emotions and
explain them very well, I turn to
my art. Maybe. Nay, probably!
Having only being recently diagnosed as being on the autistic
spectrum, I realized that all the
questions I had about myself
could finally be answered. I was
different, yes. But I was still me.
I wasn't born "wrong" or "defective." My wiring just happened
to be different. Knowing this
gave me peace, a sense of clarity. I understood why I loved to
draw certain things in particular
(dragons, in case you were wondering!) and why I loved detail,
proportion and symmetry, all of
which I always incorporate into
my art.
It was through my art that I
had the great pleasure of meeting Jennifer O'Toole, purely by
chance! Or perhaps it was even
fate. I'd like to think that it was
more the latter. Fate and destiny aside, a friendship grew,
and before I knew it, she had
become somewhat of a mentor
to me. Not only has she shed
more light onto my Asperger’s,
but also, she has been a great
influence in my art. It was she
that gave me my first proper
illustration job. It was she who
showed me that I can actually
do things with my art and that
I, a little girl from England,
could make a difference with
it. And, perhaps most importantly, I found a kindred spirit
within her. I knew that I wasn't
alone. I didn't know any other
females with autism, and statics can only TELL you that you
are not alone. I needed a person
Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses
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“My art becomes my voice when my
actual voice is no longer enough.”
to make me FEEL that I wasn't. Jennifer was that
person. In her I found a friend, a confidante and a
magic mirror. I've always wanted a magic mirror.

Anne-Louise’s artistic versatility is amazing!

From all my difficulties and achievements, I have
grown into myself. I've developed beyond my
dreams. I've found that I can be bold and brave.
I can be witty and wry. I can be determined and
daring. And I can also be vulnerable, timid …
afraid. And I discovered that there is no shame in
that. I discovered that I am human, intensely and
unquestionably so, and that is a truly wonderful
thing to be.
What is even more wonderful is that I found
pride in myself, in being an Aspie and in being
an artist. I am me. No one can ever truly stop you
from being intrinsically and perfectly you. Your
life is a canvas – a beautiful, blank canvas waiting
to be filled with your own colors. Paint however
you want to paint. Whatever you do, don't you
dare let anyone paint it for you. I am confident
that you will be able to create the most wonderful
masterpiece by yourself. Come and join me. I'm
still painting mine.
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Anne-Louise Richards is a 19-year-old artist
and generally creative sort with Asperger’s
living in Dorset, England. She is self-taught
and has recently illustrated Sisterhood of the
Spectrum, written by Jennifer O’Toole. She
sells her art on her Facebook and Etsy pages
and is open to commission.
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AFTER BULLYING:

Artwork by Anne-Louise Richards

Your
Role
as a
Parent

By M. Kelter
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Note from Editor: On the road to acceptance, our
loved ones on the spectrum will most likely encounter
some folks who are anything BUT accepting. The sad
statistics show that children with disabilities are two
to three times more likely to be bullied than their nondisabled peers, but in an effort to help our children, we
may be unintentionally causing the child who has been
bullied more harm. In this very honest piece below, M.
Kelter shares with us his personal story and shows us
how our reactions as parents can make an already bad
situation even worse.
When I was in 5th grade, the bully thing became
a problem. There had been minor amounts of it
in previous years, but as the social world around
me become more complex, I ran into a larger
number of negative peer interactions. This, in
turn, sparked an increase in the amount of bullying. The awkwardness wasn’t to blame, but it did
put me on the radar of those looking for vulnerable classmates to target.
After one particularly unpleasant incident (a
“fight” in which I was at the receiving end),
a teacher finally recommended that I visit the
school counselor. She mentioned that there had
been a string of these situations and that perhaps
I should speak with someone about the issue. I
went and, once a week for several months, spoke
with the school counselor about bullies, my lack
of friends, self-esteem and so on.
Overall, I was confused by this turn of events.
Sending me to a counselor after a bullying incident left me with the impression that it was my
fault, like the bullying was due to problems with
me and not the aggressors. The other kids were
punished, but that in no way diminished the
confusion I felt. They received an obligatory, textbook penalty; I was sent to a counselor. I couldn’t
help but feel that I was the one with a problem.
6th grade brought another unpleasant bullying
incident, and this one required being picked up
early by my parents for a trip to the doctor. On
the way there, my dad asked for details about
the fight. When I finished describing it, he sighed
and said, “That’s it. We’re signing you up for
karate.”

He followed through on it. A few weeks later, I
found myself in a local martial arts studio, wearing a stiff, blindingly white uniform. A dozen
or so other kids were roaming around, all uniformed up and ready for action. Let’s teach M. to
defend himself. I suppose, in a way, this makes
sense. I can see the crude logic at work there. But
as I looked around the martial arts studio, my
only thought was, “Great, now I’m surrounded
by kids who have permission to hit me.”
*For the record, I’m not suggesting that martial
arts training is a bad thing for kids who face
these difficulties. It can certainly boost confidence
and incite a variety of health and recreational
benefits. The issue here is one of timing. There is
a time and place to discuss confidence-building
activities. Immediately following a bullying encounter may not be it.
Again, the response to a bullying incident left me
with the sense that it was my fault, that I should
have done something differently. The karate
thing in particular felt pretty humiliating. Where
I’m from, boys are pressured to express overtly
masculine traits at a young age. My awkwardness and introversion never went over very well
in my hometown. Finding myself in a karate
class, all because I’d been attacked at school, just
felt like I had failed some invisible test and let the
adults down.
This was all happening in the 1980’s. My hope
is that it’s a little better today and that schools
and parents are responding in more constructive
ways to these issues. At that time, the well-meaning but misguided attempts to “help” me took a
heavy toll on my self-esteem.
After 6th grade, any modicum of confidence I
possessed evaporated. I became increasingly
withdrawn and less interested in going to the
adults for help. Parents and teachers, they
seemed to mean well – nice people and all – but I
no longer trusted them. I didn’t feel like seeking
their advice if the only result was feelings of guilt
and failure. The reactions from adults became
just one part of the confusing social world that I
no longer felt any connection to.
Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses
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It’s not enough for
kids & teens to simply
feel safe. They also
need to feel that their
dignity, their sense of
self-worth, is intact
and protected.

In the discussion about bullying, we often focus
on awareness and preventative measures, which
is great. But it’s also important for adults to establish guidelines for their own responses. When
kids are bullied, it’s a terrible thing, but after the
bullying events, kids can be even more vulnerable. That’s when their minds are trying to make
sense of the situation, and that’s when they need
to be protected from their own fears and selfdoubts.
So what do you as a parent do when you find out
that your child has been bullied? In situations
like this, adults need to ask themselves two questions before they say or do anything:
1) Will your reaction cause your child to feel
judged?
2) Will your response inadvertently make the bullied individual feel at fault?
Questions like these need to be an ongoing part
of the discussion. Interventions may be necessary, but proper timing is a crucial element if
they are going to be effective. Good plans can go
wrong if they leave kids feeling confused and uncertain about their own roles in these situations.
Bottom line: how an adult responds to a child or
teen after a bullying incident can have as much
impact as the bullying itself. We have to get these
things right because it’s not enough for kids and
teens to simply feel safe. They also need to feel
that their dignity – their sense of self-worth – is
intact and protected.

M. Kelter writes about life on the autism
spectrum at his blog, Invisible Strings. You
can visit his Twitter and Facebook page,
where positive discussions with an active
parent community are ongoing. He has
been a guest contributor for Kate Winslet’s Golden Hat Foundation blog and The
Thinking Person’s Guide to Autism.
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AUTISM
AROUND
THE WORLD
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ACROSS THE POND
AuKids is a positive parenting magazine for parents of children
with autism spectrum conditions. It is a not-for-profit initiative
and has been running in the UK for seven years with a small but
loyal readership and a number of readers in other parts of Europe
and America. We asked our new friends from across the pond,
Tory and Debby, editors of AuKids Magazine, to share some of
their thoughts about autism in the UK. Here’s what they had to
say.
What are the main organizations/charities in regard to
autism?
What we really like about living in the UK is that our largest autism organization is very neutral and balanced. The
National Autistic Society (NAS), originally formed by a
group of parents in the early sixties, is now our leading
autism charity and is extremely pragmatic in its approach.
It distances itself from bogus claims about “remedies” and
is respected across the board for its work in improving the
lives of people with autism and championing their rights
at a political level. In fact, the NAS made history when the
Autism Act was passed as law in 2009. The law placed a
duty on the government to produce a strategy and supporting statutory guidance (published the following year) to
improve the lives of adults with autism.
Another large organization that we’re grateful for is Research Autism UK. This charity aims to make sense of the
chaotic voices shouting to be heard above the autism pulpit
by deciphering the current body of research and categorizing it according to how well it stands up to scientific scrutiny.
Are there any interesting emerging trends
in the UK?
Thankfully, the UK’s emerging trend towards a more positive view of autism is evident in the growing number of
people and groups now referring to autism as a condition
– ASC (Autism Spectrum Conditions) as opposed to ASD
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There’s some real hope on the horizon for families living with autism.

Did You Know?

There are around 700,000 people
with autism in the UK.
Nearly two-thirds of adults with
autism in England do not have
enough support to meet their
needs.
Only 15% of adults with autism
in the UK are in full-time paid
employment.
51% of adults with autism in the
UK have spent time with neither a
job nor access to benefits; 10% of
those have been in this position
for a decade or more.
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(Autism Spectrum Disorder). These two labels have caused some
confusion among parents here (is it the same thing?), but we hope
that in time ASC will win the race.
Is there governmental support and services for autism in the UK?
Austerity measures have really started to affect our services in an
adverse way. With government support less forthcoming, much
of the help that parents receive has come from charitable groups.
These are also under pressure for funding, as grant-giving bodies struggle to keep up with demand from the growing number of
groups clambering over each other in a bid to try to bridge a gap in
services.
What endeavours are being made to go from Autism Awareness
to Acceptance in the UK?
People over here are keen to hear an insider’s view on what living with autism is like, and virtually every conference aimed at
parents includes a number of speakers who are themselves on the
spectrum. Happily, we’re also home to a number of world-class
writers and researchers on the subject. There’s a drive to understand the neurological reasons for autistic behaviour and to make
life easier for people who live on the spectrum.
We’ve still got our fair share of ignorance to overcome. Unfortunately, parents frequently report disgraceful behaviour from
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members of the public who just
don’t understand what they’re
witnessing. One company, Auty
Not Naughty, makes t-shirts
and hoodies to avoid confusion!
We’ve done our bit at AuKids,
too, creating a range of our own
clothing designed to give inspiring and positive messages about
autism. You can order them in
the States or anywhere. (Click
here to go to the store.)
Despite the economic gloom
and some members of the
public who would be better off
keeping it zipped, there’s some
real hope on the horizon for
families living with autism. One
step in the right direction is the
creation of autism-friendly environments, which has happened
over a relatively short period of
time. It started with the Odeon
cinema in Manchester, which
became a trailblazer for autismfriendly cinema screenings.

After the success in Manchester,
Odeon cinemas rolled out autism-friendly cinema screenings
once a month throughout the
UK. Eager not to be left behind,
Cineworld followed suit and
soon after was joined by Showcase and Vue cinemas.
This set a precedent: autismfriendly initiatives were no longer a one-off affair; they were
company-wide. Theatres started
getting in on the act (pun intended!), promoting “relaxed”
performances. There’s even a
circus company (Circus Starr)
that has released its own app
to prepare kids for its inclusive
shows.
Department stores are beginning to catch on, and this
month, AuKids will be rolling
out some autism training to a
John Lewis store in Manchester
for its shoe-fitting department.

The store is eager to shine in
this respect as it has done in
many other aspects of customer
care in this country. Much more
needs to be done, but the signs
are good.
There is still much work to be
done before the positive effects
of the Adult Autism Strategy
start to filter through. There’s
also a mammoth job to be done
in educating teachers in mainstream schools about autism.
Sadly it seems that many primary schools are failing in this
respect, and the problem of
bullying prevails in our high
schools.
In general, whilst everything’s
not rosy in the garden of autism, there are many emerging
shoots that we should nurture
in our efforts to create a more
inclusive society in the UK.

Left to right, our friends from across
the pond, AuKids magazine co-editor
Tori Houghton, distributor Tim Tuff
(who is on the spectrum) and co-editor
Debby Elley.
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BALANCE
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Feeling rundown? Overwhelmed?
Stressed? Try laughing! Scientists and doctors have found that laughing really might
be the best medicine after all. Nothing
works faster to bring your body, mind and spirit
back into balance than a good laugh. Laughter
helps change your perspective of a situation; it
lightens the mood, lifts your burdens, inspires
hope, connects you to others, and keeps you
grounded. It also can strengthen your immune
system, boost your energy, diminish pain, and
protect you from the damaging effects of stress.

to do it. It’s okay because the thing about humor
and laughing is that it is something you can learn
to do. The next few pages are filled with suggestions to help you turn your frown upside and
tickle your funny bone.

We change physiologically when we laugh. We
stretch muscles throughout our face and body,
our pulse and blood pressure go up, and we
breathe faster, sending more oxygen to our tissues. In many ways laughing is like a workout.
Some researchers, who obviously had way too
much time on their hands, even did a study on
laughing and found that 10 to 15 minutes of nonstop laughing can burn around 50 calories! Don’t
believe it? Ever laughed so hard your belly physically ached afterwards? It’s a mini ab workout!
But perhaps it’s been so long since you have had
a good laugh that you just don’t remember how

2. Count your blessings. The conscious effort of
considering the good things in your life will distance you from negative thoughts that get in the
way of humor.

5 Quick Ways to Help You Lighten Up
1. SMILE! It’s the first step to laughing, and some
claim it takes 43 muscles to frown and only 17 to
smile. Just think of the time and energy you will
be saving!

3. Surround yourself with reminders to laugh.
Keep a silly little toy on your desk at work, set
a funny picture as your screensaver or hang an
amusing poster on your office wall. There is a
reason why the “Hang in there, Baby” cat hanging from a tree poster has been around since the
70’s. It’s funny!
Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses
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Make Time for Playtime

4. When you hear laughter, move toward it.
Laughter is more contagious than a sneeze!
5. Don’t take yourself so seriously. Yes, life is
not always roses and lollipops, but guess what?
Wearing the weight of the world on your shoulders is not only unproductive, but also, it gives
you sore shoulders. Lighten your load some by
not taking yourself so seriously and keeping
things in perspective.

Need some more FUN virtual stress relievers
that will make you laugh? Try these free online
games.
Virtual Bubble Wrap – This is an environmentally friendly way to do what you have really
wanted to do with it all along – POP IT!

How to Keep Things in Perspective
When humor starts to slip away and life seems
to keep knocking you down, get back up and ask
yourself these five questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Is this really worth getting upset over?
Is it that bad?
Is it that important?
Is the situation permanent?
Is it really your problem?

Virtual Stress Ball – Something about the bouncing motion of this ball is quite stress relieving.
Meditation Flowers – Use your voice to make the
flowers grow.
Stress Relief Paintball – This game is based in
an office where you have to paintball little smiley
faces that pop out from all sorts of places. This is
a favorite of Zoom’s editorial director!

When a child smiles,
the world moves to a brighter place.
At BB&T, we understand the importance of encouragement, having people who
believe in you and are working to help you reach your goals. It’s what we do every
day as we bring a can-do attitude to every relationship, sharing knowledge to help
clients and communities move in a brighter direction. That’s why we’re proud to
support organizations like the Autism Society of Northern VA that focus on young
people and help build strong futures. BBT.com

Douglas French, Private Advisor, CFP®
703-331-1257
DFrench@BBandT.com

B A N K I N G
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Did you know that April is
National Humor Month?
National Humor Month was founded in 1976 by comedian and best-selling
author Larry Wilde, director of The Carmel Institute of Humor. It is designed to
heighten public awareness on how the joy and therapeutic value of laughter
can improve health, boost morale, increase communication skills and enrich
the quality of one’s life. “Since April is often bleak and grim and taxes are due
on the 15th, it can be one of the most stressful times of the year,” says Wilde,
author of 53 books on the subject of humor. “Besides,” adds Wilde, “it’s the
only month that begins with All Fool’s Day, a day that has sanctioned frivolity
and pranks ever since the 1500s.”

Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

57

58

Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

y
l
l
a
c
i
g
o
L
d
r
u
Abs

Inside
Asper Scoop to
ger’s
Are Us
Docum
entar
y
an &
h
t
a
n
by jo urphy
m
jodi

We love a good laugh! And we appreciate the
people in our lives—family, friends, professional
comics—who can make us do a lot of it. Nothing
can relieve stress or tension better than a good
old belly laugh. When we found out that there’s
a comedy troupe of four dudes with Asperger’s
doing “spectrum” humor, we just had to find out
more. Fortunately, we had the opportunity to
interview Alex Lehmann, a filmmaker based in
Los Angeles who is doing a documentary of their
story. Alex has worked for over 10 years as a
cinematographer and producer, mostly on narrative films and TV comedies. Asperger’s Are Us – A
True Story is his directorial debut and first feature
documentary.
Tell us about Jack, Noah, Ethan and New Michael, the Asperger’s Are Us comedy troupe.
All four of these guys are comedians in their
own right. Their skills complement each other
nicely; each guy has his strength. New Michael
comes up with great concepts, Jack has brilliant
deadpan humor, Ethan does characters the best,
and Noah is excellent at fine tuning a sketch to
get it to where it needs to be. They met at a camp
almost 10 years ago, and they’re all on the spectrum.
How did you meet them, and what made you
decide to make a documentary of their lives?
I found them online. The concept of a comedy
troupe with Asperger’s got my attention. When
I found out that they were actually really funny,
then and only then, I knew it was a documentary
worth making.
Give us a synopsis of the film.

Asperger’s Are Us - A True Story documentary film
poster featuring Jack, Noah, Ethan and New Michael,
the Aspergers’s Are Us comedy troupe.
Photo By Alex Lehmann

The guys were all growing up and moving on
with their lives in one way or another. Jack was
leaving to study abroad at Oxford for a year. The
film covers what could well have been their last
show ever. They decided to do something very
special with this sendoff show, and the documentary follows them trying to pull it off from beginning to end. Like any good collaborative artistic
endeavor, it creates conflict. The film has a lot of
laughs and a lot of heart.
Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses
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CLICK THE IMAGE TO WATCH A PREVIEW!
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Did you go out on the road with the guys?
Although they have performed all over, this was
a local show (for them). I kept flying out to Boston to film their progress.
How do people react to their unique brand of
comedy?

doing that later this year because watching a film
like this can be really fun to do with a group.
How can we find out where the troupe is performing?
You can follow them on Facebook too! Thanks,
Mr. Zuckerburg.

People love them. There really is nothing like experiencing their show live. I think this slice-of-life
documentary comes close to it.
What’s their style of comedy?
Absurd. Pun-based. Never harmful or
critical of others. They don’t take the
cheap shots that many comics do.
One of their signature t-shirts says “I
don’t want your pity.” What do they
want?
They want to make you laugh – but
only if you share their sense of humor.
What have you personally learned
about autism from being with the
guys and making this documentary?
I’m quoting Stephen Shore on this,
but it’s by far the best thing I’ve
learned: “If you meet one person
with autism, you’ve met one person with autism.”
What outcome are you hoping for
after people view Asperger’s Are Us – A True
Story?
I hope the troupe gets more fans, and I hope neurodiversity gains more appreciation.
Where can we find the film?
Follow us on Facebook for now. That way, when
we settle on our distribution, we can get the
details out to everyone who wants to see this
film. Also, we have had some special screening
requests from different groups. We’re open to

Jonathan Murphy, an Aspergian, is a professional voice actor whose character voices
are in apps, EA’s SimCity, California’s Great
America Theme Park, and more. His 10-yearold cartoon alter-ego is the quirky protagonist in a series of Mighty League autism story
apps. Jodi Murphy is the Creative Director for
Zoom, founder of Geek Club Books, 501c3,
autism storytelling, and a very proud mom!
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Q&A

For this issue, we did things a little differently.
We decided to not offer a problem/solution type
Q&A but instead to reach out to our Zoom
readers (YOU) and asked a simple question:
“What does Autism Acceptance mean to me?”
The answers came in from around the world,
some speaking for themselves and some about
what acceptance means to their entire family,
but all with the same feeling. We encourage
you to read them and notice the overall theme:
Acceptance is about dignity, respect and being
valued for the uniquely beautiful person you
are.
Throughout April Autism Acceptance Month,
we encourage you to keep this conversation going. Post your answer on our ZOOM Autism
Facebook page: What Does Autism Acceptance
mean to you?
Have a question you want to ask? Are you an autistic
individual who wants to be an expert and offer advice?
Email us at zoomautism@gmail.com with “Q&A” in
the subject line.
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“Autism acceptance, to me, means living in a
world where I’m not seen as less or negatively
judged for having a different set of strengths and
weaknesses! It’s when autism is part of the normal human experience rather than an exceptional
difference.”
Haley Moss
“I talk to moms all the time who are in awe of
Olivia and how well she is doing. I need to tell
you that she wouldn’t be doing this well if I hadn’t
accepted her diagnosis and let Olivia BE Olivia.
Before she was diagnosed, I was very busy correcting, re-directing and being angry at her seemingly willful and non-conformist behaviors. It just
didn’t fit into what I thought was “normal.” When
we finally learned of her diagnosis and accepted
her for the absolute brilliance that is Olivia, she
began to flourish. Having accepted Olivia’s autism gave her wings to fly and a safe place to fall.
Autism Acceptance is accepting your own child
or adult so that others will do the same.”
Krista Preuss Goudreault
“My disability is bad eyesight; my son’s is autism.
My difference and accommodation (eyeglasses/
contacts) is accepted by society while he is
treated with a stigma of a burden and plague.
When his disability/difference is as accepted as
mine, then we will have autism acceptance.”
Deborah Cole
“More family outings with less comments and
stares, more birthday party invitations with less
worried parents that think my son may harm their
children, more compassion from strangers who
think because my sons disability isn’t visible he’s
spoiled or diagnosed with something that could
be fixed with physical punishment. I feel the key
to autism acceptance is education. If more funding was given to autistic groups to showcase
ASD through media platforms world-wide with an
autism acceptance campaign, this would be the
keystone.”
Paula O”Keefe

What does
autism acceptance
mean to me?

“Flexibility. Thinking outside of the “norm”
so that our kids can cope in education
and the workplace.”
Jo Garner
“Practicing what you are educated in autism
and accepting the knowledge.”
Jo Dobie
“Seeing the beauty, gifts, and
talents in every single person.
Celebration – Joy – Valuing
diversity.”
Audra Vanderland
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“Autism acceptance means, to me, less isolation
and rejection. When given the right opportunities
and support, I/we are capable of leading happy
and successful lives. Autistics often struggle
with basic social skills like interpreting nonverbal
cues or understanding widely-recognized rules of
etiquette. We/I are too often branded as rude or
antisocial. Autistics tend to have highly specialized interests and idiosyncratic personality traits.
We/I tend to experience disproportionate adversity when trying to develop meaningful interpersonal connections, instead encountering isolation, rejection, and outright hostility throughout
our lives. The biggest obstacle we/I face is lack
of understanding from neurotypicals.”
Larr Slick
“Autism Awareness means, to me, taking the time
to get to know a person before you assume to
know what their challenges and/or limitations
are. You may just be surprised at what you find.
And you may make a great friend in the process.”
Jenn from Em’s Journey
“Autism acceptance means many things to my
family. It means making insurances cover needs,
it means schools giving children needed help and
services, it means educating doctors, it means
hoping for a time when these things won’t need
to be fought for – they will be deserved and just
given – it means eating in restaurants without
glares, it means people opening doors for our
wheelchair, understanding that my sons cannot
wait in lines, cannot always be patient, and may
sometimes melt down. Acceptance is knowing
that this is ok. It means not judging them, us, or
other families like us. Accepting them as is. Celebrating their differences, supporting their abilities,
their achievements and comparing them only to
themselves not to others. Acceptance to our family would mean a world that doesn’t discriminate,
only sees their beauty, like we do.”
Mary Ellen Desmarais
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“No different to acceptance of
any kind – just let people be
who they are, no judgment, no
discrimination.”
Ali Finlayson

WHEN A LOVED ONE
WANDERS AWAY,
THERE’S A WAY TO HELP
BRING THEM BACK SAFE
AND SOUND.

INTRODUCING
SAFETYNET™ BY LOJACK

®

SafetyNet Bracelet
TM

Nothing could be more frightening than the thought of a loved
one with autism or another condition wandering away. That’s
why LoJack SafetyNet now offers SafetyNet, a simple and
convenient service that uses proven technology for finding and
rescuing people at risk who wander and become lost.

To learn more about SafetyNet by LoJack ® call
1·877·4·FIND·THEM (1·877·434·6384) or visit
SafetyNetByLoJack.com.
TM

© 2010 LoJack SafetyNet Inc. All rights reserved. 40 Pequot Way, Canton, MA 02021, 1·877·434·6384
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