autism through many lenses

ISSUE 7

protecting
Your Child From

Bullying
Solo Sports &

Autism

A G r e at M at c h

The GAME Changer:

Lindsey Nebeker:

Staying Strong, Surviving and
Finding Her Passion Again

The Anthony Ianni Story

ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses

1

Sharon Cummings

Founders

Sharon Fuentes

Jodi Murphy

H

ISSUE 7

W
O

TO

Publishers

Sharon Cummings

Sharon Fuentes

Editorial DirectoR

Sharon Fuentes

Executive Director
Cover photo by Gordon Nebeker.
Several photos throughout the
magazine courtesy of Pixabay and
Morguefile.
For submission/writing guidelines,
please review the information on
our website. For our Media Kit,
advertising information, questions
or comments, email us at
ZoomAutism@gmail.com.
Zoom Autism Magazine LLC, its
founders, directors, editors and
contributors are not responsible
in any way for the actions or results
taken by any person, organization
or party on the basis of reading
information, stories or contributions
in this publication, website or related
products. This publication is not
intended to give specific advice
to your specific situation. This
publication should be viewed as
entertainment only, and you are
encouraged to consult a professional
for specific advice.
No part of this publication may be
copied in any form or by any means
without written permission from
Zoom Autism Magazine LLC.

2

ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses

Sharon Cummings
ART DIRECTOR

Suzanne Chanesman
Copy Editor

Jennifer Gaidos
Website Designer & Webmaster

Elizabeth Roy

Administrative Aide

Roger Fuentes

Project Coordinator/Staff Photographer

Conner Cummings

Featured Columnist

David Finch

Maripat Robison

Regular Contributors & Advisors

Anita Lesko
Anthony Ianni
Conner Cummings
Corey Weisman
Cynthia Kim

3 WAYS TO READ ZOOM MAGAZINE! YOU CHOOSE!

Haley Moss
Jacob Fuentes
Lindsey Nebeker
Lydia Wayman
Ron Sanison

READ ONLINE

READ ON IPAD

WITH FREE JOOMAG APP

DOWNLOAD PDF

ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses

3

IN THIS ISSUE...

COLUMNS
RETOUCH by David Finch . . . . . . . 36
Finding Your Passion
After leaving the engineering world to
pursue his passion, David learns a very
important lesson: one needn’t pursue
one’s passion at all costs.

Legislation Lens by Ed Zetlin
and Mark Friese . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34
Understanding the Disabled Military Child
Protection Act and Special Needs Trusts

COVER STORY

The Darkness and Science of Passion —

REGULARS

In this beautifully written piece, Lindsey Nebeker shares how her experiences

Balance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 		
39

with bullying, rejection, sexual abuse and two suicide attempts allowed her
to discover her passion..

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24

Close Up . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 		
45
Cummings & Goings . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 		
42
Letter from the Editor . . . . . . . . . . . . 		
06

FEATURES
7 Ways Individual
Sports Can Be a Good
Fit for Kids on the
Spectrum . . . . . . . . . . 08
Team sports can be stressful,
but individual sports … that is
where autistics can shine!

4

5 Ways to Protect Your
Child from Bullying . . 22

Anthony Ianni: Living
His Dream . . . . . . . . . . . . 17

10 sensory-friendly gift ideas
that can offer therapeutic benefits and hours of enjoyment
for both children and adults.
The best part? They all cost
under $20!

Despite bullies and numerous
personal challenges, Anthony
never gave up on his passion
because at the end of the day,
we don’t dream our lives … WE
LIVE THEM!!!

ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses

In the Next Issue:
How to keep routines going
during the summer months,
autism and eating disorders
and more.

Milestones . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 		
49
Q&A	 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .		
40
Spotlight on Success . . . . . . . . . . . . . 		
46
Zoom In . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses

12

5

LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

T

here is a new trend I
am seeing in middle
schools now that
has me a little worried. Starting in 6th and 7th
grade, the schools are having students take personality tests to figure out what
they are good at and help
them identify their likes
and interests. Based on this
information, students fill out
what the schools are calling
a “6-Year High School and
Beyond Plan.” The “plan”
is designed to get students
to start thinking about
their futures and to choose
classes that will prepare
them for their goals after
graduation. It sounds great
… in theory, but in reality
… I’m not so sure. You see,
what these tests and plans
fail to point out is that what
my 12-year-old is passionate
about today, she may not be
passionate about tomorrow,
never mind six years from
now.

she grows up NOW, I invited her to join me on a project I was undergoing myself – the creation of a vision board. I explained that
passions and interests are constantly changing because people are
constantly changing. I told her that, as a creative person, I enjoy
having something I made that I can look at to remind me of my
current interests, my goals and the words and images that inspire
me. Bella thought it was a cool idea, and since we were snowed in
anyway, she decided to create one for herself. I learned so much
about my girl by working on this project with her; I learned more
about the way she thinks, her interests, what makes her happy. In
short, I learned far more than any personality test could ever tell
me.
If you put our boards next to each other, you will see a HUGE
difference. My board is cluttered, busy, every inch filled with
reminders of what I want to do, how I want to act, feel and what I

In an effort to show my
sweet daughter that she
doesn’t have to figure out
what she wants to be when

need to do to get there. In a way it IS like having
a visual 6-year and beyond plan. Bella’s board
on the other hand is clean, calm and simply
filled with things that make her feel HAPPY.
Colorful Oreo cookies, paint brushes just waiting to be used and lyrics from her favorite music
groups that mean something to her, such as “No
Limits,” “Adventure Awaits” and “I Will Make
You Believe You Are Lovely.” I cannot help but
feel that my daughter has it way more together
then I do. At 12 she has already figured out that
for HER, passion is not just about ambition
and doing what she loves. No. Passion is about
surrounding herself with things that make her
happy! And that is what this issue of ZOOM is
about too – figuring out what passion means to
YOU!
This issue is a little different. Sure, we have some
very informative pieces such as our articles on
how to prevent your child from being bullied,
understanding the Disabled Military Child Protection Act, and how individual sports can benefit kids on the spectrum, but in between those
pieces, we filled our pages with stories that will
show you that passion does not look the same
for everyone. It can be complex and come from a
place of pain, as Lindsey Nebeker shares with us
in her beautifully written cover story The Darkness and Science of Passion or as Anthony Ianni
reveals when he shares how being bullied at
school made him even more passionate to be the
best basketball player he could be in The Game
Changer. Or, passion can come from just doing
something that you love and know you are good
at like our Spotlight on Success and ZOOM In essays demonstrate.

My very cluttered vision board

In a world that puts so much pressure on people
to be successful in a certain way, our goal for
this issue is to simply show you that passion is
timeless, that it can be found anywhere and that
when you finally do figure out what passion
means to you, it most certainly does make you
believe you are lovely!
(Thank you, Bella, for the reminder. Mama loves
you to the moon and back again!)
Passionately yours,

Sharon Fuentes
Editorial Director/
Co-Publisher & Founder
zoomautism@gmail.com

My daughter’s vision board
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T
Solo Sports

& Autism
A G r e at M at c h

he childhood sports that I enjoyed most
were those that I could do alongside other
kids without the intense interaction of typical team sports. I was on a bowling “team.” All
that meant was that I took turns with four other
kids. The bowling itself was an individual pursuit. Other kids took a turn. I took a turn. I got to
add up the scores. I wandered off to watch one
of the arcade games. Someone called me back
when it was my turn. It was great.
Golf, dance and karate were the same. I did them
alongside other kids but not really with them.
There was an appearance of social interaction.
The actual amount
of interacting I did
was minimal, and
that was fine.

8
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While many individual sports are competitive,
most also encourage “personal bests.” Beating
a high score in bowling or nailing a new snowboarding trick can be as fulfilling as beating an
opponent.

2. Individual sports allow you to be
part of a team without the pressures of
a team sport.

If a child has a bad day as a team player, his actions can impact the
whole team. If he
has a bad day as a
cross country runner, he might not
place well, but one
of his teammates
could still win the
race. There are
team consequences,
but they tend to be
less severe.

Team sports put a big
emphasis on bonding
with other team members,
which can be stressful
when you’re autistic.

I tried team sports.
In middle school, I
was on the school
softball and basketball teams. Both
were fun, but I
wasn’t very good
at them and spent
most of my time
sitting on the bench during games. Team sports
were confusing and often overwhelming. There
are so many variables: the rules, the other team
members, the fast pace, and the ball (inevitably,
there’s a ball involved). For the typical Aspie,
this is a lot to manage. By the time I got to high
school, I knew that team sports weren’t for me.

by Cynth
ia K im

1. Individual sports allow you to progress at your own pace.

But, individual sports? This is where autistic
people can shine! When I’m out running on a
dirt trail or gliding across the pool, I feel strong
and athletic, connected to my body. For a time,
I forget that I’m the same person who regularly
walks into furniture. I’ll never be a superior athlete--I have to work hard just to be average--but
I think individual sports have a lot to offer for
people on the spectrum. Here are seven reasons
why individualized sports can be a good fit for
kids on the spectrum.

3. Individual sports encourage individual practice.

If a child has motor coordination difficulties-and many autistic individuals do--he might
need a lot more practice than most of his peers to
learn or master a skill. When that skill is something that doesn’t require a team or a partner to
practice, a child can spend time working on it
alone, at his own pace.

4. Individual sports offer an opportunity to play side-by-side with others.

Team sports put a big emphasis on bonding
with other team members, which can be stressful when you’re autistic. Individual sports allow kids to play alongside others, interacting as
much or as little as they feel comfortable.

ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses
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5. Individual sports improve coordination. All sports improve coordination,
but individual sports tend to be more
“whole body” sports.

Think of the type of movement required for
swimming breaststroke versus the type of movement required for playing shortstop.

6. Individual sports can burn off a lot
of excess energy.

Many individual sports are endurance-based.
Even moderately vigorous physical activity will
burn off excess energy and trigger the release of
endorphins, which not only improve mood but
can reduce anxiety and improve sleeping habits.

7. Individual sports tend to be rhythmic,
repetitive and predictable.

Not only are running, cycling and swimming
like large-scale, socially-acceptable stims, but
also, they use a limited number of movements
that focus on gross motor skills. Together, these
qualities make them both easy to learn and a
healthy part of a sensory diet.

Cynthia Kim blogs at Musings of an Aspie and
is the author of two books: Nerdy, Shy and Socially Inappropriate: A User Guide to an Asperger Life and I Think I Might Be Autistic.
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Horses Changed My Life
BY Anita Lesko

I

fell in love with horses at the age of four
after my parents took me for rides on a
pony. For twenty-five cents, you would be
led around the track six times on the pony of
your choice. Lots of quarters were spent as no
one could get me off that pony. That became the
Sunday ritual – take Anita to the pony track and
spend half the day there!
Never hearing the word Asperger’s until age
fifty, then getting diagnosed, I obviously never
had any Early Intervention. Actually, I did, only
I didn’t know it at the time. The love of pony
rides turned into an obsession with horses. As
I got older, I desperately wanted riding lessons
and a horse of my own. My parents couldn’t afford either of those. That didn’t stop me. When
I was twelve, I became a working student at a
big stable near my home in New Jersey. I earned
riding time and lessons by mucking out stalls,
painting fences, picking rocks out of the pastures, and cleaning saddles. The more I worked,
the more time I got on the horses.
My dream was to jump horses over big fences
in competition. I spent every summer, weekend,
and holiday at the stable. Horses were my life.
And they were also my therapy. They got me
out of my shell, interacting with people, learning how to work, learning how to take instruction from others, and dramatically improving
my coordination. I began working my way up
the ladder of riding skills. Of course, part of getting on a horse is the possibility of unintentionally coming off the horse! I can still remember
the first fall I sustained. The horse had decided
that he was enjoying the cold weather, took a

12
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leap into the air and started bucking. Off I went,
splattering on the ground. No injuries, just an
unexpected experience. I got up, dusted myself
off, and we then went over to retrieve the horse
who was standing nearby looking bewildered!
I got back on, only this time I focused more
intently on my position in the saddle, and I
gripped my legs more tightly against the horse’s
sides. Of course I was scared to get back on, but
I did it. It was a learning experience — one of
many! I continued the lessons and mucking out
stalls, and eventually I reached my dream – riding in a jumping competition. I was a working
student from age twelve to twenty-one. It all
changed my life. All the skills I learned during
those years empowered me to have the skills
necessary for life and definitely for my career as
a Certified Registered Nurse Anesthetist. It also
built my self-confidence. I was a little lost soul
when I first started out, but then I blossomed
into what I am today. When I see a horse, I get
tears in my eyes as they all have a very special
place in my heart.
I purchased my first horse at the age of twentynine, after graduating from Columbia University with my Master’s in Nurse Anesthesia. The
day I received the letter congratulating me that
I passed my Board exam, I was on a mission to
finally get my very own horse. That, for sure,
was one of the highlights of my life. I used to
take him to ride in clinics at the United States
Equestrian Team’s Olympic Training Center in
Gladstone, New Jersey.
Although I no longer ride, I still have horses,

“ Horses

were my

life.

And they were also my therapy.
They got me out of my shell,
interacting with people, learning
how to work, learning how to
take instruction from others,
and dramatically improving
my coordination.

”
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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.
three of them, at home on my farm. They still
provide therapy as it’s peaceful to my soul to
simply feed them and watch as they eat their
grain and munch on their hay. Looking back
over all those years, I see the incredible therapy
it provided for me.
I highly encourage parents to consider getting
their autistic children (as well as children with
various disabilities) into horse therapy. Horseback riding is used as therapy for many reasons,
and autism is one of them. There is a very specialized kind of horse therapy called hippotherapy.
The American Hippotherapy Associaton defines
it as follows:
“The term hippotherapy refers to how occupational therapy, physical therapy, and speechlanguage pathology professionals use evidencebased practice and clinical reasoning in the
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purposeful manipulation of equine movement
to engage sensory, neuromotor, and cognitive systems to achieve functional outcomes. In
conjunction with the affordances of the equine
environment and other treatment strategies,
hippotherapy is part of a patient’s integrated
plan of care.”
You can read more about this amazing form of
therapy on the AHA website at www.theahainc.org.

Anita Lesko graduated from Columbia University in 1988 with her Master of Science in Nurse
Anesthesia. She’s been working full time ever
since as a Certified Registered Nurse Anesthetist.
After getting diagnosed with Asperger’s at age 50, she’s become
an Autism Advocate, Author, Speaker, and Blogger.
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Living HIS Dream:

Autism Answers

CREATING HARMONY THROUGH PARENT COACHING
$

• ABA$Parent$Coaching$
• Behaviors$
• Morning$&$Evening$Routines$$
• Building$Structure$in$the$Home$
• Communication$
• PECS$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$$
• Sleep$Issues,$Potty$Training$
• Sensory$Issues$
• Back$Talk,$Not$Listening$
• Sibling$Rivalry$
• Academics$
• IEP$Review$&$Goals$
• Social$Skills$
• House$Rules$&$Chores$in$the$
$

We specialize in providing solutions
to everyday challenges for children
diagnosed with Autism Spectrum
Disorder, Developmental Delays
and Typically Developing Children.
Focusing on Parent or Professional
Coaching and support we will develop a
perfect plan for you!

The Anthony Ianni Story

Secure Video Conferences, Email Correspondence,
and Phone Consultation connect us together to bring
Harmony In Your Home!

Our newest service will teach Parents how to
teach your child Applied Behavior Analysis
(ABA) in the home!

Our$services$are$affordable$at$$55.00$per$hour$
$Tailored$to$meet$the$Family’s$needs$or$
$"Quick$Chats"$when$you$need$assistance$right$away$
$

703-479-6101
$

$

We$also$offer$a$variety$of$Visual$Aids$and$we$will$be$happy$to$customize$them$for$your$child.$

Please$visit$our$Website:$info@autismanswersnow.com$
A BRANCH OF LEAP AHEAD, INC.

COLLECT PEZ?
KNOW SOMEONE

WHO DOES?

LOOKING FOR THAT PERFECT GIFT?

SEARCH NO FURTHER.

WWW.BEANEDESIGN.COM/ETSY
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Conner: Did you ever feel bad about what
doctors told your parents when you were diagnosed?
Anthony: I was more angry than feeling bad
because all I could ask myself when I was told
the story was why would anyone say this about
anyone’s kid? But I’m not upset at the doctors
that told my parents all those things because
they were just doing their job. However, that
doesn’t mean that I forgive them for what they
said to my parents.
Conner: What did the bullies tell you when you
were young at school? Did you ignore them, report them or
how did you
get through
the day?

about my own thoughts and opinions in life and
NOT anyone else’s.
Conner: Why do you like to play basketball so
much?
Anthony: I love playing basketball. It is something I always had a love and passion for. When
I was a kid growing up, I got to watch guys
like Michael Jordan, Kobe Bryant, Shaq, Allen
Iverson (my all-time favorite player), Tim Duncan and Kevin Garnett, and whenever I would
watch those guys play, I wanted to be just like
them and play basketball in front of big crowds
at some of the most famous arenas in the country. I was able to accomplish that during
my years at Michigan
State, and it’s an
experience that I’ll get
to share with my son
and grandkids one
day.

Despite bullies, adversity
and numerous personal

Anthony:
The bullies
would always
make fun of
me and tease
me because
I was always
bigger and
taller than
everyone else.
When I was
in first grade,
people bullied me because of the way I would say and do
things “different” than other people. I tried the
best I could to ignore them, but when I couldn’t,
I would just walk away and go be with my
friends who had my back. So my friends were
the ones who got me through those tough days
at school.

challenges, Anthony

worked hard and
never gave up.

Editor’s Note: At the age of 4, Anthony Ianni was diagnosed with autism. Doctors told Anthony’s parents that he would barely graduate from high school, would never graduate from
college or play team sports and most likely would live in a group institution when he was older.
But Anthony’s parents knew better and pledged to do whatever they could to give Anthony the
tools he needed so that he could be successful … no matter what. Despite bullies, adversity and
numerous personal challenges, Anthony worked hard and never gave up. Not only did he earn
his Bachelor’s Degree from Michigan State University in Sociology, but also, he is the first
known autistic athlete to have played Big 10 basketball. He won two Big Ten Championships, a
Big Ten Tournament Title, was the recipient of the 2011 Tim Bograkos Walk-On Award as well
as the 2012 Unsung Player Award, and was also a member of the 2010 Final Four team. Anthony now is a part of the Michigan Department of Civil Rights and is one of the most sought after
anti-bullying motivational speakers, sharing his story with people everywhere and reminding
them to “LYD”- Live Your Dreams. We are excited to share Anthony’s exclusive ZOOM interview by Conner Cummings.
18
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Conner: How did you manage to stay strong
when you were bullied?
Anthony: How I managed to stay strong was I
had a good support system that kept me up and
positive during the tough times. My friends and
family were the ones who taught me to worry

Conner: How many
basketball games
have you played?
How many were winning games?

Anthony: I’m not
really sure how many
games I have played,
but from my elementary school days all the way
to my time at MSU, I played in a lot of games. I
can tell you that there were a lot of games won
during those years.
Conner: Learning basketball and then playing
in crowds with announcers, cheers and maybe
even boos, was it difficult to adjust? How did
you do it?
Anthony: It wasn’t too difficult to adjust to all
of the crowd noise because I always wanted to
play in front of big crowds. I always thought
it was really cool to have your name called by
the announcer when you scored and when the

ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses
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crowd cheered. Whenever a crowd from the other team would boo, I loved it because it meant I
was doing a good job of
playing hard and getting into my opponents’
heads. Plus, it also
motivated me to again
show the crowds what I
can do and prove them
wrong.
Conner: What did you
do to become successful despite being bullied
and listening to what
others say?

Autism and Anti-Bullying now for over three
years, and it’s something that I really love and
enjoy doing. All of the
great places, communities I get to visit and
people I get to meet are
truly what makes my
job awesome. More importantly, the feedback
that I get from schools,
students and parents
is what makes my job
even better. The conversations I have with students after I present in
schools are great to hear
and for them to open up to someone like myself
is truly a blessing and shows that I’m doing my
job, which is to make an impact and leave an
impact even if it’s only on one person.

At the end of the day,
we don’t dream our
lives ... WE LIVE

THEM!!!

Anthony: Right when I graduated from Michigan State in 2012 is when I really started to hit
my peak in life. Plus, the more and more that
bullies and doubters kept doubting me and trying to bring me down, the more and more motivated I became to prove them wrong and show
people up. It was the bullies and doubters who
fueled me every day to prove the world wrong
and show them that someone like myself can go
far in life and live their dreams no matter what
the obstacle is in life.
I have been a national motivational speaker for

The message I have for kids, parents, sports
teams, etc. around the country is L.Y.D., which
stands for Live Your Dreams. It’s something that
I encourage every person around the country to
do, to live their dreams and accomplish every
goal that they have set in life NO MATTER the
obstacle. I was told as a young kid that I wasn’t
going to achieve anything in life because I was
born with autism, but I wasn’t going to let anyone determine my future because I determine
my own fate in life. At the end of the day, we
don’t dream our lives … WE LIVE THEM!!!
To learn more about Anthony and his story or to
book him for a presentation, visit his website. You
can also follow him on Facebook and Twitter.

Conner Cummings is a 23-year-old autistic
advocate who has a passion for photography,
ice skating, piano and Disney. In 2015 he won
the Advocate of the Year award by the Autism
Society of America for his participation in changing a parental
support law in VA which is now named after him – Conner’s
Law. You can follow Conner on Facebook and Twitter.

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
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5 WAYS
TO

protect

Your Child From

Bullying

R

esearch studies indicate that children with
disabilities are two to three times more
likely to be bullied than those without disabilities. Children with autism are even more
vulnerable due to differences in communication abilities, motor skills, and social cognition.
I know this to be true because, throughout
elementary and middle school, I experienced
severe bullying due to my sensory issues and
social awkwardness from autism. My life’s
experiences with bullying have taught me five
powerful methods to be bully proof.

1. Teach your child to recognize and
understand bullying.
Many autistic children tend to be naïve and
may fail to realize that they are being bullied.
Anthony Ianni, an autistic public speaker who
also played Division 1 college basketball at
Michigan State University, told me in a phone
interview, “When I was a child, a bully whom
I thought was a friend tricked me into sticking my tongue on a frozen, metal pole.” (Learn
more about Anthony’s story in our article on
page 17.)
A bully may harass your child by manipulating
him to do things that he does not want to do.
He can even get him in legal trouble or expelled
from school. This type of bullying uses conditional friendship. The bully tells your child, “I
won’t be your friend anymore unless you steal
this video game.” Educate your child to know
the difference between a friend and a bully.

2. Teach your child not to react to
the bully.
You can help prevent your child from being a
human target by teaching him or her not to react
to bullying but instead to report the incident
to an adult. Bullies feed on reaction. If your
child does not react, the bully will quickly lose
interest and search for another helpless victim.
Richard Maguire, who has Asperger’s, shares,
“Bullies are inadequate people; they cannot deal
with confident people who will not be controlled by them.”

22
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3. Teach your child the danger of
cyber bullying.
An example of cyber bullying is a bully emailing a message to your son pretending to be a
girl he likes and asking him on a date. When he
arrives at the movie theater, the bullies are waiting for him. Michael Ko wrote in his article “14
Signs That Your Child Is Being Bullied or Is a
Bully” (Health & Fitness MSN.com. 7 Feb. 2015),
“The profile of the adolescent bully is changing
from the schoolyard thug who extorts fistfuls
of lunch money to a more covert operator who
avoids face-to-face confrontations in favor of
phones and Facebook.” You can help prevent
cyber bullying by monitoring your child’s use of
the computer.

4. Prevent bullying by establishing a
mentor for your child.
Use the power of bystanders. More than 50% of
bullying situations stop when a peer intervenes.
Find a mentor or buddy with whom your child
feels comfortable to report bullying. Mentors
can serve as a deterrent to bullying since a bully
normally preys on a child who is alone.

5. Educate teachers, parents, and
students on autism and acceptance.
Bullies tend to make fun of children they perceive as different. An understanding of disabilities and autism can help create acceptance. If
teachers and administration confront bullying,
students will do the same. Awareness and acceptance helps students to have the courage to
speak up against bullying.

Ron Sandison is a professor of theology and an
advisory board member of Autism Society Faith
Initiative of the Autism Society of America. His
book, A Parent’s Guide to Autism: Practical
Advice. Biblical Wisdom is scheduled to be released later this
year. You can contact Ron at his website.
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The Darkness and
Science of Passion
BY Lindsey Nebeker, B.A .
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I

t was May 2003. I was 21. Twenty-one was too
young to be lying down in my bed every night
wondering if I was going to wake up the next
day. Anorexia had taken hostage over my health
during my junior year of college. By the end of
the academic year, I decided to take a medical
leave of absence from college to focus on recovery. My body and mind were frail and compromised, but I still thought it would be therapeutic
to bring my Yamaha 88-key Motif Synthesizer
and my Nikon 35mm SLR camera with me back
home while I was participating in treatment.
Music and photography were in my blood.
These were the things I
dreamed of pursuing in
my undergraduate college studies.

dead. What was it going to take to resurrect my
passion? Was it not enough to have the piano
and camera there in my possession and to have
the skill sets to use them?
Apparently, that’s not how it works. Passion, as
it turns out, is not formed out of a single substance. Passion is a science.

The Science
One way to interpret the science of passion is by
exploring the theory of
fire. There are four components that are required
to ignite a fire: fuel, heat,
oxygen (or another oxidizing agent), and a chain
reaction. “Sparking a
flame” to our passion also
requires our own “fuel,”
“heat,” and “oxygen”
to create the fire. Then, in order to sustain and
continue the fire that keeps our passion alive, a
“chain reaction” must be present.

“ To me, success is learning
how to rise

strong
and survive in

But, surprisingly, during
my entire course of treatment, I never touched my
keyboard or picked up
my camera. My soul was
just too empty to care. I was convinced that the
passion I once had within me was permanently

my surrounding conditions.”

“

It took a tremendous amount of introspection,
but after doing so, I was able to gain a clearer
understanding of what passion actually requires
and was able to figure out what made up those
components to “spark” my passion, which I am
happy to share with you.

Love is the essential
non-physical ingredient

.
for human The
survival
Fuel

Wikimedia Commons

When we believeThe
and
feelrepresents
like the subjects, topics, and
“fuel”
instruments that are the material representawe are loved, we will
beofmotivated
tions
expressing your passion. In some cases,
to keep our passions
alive
” may not discover them
and in other
cases,.you

you may have always known your fuel sources,
until later. Discovering my “fuel” was the easiest part, and it involves going back to the early
years of my childhood.

The image above is a diagram of the fire tetrahedron. The components labeled in the diagram are OXYGEN, HEAT, FUEL,
and CHAIN REACTION.

I was born in Tokyo, Japan, where I spent the
first 11 years of my life. At age two, during a vis-

“ Passion is a

26

ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses

human trait

A photo of me sitting in front of our family harpsichord (circa 1984)

it to the United States, my parents brought me
to the University of California at Los Angeles
where I received an official diagnosis of autism.
I began to develop speech around age four and
was enrolled in a few years of speech therapy
in an effort to “catch up” with the spoken and
written language used by my surrounding society. At the age of 6, I began classical training on
the piano. Not long afterward, I began to write
and compose my own material. Before I was
able to communicate with spoken or written
words, I communicated through music. As an
adult, I am able to communicate using speech
and writing in most situations. However, I still
do not consider words as my native language.
I have always struggled to fit in. I tend to be
shy, insecure, and still unsure of how to make or
keep friends and relationships. However, when
switched on “performance mode,” the shyness
and insecurity I once had disappears. My soul
transforms into a creature of raw emotion and
authenticity.

It was the black-and-white photography courses
I had taken as a junior high school student that
initially drew me to the camera. The idea of
capturing images, developing the negatives, and
printing in the dark room was a medium that I
fell instantly in love with. Through music and
art, I am able to communicate my emotions far
more accurately than I ever could through spoken or written language.
As childhood shifted to adolescence and adulthood, sexuality and relationships (romantic
and nonromantic) became my “alternative fuel”
sources of passion. Those interests, along with
my music and photography, were the only
components required to spark my passion, or so
I thought. As I would come to learn later in my
life, I could not have been more wrong.

The Oxygen
The oxidizing agent of your passion is what
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“ To me, success is learning
how to rise

strong
and survive in

my surrounding conditions.”
These are from the #recoverydocumented series, All photos by Lindsey Nebeker.

makes you breathe and survive. In my case, it
turns out that my “oxygen” source is found in
love. I am not talking about the lighter, positive
aspects of love; I
am talking about
the devastating and
heart-wrenching
emotions that occur
because of love. Anger, betrayal, fear,
grief, heartbreak,
humiliation, sorrow
and trauma – these
are all emotions
you can experience
as a result of having loved or trusted
to
another person.
That person could
be your mother, your father, your significant
other, your child, your friend, your neighbor,
your teacher, or even an acquaintance.

“

has been free from the darkness. While I find joy
in sharing celebratory and positive experiences,
I tend to be more active in capturing photographic images to
describe intensely
difficult experiences
– either in someone
else’s life or my
own.

Love is the essential
non-physical ingredient

for human survival.

In 2015, when I revisited professional
intervention for my
eating disorder, I
created the #recoverydocumented
series on Instagram
.
and invited the
world to witness
the challenges and celebrations during my own
recovery. The hashtag has since been used to
create mental health awareness and other facets
of my journey.

When we believe and feel like
we are loved, we will be motivated

keep our passions alive ”

The years I spent in boarding school (between
the ages of 15 and 18) were the most traumatic
in my life up to this point. And that three-year
period happened to be when I was bitten by the
composition bug. In those three years, I composed nearly 100 songs. In the sixteen years
since, I have composed less than 20 songs.
That does not mean, however, that my adult life

“ Passion
The Heat
is a

Identifying your “fuel” and “oxygen” is important to truly understanding your passion, but
what purpose does your passion serve you?
What drives you to engage in your passion?

human trait

that can be expressed
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and felt regardless of
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our given abilities

This is where the “heat” enters into the science
of passion.

to rise strong and survive in my surrounding
conditions.

My interests in music, photography and sexuality served as my “fuel,” and the darkness in my
life served as my “oxygen.” But what was the
message I was trying to convey and resonate?
Dark experiences are hard, and I would not
wish them upon anyone. But when they do
arise, I feel compelled to share and convey my
emotions as an effort to connect. Our primal instinct to develop some form of connection with
other living beings allows us to feel less alone.
While I have my own unique set of experiences,
being open about them has allowed other people to feel like they do not have to endure their
difficult emotions alone. Not everyone has gone
through an eating disorder, but almost everyone
has gone through the emotion of loneliness that
coincides with having an eating disorder. Not
everyone has gone through sexual abuse, but
almost everyone has experienced the emotions
of guilt and responsibility that can coincide with
being sexually abused.

The Chain Reaction

The “heat” source of my passion is to connect,
be honest, be emotionally free, and survive.
I have survived through bullying, rejection,
sexual abuse, and two suicide attempts. I still
go through discrimination, sexism, trauma,
and ableism. To me, success is learning how

A fire cannot sustain and continue to be alive
without a chain reaction. Passion works the
exact same way. Of the four components, this
took the longest for me to figure out, but it turns
out that my “chain reaction” source was found
in love. This time I am referring to the positive
aspects of love: encouragement, patience and
support provided by the people who surround
our lives.
It was love that saved my life back in 2003.
When I finally convinced myself to accept the
unconditional love and support from my family
and circle of close friends, I gained the desire to
heal and regained the strength to continue my
music and art pursuits.
Love is the essential non-physical ingredient for
human survival. When we believe and feel like
we are loved, we will be motivated to keep our
passions alive.

Let’s Define Your Passion
While I have my own discovered sources of

ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses

29

“

estate. Passion is a human trait that can be expressed and felt regardless of our given abilities
and conditions.

Love is the essential
non-physical ingredient

When I am asked to present or write about
autism, the first thought that appears in my
mind is my brother, James. Like me, James was
also diagnosed with autism, but his condition is
more significant and his experiences are drastically different from my own. James is 32 (as
of this writing), and he does not speak, write
or type. He has had wonderful caregivers and
teachers, but he never received an opportunity
to participate in an inclusive educational setting or an opportunity to work. It makes me feel
guilty that my brother has not been able to experience the life opportunities that I have been
lucky to receive.

for human survival.

When we believe and feel like
we are loved, we will be motivated

to keep our passions alive. ”

James and me, during a visit at his home (2015)

what makes me passionate, other people will
discover their passions in different avenues. It
is important to keep in mind that passion can
be acquired by anyone. Only you know how to
define passion. Other people do not define your
passion for you.

My brother has led a very difficult and painful life. James has always tried to communicate
with us, but none of us have succeeded in understanding his language. Imagine spending
32 years of your life trying
to communicate your joys,
frustrations, questions,
sensory and health-related
issues and never being
understood … and when
you were not understood,
you continued to feel lonely, frustrated, and aching
from your health–related
ailments. Imagine having
dreams for your life and
no one ever being able to
understand or know what
those dreams are. Imagine never feeling like your
voice was heard.

“ Passion is a

Passion does not equate
achievement and success as defined by societal
standards. Many people
(including myself) tend
to be pulled towards the
misconception that we must
select something to label as
a “passion” for the purpose
of becoming famous, rich
or successful. We must stop
degrading ourselves by that
unhealthy way of thinking. Passion simply relates
to intense desire. Passion
is the emotion or the set of
emotions that drives us,
excites us, and makes us determined to take
action. That action may be as simple as satisfying ourselves with personal happiness, peace or
pleasure. It does not require a trophy, straight
A’s, a college degree, a high-paying job, fame,
sex appeal, a fancy car, or a multimillion-dollar

human trait

that can be expressed

and felt regardless of
our given abilities

and conditions. ”
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Since James has not been able to tell me what his
passions are, I tried to think back to the years
when we were growing up and what activities
made him smile. They are simple things, such
Self portrait, WORDS
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WANTED

as jumping in place, spinning nylons and shoelaces, and listening to heavy metal music with
the volume turned all the way up. It has always
been difficult for me to recognize his defined
talents and skill sets. I believe that the activities
James engages in that make him smile provide
him an outlet to release the darkness he has experienced in his life. I may never know this for
sure, but it would make sense. The best thing I
can do is encourage my brother to focus on the
activities that makes him smile.
We must continue to extend our support to our
loved ones to keep their passions alive. We must
keep reminding each other of the power and
presence of unconditional love.

In Closing…

SUZANNE “BEANE” CHANESMAN

To live your life to your fullest potential requires a clear knowledge in the scientific formula of your defined passion. You, like many
others, might still be on the quest to find your
passion. You may still be trying to define your
own “fire tetrahedron” and your sources of
“fuel,” “oxygen,” “heat” and “chain reaction.”
You must never give up hope. Passion can exist
in any form, place and time, outside in far distances and inside your soul. Listen to what your
voice is saying to you and set yourself “on fire.”

FOR CREATIVE &
DETAIL-ORIENTED
DESIGN
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Lindsey Nebeker is a musician, speaker, and
Development Specialist at the Autism Society of
America. She also writes and contributes autism
and sexuality resources for Naked Brain Ink.
She has appeared in Glamour, MTV, NPR, and the full feature
documentary Autism in Love.

For more advertising information, ad specs and rates,
visit our webpage www.zoomautism.org or email us at
zoomautism@gmail.com.
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BY Ed Zetlin & Mark Friese

Understanding the Disabled
Military Child Protection Act
and Special Needs Trusts

F

or many years military members and retirees who had special needs children were
not allowed to select a Special Needs Trust
as a beneficiary under their survivor benefit
plan (SBP). This was a large problem for special
needs children because receipt of their parents’
SBPs could easily disqualify them from SSI
and Medicaid eligibility for developmentally
disabled benefit programs. Under the Military
Child Protection Act, which Congress passed
as part of the National Defense Authorization
Act for 2015, military members and retirees can
now elect to have their pension annuity paid
to a special needs trust for the benefit of a child
satisfying the Social Security’s definition of
“disabled.”
Recently, the Department of Defense (DOD)
released a memorandum on the implementation of the Child Protection Act. A member or
retiree who elects SBP coverage for their dependent child may irrevocably decide to substitute
a first party special needs trust (SNT) through
a written statement that designates future SBP

payments to the SNT. The DOD memorandum
states that the writing must contain the following:
• the trust’s name and tax identification
number, and
• a statement from a licensed attorney
certifying that the trust satisfies the
requirements of a First Party or Self-Settled 		
special needs trust pursuant to federal and 		
state law. In lieu of an attorney’s certification,
a certification from the Social Security
Administration will suffice.
In the event a retiree dies prior to making the
assignment or a member dies in the line of duty
or during inactive duty training, a surviving
parent, a grandparent, or a court appointed
guardian may make such an election.
Among the requirements for a First Party or
Self-Settled special needs trust is the payback
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child on your own—
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Else.)
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provision to Medicaid should any funds remain
in the trust upon the death of the beneficiary.
By requiring attorney certification, the DOD
wants to assure that the member or retiree has
designated the right kind of SNT trust to receive
the SBP. In the event that the trust fails as a
valid SNT, the SBP will revert to the dependent
child, impacting the child’s eligibility for public
benefits.
This will typically mean that a member or retiree with a special needs child may require two
special needs trusts. They will require a Third
Party Special Needs Trust for their own estate
and a First Party Special Needs Trust to receive
the SBP.

Edward Zetlin has a solo practice in the areas of elder &
disability law, guardianship/conservatorship, public benefits,
estate planning and estate administration. He serves on the
Northern Virginia Autism Association Board and is an
Adjunct Professor of Law at the Washington College of
Law of American University.
Mark Friese is the founder of Special Needs Financial Advisors,
based in Washington, D.C. With over 100 years of combined
experience, they help to navigate the many aspects of planning
with special needs family members.

perhaps for your child’s lifetime?

n I Might Be You: An Exploration of Autism and
Connection, I wrote much of the bounty of just
being. Here is an excerpt sharing how just
being can connect you with another without
language: “We are not hiding. You search with
limited senses and, therefore our humanity is
camouflaged to you. Be still. Be quiet. Be. We
notice you on the glacier. We observe you completely. Language presentation is the barrier
to our friendship–not sentience or intellect. We
do not speak your language, but you can speak
ours. Be still. Be quiet. Be. And now be with us.
Our silent and invisible language is that easy
to learn. Feel it? Welcome. Our friendship has
begun.”

CONNER’S

LAW

I have always been good at just being. I know
now that to fully “be,” one must also “do.” This
truth comes with the added bonus that doing
can be a real calorie burner. But wait, there is
more.
Those who are good at just being are fully present and see justly that change is often needed to
be just. (That may read more clearly when held
up to a mirror.)
Change is always a chain reaction. Google tells
us a chain reaction is “a chemical reaction or
other process in which the products themselves
promote or spread the reaction, which under
certain conditions may accelerate dramatically.”
If you seek change, make your move. Humanity
needs exactly you.

WE NEED YOUR HELP!

SB923forConner’s
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Consider,
example,Law
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Quang
Duc’s self-immolation
on a Saigonwhile
street we
in
advocacy movement
June 1963 that led to the November 1963 overgo state by state, changing laws as needed...
throw of the Diem regime in South Vietnam, a
government that infamously persecuted Buddhists, thus ending the “Buddhist crisis.” Fellow
monk and prolific author Thich Nhat Hanh, in
a conversation with Dr. Martin Luther King,
explained that this was not an act of suicide.
He immolated himself out of love and wanting
equality justice,
not Autism
out of through
despairMany
or self-pity.
ZOOM
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It was hard to be heard in Vietnam at that time,

Because a disability doesn’t stop
on a child’s 18th birthday.

Conquer for Conner
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Finding Your Passion
RETOUCH BY DAVID FINCH

T

he tricky thing about being married to a
life coach is that you’re constantly faced
with the burden of having to follow your
passion. Some days I don’t want to feel accountable to my aspirations. Some days I just want to
feel put-upon.

difficult to strike this sort of balance. My brain
doesn’t love to be half-in; I tend to favor an
all-or-nothing approach, and it burns me every
time.
A few years ago, feeling trapped in a passionless career, I left work in the middle of the day
to drive around aimlessly until it was time to
go home. It was the middle of summer, and I
couldn’t handle sitting indoors at a gray cubicle
on such a glorious day. The meandering drive
led me straight to my house, an hour away
from the office, so I parked
my car in the garage,
grabbed a copy of
Rolling Stone from
my briefcase, and
headed out to my
uilt
b
s
patio to read.
ve

It’s kind of hard to ignore this new populism
insistent upon monetizing not only our time,
our thoughts, and our efforts, but also
our passions. “You can live the
life you’re dreaming of,”
Kristen reminds me
whenever I’m
grumpy about
s
e li
having to go to
n
v
i
o
l
i
s
n
s
a
The feature article
work. “You just
pa
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Her advice is
to l
ard
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e
of one of my
v
h
bang-on. She just
t
e li
s
o
h
favorite bands.
t
happens to offer it
It
seemed
they’d
started out
up on the days when
like most bands, in modest arrangements
I don’t want to hear
with humble gigs, their cars packed with equipit. What can I say? For
ment as they drove from city to city. In time, the
those of us who prefer
band would release numerous hit albums and
pity and consolation, the very idea of someone
develop an enormous following. When record
championing our better interests feels like a slap
labels urged them to sound more commercial,
in the face.
they stood their ground and remained faithful
What really burns me up, though, is that I know
to their collective musical vision. (You always
she’s right. We can live lives built around our
know a Rush song when you hear it.) With a
passions; the hard part, I think, is building those
musical career that has spanned decades, they
lives to last. Indeed, one of the great challenges
have earned a fortune. And, best of all, their
of building a rich, meaningful life is knowing
time is completely their own. None of the three
how to balance passion with responsibility.
men in this band had a boss to answer to; they
Owing perhaps to my Asperger’s, I often find it
were free to simply create and perform and ex-
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plore ideas. To me, that was the very definition
of a rich and meaningful life — a life I desired
more than anything.
A few months later I found myself enrolled
in a creative writing program, determined to
become the literary darling of my generation.
(How’s that for all-or-nothing?) Sure, I hadn’t
ever studied writing, and except for the occasional article about Rush, I didn’t read at all and
really had no concept of what books entailed.
Plus, I still had a full-time job and a wife and
two children depending on me for income and
health insurance. But, you know, whatever — I
could make it work.
After publishing my first essay and stumbling
into a generous book contract, I decided it was
to time leave the engineering world and its
gray cubicles to do the thing Kristen has always
wanted me to do: pursue my passion. What she
didn’t specify, however, was that one needn’t
pursue one’s passion at all costs.
An interesting thing happens to your creative
energy when you decide, out of the blue, to
stake an entire career on something you enjoy.
Suddenly, that thing you cherish can become
damned by expectations. This article better be a
hit, we tell ourselves. This painting better make me
a fortune. This cupcake store better start turning
a profit. As soon as we relinquish a little bit of
power to those thoughts, our articles don’t get

written, our paintings don’t sell, and people
everywhere agree to start hating cupcakes.
When our relationship with creativity becomes
an adversarial one, creativity forsakes us every
time — and for good reason. I no longer enjoyed
writing, and worse, I felt I had nothing left to
say because I wanted to say it for $4 per word.
People might pay a chef for his food, or an artist
for his illustrations, but no one wants to pay a
writer. That’s just how it goes. Leaving my job
to write full-time had been a mistake, it seemed
— despite the successful book, despite the
articles and national speaking tours, despite the
television offers from HBO, DreamWorks, Fox,
and Warner Brothers.
Today, with all that behind me, and happily on
a deadline, I see now that my pursuit of a passion-filled life hadn’t been a mistake. I’d simply
neglected to find the right balance that would
make writing a sustainable pursuit. There may
be hours in my day that I spend doing things I
don’t love, things that don’t fill me with inspiration, and I think that’s a common symptom of
being an adult. In doing these things, I am able
to pay the bills and provide a comfortable life
for my family. With that obligation accounted
for, I am free to create, to perform, to explore
ideas. To me, this is still the definition of a rich
and meaningful life.
Of course, if anyone needs a drummer for their
up-and-coming rock band, please call me.

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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BALANCE

NEW APP FOR AUTISM

The 5 P’s to Finding Your Passion

T

his issue talks a lot about doing what you love and pursuing your passion. That’s all fine
and dandy … if you know what you are passionate about. Whether you are the one who
feels stuck or you are trying to help your child discover his place in the world, the following tips are great to keep in mind when beginning your journey.
Perspective Matters
If you are convinced that finding your passion
is just a fool’s dream, guess what? It will never
happen. Instead, choose to embrace a perspective that EVERYTHING is possible … because it
is. Surround yourself with people who are following their own passions. Don’t have many of
those people in your circle of friends? Then it’s
time to expand that circle!

GIVING CHILDREN THE TOOLS TO COMMUNICATE
Designed to Build: Receptive, Generalization and
Communication Skills using “Real Life” images with over
20 different categories customized to your child.
Parents, Teachers and Therapists can select over 1,100 items/objects
by
FEATURE/FUNCTION/CLASS

“Our App Inspires Language for the Voiceless”
Talisha Sachlis & Dezira Dewhurst

WWW.COMMUNICATIONTOOLBOX.ORG

Pay Attention
Once you have the perspective that anything
IS possible, it’s time to take a closer look inside
your pot of possibilities. Start by asking a few
questions: What makes you or your child smile?
What do you love talking and learning about?
What are you drawn to time and time again?
Don’t try to figure out how you can make something delicious out of all these different ingredients. Eventually you will find a recipe that uses
all of the contents.

Play the Field
How do you know you will like something
unless you try it? Something that starts out as
a hobby could be the exact thing that leads to a
passionate career … or not, but you will never
know unless you try. Sometimes just being exposed to something new can fuel your imagination about something else. For example, did you
know that Steve Jobs birthed the idea for APPLE
while taking a calligraphy class?

Even if they did, for some people, once their
passions become their jobs, it can easily go from
an “I love to do this” to a dreaded “I have to do
this,” thus zapping everything that excited them
about the pursuit to begin with. Just because
you are passionate about something doesn’t
mean you won’t have to do some things you
don’t like if you do choose to pursue it as a career. A person who is passionate about drawing
may love the actual act of designing a new logo
but hate the business side of having to write out
contracts and interact with clients. This person
may need to find someone else to help deal
with the administrative and accounting side of
the business so that they can concentrate on the
creative side. This, of course, is an extra expense
that would need to be kept in mind when considering whether or not turning the love of art
and design into a profitable business is feasible.

Push Panic Aside
While on your journey to find your own passion, or help your child find his, you are undoubtedly going to be faced with some fear.
Push the panic aside and redirect it. Instead of
saying “What if I fail?” say “What if I succeed?”
Instead of saying “I don’t know if I can do
this,” say “Let’s do this!” No matter how prepared you think you are, taking a leap of faith
is tough, but you will never know how nice the
water is if you never go further than dipping
your toes in.

Passion and Profit Do Not Always
Go Together
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Now Available on Amazon,
Barnes & Noble.com and at
any book seller upon request

Not all passions in life will lead to an income.
ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses
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Q&A

“ What are you passionate

about, how did you figure out
you were passionate about
it, and how can parents help
their autistic loved ones discover their own passions? ”

T

his issue we went to our experts and asked them about their passions. Actually, we asked
them a three-part question and told them to respond to as many parts of it as they desired.

What we found is that the passions they have are just as diverse as they are, but there were some
common themes. The things they feel most passionate about are things that make them feel good
and help them make better sense of the world around them. Take a look at what they had to say.
40
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“My passion is music, most genres. From the
time I was a little boy, I have loved music. I see
music in colors. I love to listen, read about, write
lyrics, and play music. It soothes me. To me, it is
a language, like words.” ~ Corey Weisman
“To be passionate about something means to
show strong emotion of admiration and devotion towards it. The thing I feel that emotion
towards is music. When I was a baby and toddler, I could not communicate with others to
say what I wanted because I was not able to get
the words out, which made it very frustrating.
Then I heard music for the first time. Eventually,
I started singing, and I hadn’t even learned to
talk yet. Today, I am able to talk, but I’m usually
seen wearing headphones because music is the
only way I can connect to the world and calm
down when I’m in a rage of despair. My dream
career is to be a singer/songwriter or at least
something in the music industry. To sum it up,
music is and will forever be a massive impact on
my life.” ~ Olivia D. (14 years old)
“I am passionate about art and writing! I found
out because, like all kids, I had interests and
tried things out. But I just felt good when I
wrote or drew. And my parents kept encouraging me, which is why I am still doing those
things into adulthood and am just as happy!”
~ Haley Moss

“I’m passionate about comic books because
they were introduced to me by my grandfather,
and I realized I could relate to the characters
because they faced their own personal challenges and overcame them. I don’t think I’ll make
a career out of this. Well, maybe I’ll write my
own comic book one day. But no matter what I
do, I know comic books will always be a part of
my life. They offer me comfort and allow me to
escape.” ~ Jacob F. (15 years old)
“Parents need to be willing to expose their
kids to a variety of “non-therapy” activities to
help them discover their passions. We need to
be open to the subtle ways our children tell us
what their abilities are and help them foster
those abilities. Once we figure out their passions, we need to be creative and persistent in
finding ways for our children to pursue what
they love. Be persistent in finding lessons, teachers, experiences, and especially people who will
truly teach and champion your child’s talents
and passions. All of our children have “rock
stars” in them; it just takes patience and creativity and persistence in helping our kids in finding theirs.” ~ Rachna Sizemore Heizer

I’m passionate about autism advocacy and using my voice to help others. I was always verbal
but often unable to communicate how I felt,
why I did something, or what I needed. It was
confusing and frustrating—it felt like nobody
really knew me. Typing changed my life by
opening doors to real communication, creative
words, and the power of advocacy. I try to help
others understand that there is more going on
in an autistic child’s mind than they can see …
and that nothing is more important than helping
that child find a voice.” ~ Lydia Wayman
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CUMMINGS AND GOINGS

T

his issue’s main topic is passion and
whatever that may be or mean to you.
What I learned through my life, and
what my son Conner has shown me, is
that passion truly has no timetable. Your passions can change, and you can have numerous
passions simultaneously.
When Conner was little, he loved many things,
but a few stayed with him. Conner loved to
play with toy cameras. It didn’t take long,
though, before he was asking to use our old
cameras. He would wear several different
cameras around his neck and take pictures or
tape his day. What I noticed was that when
we were in a room with large crowds or unfamiliar surroundings, he utilized the cameras
even more. Since he had the desire, we got him
his own camera and arranged for lessons. Fast
forward to present day. Conner’s photography
skills are now so good that many people have
hired him to be their event photographer. In
fact, he has been one of the photographers at
the Autism Society’s national convention for the
past two years as well as many other charity
events. Conner also has had numerous photos
published in a book about gardens, and he currently has several of his works hanging on the
walls of our State Capitol Building.
One of my passions is watching Conner work.
We go on “road trips” so that he can capture
his surroundings. We will be walking, and all
of the sudden Conner is rolling on the ground
or moving his body in ways I cannot explain in
order to catch a certain angle or that magic he
sees from a leaf on the gravel or a shadow on a
wall. It can be anything! Of course his favorite
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place to take pictures and to film is Disney.
Conner films every ride we go on and provides commentary on how he feels and what
he sees. Those pictures truly are magical.
Conner also has passion for activities I never
imaged he would. Growing up, he was never
very interested in sports, but a few years ago
he asked if he could take ice skating lessons
because Disney characters like to ice skate.
Conner started lessons in 2013 and also signed
up for the local Special Olympics. To date,
Conner has moved up 3 levels and has won
first place ribbons in each Olympic competition.
Conner added playing the piano to his list of
passions. As a child he tried the guitar as part
of his therapy, but it never clicked. One day
at Target, I heard a Disney song playing from
the portable organs aisle. I looked, and it was
my son. I asked him how he knew how to play
that. He just looked at me and showed me his
fingers. We bought that organ, and Conner
self-taught himself dozens of songs. Years later
we graduated to a piano. With lessons, Conner has learned how to read music; although, I
think he still prefers to play by ear.
Conner has shown me that passion can come
at any time, any place. Once you recognize it,
you can build on it, and more importantly, like
Conner does, enjoy every minute of it!
Warmest regards,

Sharon Cummings
Executive Director/Co-Publisher & Founder
zoomautism@gmail.com

Conner taking pictures in Disney World
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CLOSE-UP

On the Edge of Thirteen
Dear Elijah Bear,
I know. Elijah Bear is rather
sticky sweet for you, bearing
in mind that next month, you
will be thirteen. Forgive mom.
It just slips out so naturally. I
look at you and still see those
bright, twinkly, inquisitive eyes
of my cuddly baby bear. The
eyes so brown they could melt
me in a heartbeat, no matter
how much mischief they held.
I’d walk up on you industriously painting a mural (a la Jackson Pollack) on RENTED apartment walls and experience that
instant frozen horror of the
moment. Then, you’d turn with
those eyes, and I would see
that creative ambition sparkling, and I would somehow
find strength and Magic Eraser
(they invented those suckers
just in time) enough to tend to
the situation without rendering
you incapable of any artwork
altogether. I wanted you to
learn right from wrong, very
grateful you have learned and
are learning, but, in the process, I never wanted to see that
light extinguish. It was breathtaking to behold. Still is.
Excuse me. I know it embarrasses your near-teen self, but
every mama thinks her baby is
a genius. Try to un-convince us
if you dare. I know you won’t.
Under the burning face you
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duck or cover with your hoodie
is a thirsting soul who needs to
hear daily how awesome I still
think you are. Nobody ever
outgrows that. Trust me.
Still, I am realistic enough to
know there has been a gradual
pulling away for a long while
now. Childhood is fast slipping
into memory books, adult matters rising to take its place. You
long ago chose to pass on your
beloved stuffed Spongebob
collection for another kid to
love on. Visits to the toy section
bring out fonder remembrance
than enthusiastic desire these
days.
You are developing your
thoughts on this great big massively messed-up world, articulating better and better by the
year your sense of outrage and
championing of justice. You
even display a bit more maturity in doing-and redoing-your
own homework these days.
Pass or fail, you recognize the
responsibility rests in your
hands. That is the beginnings
of wisdom, son.

growing. I hope you know that
Dad and I are here, not merely
for the cheering on, but also to
shed light when the pathways
you carve are dark, vision
grainy. Shoot, we aren’t afraid
to grab a couple of shovels and
dig out some of that dirt alongside you.
We believe in you. Even when
you feel like you’ve royally
goofed, we believe in you.
Even when you can’t figure out
which end is up on your endless emotions, we believe in
you.
As you approach thirteen and
continue on in this fascinating,
ever-winding journey to manhood, just remember this:
Never let anyone steal the
creative spark from those
beautiful brown eyes, Elijah
Bear. (Ok. So, it may take me a
bit more time to stop that one.
Bear with me. Wink, wink.)
Growing up never has to mean
letting it dim. Let it be your
fuel instead.

Thirteen in less than a month.
Whoa.
Forgive your old mom for misting up, holding on, still treating you so young at times. I
hope you see we DO see you’re

Marisa Ulrich is a married
mother of four, two autistic. She considers writing
on the joy of autism an
important mission. She makes her home
in rural Kansas.
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SPOTLIGHT ON SUCCESS

The

ANIMATED
Life

of Nicholas
Cornell

H

ave you found that special skill, that incredible
talent, that is part of
you? Sometimes you may have
to search for it just a little bit,
but surely it is there, inside of
you.

“Of course!” A day or so later,
Artie at ARG! called Nicholas
and asked if he wanted to be
one of the animators for the
show The Adventures of Turtle
Taido that they were about to
create.

My autistic son Nicholas feels
fortunate because his talent,
and what he loves to do, surfaced in him at a very young
age. As soon as he could pick
up a pencil, he began to create
art.

Nicholas worked as a traditional animator on the show, and
he also created some “extras.”
It was such an awesome experience to work as an animator
on a show that was going to air
on television and to be a part
of the “pipeline” – one of the
many artists it takes to create an animated show. Turtle
Taido is a Nigerian produced
children’s animated show. It is
about a turtle with magic shell
powers whose travel adventures across Nigeria teach children about the culture, geography, and uniquenesses of that
country. The first season of the
show is now completed, and
it has premiered in Nigeria. It
was also one of three nominees
for Best Animation at the Abuja
International Film Festival!
Hopefully, they will soon begin
to animate a second season!

In the beginning he drew
cartoon characters using pencil
and paper. Once in school, he
explored other art forms, such
as painting, mosaic, sculpting, and digital art. He took
every art class available in high
school and participated in the
school-sponsored after school
art club. When he finished high
school, he knew he wanted to
continue learning more about
his craft. Fortunately, he found
the Art Institute of Pittsburgh,
where he was accepted into the
2D Animation Program.
After graduation, Nicholas
moved from Pittsburgh to Virginia, where he tried to make
a living as a freelance artist,
always wondering where he
would find his next client.

Until the next season, though,
Nicholas is keeping busy with
other projects. Recently, he
designed art for the Walk for
Autism Northern Virginia
t-shirt. He is also working on
art projects that he wants to
exhibit in Fairfax Art League’s
galleries, the same galleries to
which he sold a digital print in
this past year. He is also creating cartoon animals to print on
children’s t-shirts. The plan is
to sell them through an online
store someday soon.
Yes, Nicholas feels very fortunate to have found his special
skill, that incredible talent that
is a part of him. His wish is
to continue pursuing his art
career, and he hopes that everyone else finds something in
their lives that they feel just as
passionate about.

You can check out Nicholas’
artwork by visiting his webpage at
www.nicholascornell.com.

Fortunately, he received a call
from his career counselor at
the Art Institute. The counselor
told him about a company in
Colorado Springs called ARG!
that was looking for 2D animators. The counselor asked if he
could refer Nicholas to them.

B Y : M aria Cornell ( with help from N icholas Cornell )
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MORNING &
AFTERNOON
SCHEDULING
OPTIONS
	
  

MONDAY-FRIDAY
$450/WEEK
	
  

MON/WED/FRI
$300/WEEK

Little	
  Leaps	
  Autism	
  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	
  
related	
  disorders,	
  ages	
  two	
  to	
  five.	
  	
  The	
  classroom	
  is	
  based	
  on	
  
an	
  integrated	
  approach,	
  which	
  incorporates	
  typically	
  
developing	
  peer	
  models	
  and	
  research-‐based	
  interventions.	
  

	
  

TUES/THURS
$200/WEEK

	
  
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	
  Program	
  has	
  two	
  
Board	
  Certified	
  Behavior	
  Analysts,	
  a	
  Speech	
  and	
  Language	
  
Pathologist	
  and	
  an	
  Occupational	
  Therapist	
  on	
  site.	
  	
  
	
  

	
  

HOURS OF
OPERATION
9:00-12:00
OR
12:00-3:00
	
  
	
  

Since	
  all	
  children	
  develop	
  at	
  different	
  rates	
  and	
  have	
  different	
  
needs,	
  the	
  director	
  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.	
  

LEAP AHEAD, INC.

My son, Jayden, loves to ride horses. He started a
therapeutic horseback riding program in 2012. Jayden
has exceeded expectations in his ability to ride in only
a little under 2 years, and the company that I wish to
thank for that is called REINS, which is located in
Fallbrook, CA.
~ La Deesha Hill

10686	
  Crestwood	
  Drive	
  
Manassas,	
  VA	
  20109	
  
www.leapahead.org	
  
info@leapahead.org	
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ZoomAutism.org
ZoomAutism.com
Facebook.com/ZoomAutism
@ZoomAutism
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