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can see mountains 
from my home of-
fice window! I know 
that may not seem 

like a sentence worthy of an 
exclamation mark, but it is. 
In order to fully understand 
just how astonishing this 
revelation is, and what it 
has to do with this issue of 
ZOOM, let me share with 
you a very personal story.  

It was February 2011, and I 
was having the worst week 
ever! I lost my nice paying 
PR job, my dryer broke, the 
lights in my kitchen blew, I 
found a mouse in my house 
and I got a ticket for speed-
ing while on my way to 
Home Depot to get a trap. 
Sure, it all seems rather 
comical now, but at the time 
I was an emotional wreck 
and had what I guess could 
be considered a break down. 

After a week or so of me sit-
ting around in my pajamas 
all day, crying at every little 
thing and eating everything 

noticed the mountains before? Huge mounds 
of dirt rising from the earth are kind of hard to 
miss you would think! 

Was it just me who had never noticed? When my 
children got home from school, I quickly ush-
ered them upstairs to the office to show them my 
discovery and to find out if I was the only clue-
less one.

My daughter Bella, who was only 8 at the time, 
sat down next to me, looked at me, then outside, 
and then at me again and said, “Yup … those 
are mountains alright” and skipped off. My then 
10-year-old son Jacob had a different response. 
“MOM, of course I’ve seen them. All you have to 
do is look up!” Out of the mouths of babes.

I realized something that day that changed my 
entire perspective and course of my life: there 
will always be obstacles in life, but happiness is 
all around us too, and with it, opportunities. But, 
you are never going to be able to see them if you 
don’t take the time, get the help you may need 
and most importantly, make the effort to look 
up! 

And that is what this issue of ZOOM is all about 
– how we can turn obstacles into opportunities. 
We highlight people like David Finch and Alex 
Plank, actual autistics, who understand that the 
challenges and problems we face in our lives are 
part of the roadmap to greatness. We bring you 
articles on how having a positive attitude can 

help you have a more positive life. We show you 
how you can help your loved ones by not push-
ing, but instead, prompting them into the direc-
tion that they decide to take. 

We understand just how hard this journey you 
are on may be. It is not easy to travel along 
highways filled with confusing signs, unex-
pected turns and pot holes. But we at ZOOM 
believe that if you can find the strength to face 
your struggles, learn how to look for happiness 
in even the darkest times and surround yourself 
with supportive people who will remind you to 
look up so that you can see the mountains, you 
can get to wherever it is you choose to go. 
                                            

Passionately yours,                                                                                                                                           
 

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

in sight, my husband had enough. He snapped at me, “Sharon, 
why can’t you see the glass as half full? I’m sorry you lost your 
job. But you hated it, remember? You now have the opportunity to 
do something different. So get up and do it.” I knew he was right, 
but I was just too depressed to figure out what to do next, to see 
any possibilities, to even get up.

Eventually I realized I needed professional help and got it. My 
therapist suggested that rather then turning to food, I write in my 
journal … so that I could write about how crappy things were, I 
guessed. I gave it try. 

One day as I sat down to write, I noticed it was raining, so I de-
cided to open up the drapes to look out. And that was when I saw 
them. From my home office window, I could actually see moun-
tains. How could I have lived in that house for so long and never 

i

letter FrOM the editOr

The view from my office window. 
See, MOUNTAINS!

mailto:zoomautism@gmail.com
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(The following article contains excerpts from 
Jennifer’s book, Sisterhood of the Spectrum: An 
Asperger Chick’s Guide to Life) 

ome years ago, psychologist Carol Dweck 
took a good, hard look at a bunch of very 
bright fifth-grade boys and girls. Specifi-

cally, she observed what happened when these 
kids were presented with new concepts — con-
fusing information meant to cause them a bit of 
frustration. How, Dr. Dweck wondered, would 
they handle the stress?

Among the girls in the study, the higher the IQ, 
the more likely they were to give up when asked 
to learn something 
that was particularly 
foreign or complex. 
That’s right: the 
most intelligent girls 
didn’t stick around 
and keep thinking. 
They didn’t perse-
vere. They quit. Fast. 
And there’s more 
bad news. The girls 
with perfect grades 
— “Straight-A’s” — 
reported the most 
intense feelings of 
helplessness of any 
kids in the entire 
study.  On the other 
hand, boys in the 
very same group 
saw the very same 
difficult material as 
challenging, even energizing. Instead of giving 
up, the boys were far more likely to increase 
their focus and turn up the effort.

When I read about this study, it made me heart-
sick. Why would that happen? The girls should 
have been the most confident kids in the room. 
The most resilient. The ones who said, “Let me 
at it!” At 5th grade testing levels, there is a con-
sistent standard: girls routinely outscore boys in 
every subject, including math and science. (Who-

ever said those weren’t “girl subjects”?!) So, the 
trouble couldn’t be a matter of intelligence or 
classroom success. The only difference between 
the boys and girls was how they reacted to dif-
ficulty, to the possibility of not having the ready 
answer, of pleasing everyone, of shining bright-
ly. When the going got tough, the girls got going. 
As in out the door. Gone. These clever young 
girls turned on themselves as if they’d been wait-
ing for proof of being not-good-enough. In mere 
minutes, they’d lost all confidence … and walked 
away in shame.

Now, I’m being honest. The single best motiva-
tor for me has always been when I’m told that I 

can’t do something. 
“Oh, really?” I think. 
“Just watch me — 
and watch me do it 
better than you ever 
could!”  So, I would 
LOVE to tell you that 
I’d never fall for such 
silly mind games — 
love to say I could 
never be so easily 
undone. I’d love to 
tell you that. But the 
truth is … I’d be ly-
ing if I did. 

My best friend from 
high school once 
said, “When we were 
little kids, I knew 
two things about 
Jenny Cook. She had 

red hair, and she was really, really smart.” Those 
were my only for-sures. My identity, as far as I 
could count on it. And from the outside looking 
in, neither bullet-point varied through the years. 
By the time I was in university, I had a perfect 
Grade Point Average, would be graduating 
with honors, and was known on campus as “the 
redhead” (though I’m pretty sure now that being 
known by anything but my own name wasn’t 
really the compliment I saw it to be). Identity in-
tact. Or so it seemed. On the inside, I was swirl-

Autism and 
Eating disordErs

The FighT 
ThaT has NoThiNg 
To Do wiTh FooD

By JeNNiFer Cook o’Toole

s
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ing out of control, totally disconnected from the 
person I’d always been. 

Why? Well, my boyfriend of almost two years 
— with whom I was absolutely head-over-heels 
— had pointed out that all of my classes were in 
the humanities. He was in the sciences and had 
not done nearly as well at school, despite being 
every bit as smart. So, he told me, I was obvious-
ly outperforming him because my classes were 
much easier. I was a fraud, an arrogant pretense 
… as well as a lot of other bad things, he ex-
plained. Many times. And because I loved him, I 
believed him. I just 
no longer believed 
in me.

In a nutshell: when 
something is truly 
difficult, bright, tal-
ented, creative girls 
often interpret our 
struggle as proof 
that we just don’t 
have what it takes. 
That whatever 
smartness, clever-
ness, and goodness 
we have (or haven’t) 
is inborn — un-
changeable. Innate. 
Part of a “you’ve-
got-it-or-you-don’t” 
package. And being 
on the spectrum 
adds a whole extra 
dimension to that concept. By our very nature, 
we tend to see the world in acute all-or-nothing, 
I’ve-got-this-or-I’m-an-utter-failure terms any-
way.  Bright girls, in general, are likely to see 
themselves as inadequate, and spectrum girls 
add an extra dose of intensity, anxiety, depres-
sion, and self-loathing. As soon as life experi-
ences “prove” our shortfalls, our worst fears 
are realized. The smart (or creative or imagina-
tive) person we thought we knew — well, she’s 
turned out to be a scam. Turns out — we are 
fakes. Frauds. 

though I know that’s how it can feel. 

Years ago, I was hospitalized for anorexia, and 
on some deeply-troubled level, I was actually 
proud of the “achievement.” Really. Proud of 
getting so good at losing weight, at being so 
skinny (in reality, so malnourished) that I had to 
be admitted to a hospital for a month. And you 
know what? The day before I went in-patient, I 
was still getting compliments on my uber-teeny 
jeans. And, so, I didn’t really want “recovery” 
— to lose my only coping mechanism. I felt light 
and numb and admired … until I was admitted 
and finally discov-
ered that no, I was 
just wholly sick … 
and wholly friend-
less. You see, after a 
while, you begin to 
love your addiction.

Binging. Starving. 
Compulsive exercis-
ing. All of it is about 
trying to escape 
from your own 
feelings. And for a 
while, it may feel 
like it works. For 
example, when we 
are babies and we 
get overwhelmed, 
we seek the com-
fort of nursing or 
of a bottle. That is, 
we find relief from 
our big, scary feelings by filling our mouths 
with sweet, rich tastes. It makes perfect scien-
tific sense, then, that even though we may not 
realize it, consciously, our brains (smart as they 
are) haven’t forgotten how to switch on the self-
soothing mode. Maybe we’re feeling left-out or 
defective, ashamed or insecure. The feelings get 
too big, and … for many of us, the fix is to fill 
up on treasure troves of sugar and fat: pizza, 
ice cream, cookies, cheese, chocolate. For a little 
while, the chemical relief numbs out the hurt. 
Hurt? Worry? It’s all shoved deep down beneath 

And really, why keep at what you obviously 
can’t do well when you can, to some gratifica-
tion, focus your ultra-fierce attentions on the one 
person who deserves your scorn for being such a 
failure? Yourself.

sUPEr-iMPortant, Cannot PossiBLY BE 
oVErstatEd FaCt 

I’m now going to tell it like it is because certain 
deadly, dangerous, disfiguring specters haunt 
girls on the spectrum more than any other 

population: eat-
ing disorders, cut-
ting, burning. It 
makes sense if you 
just think about it; 
genetically, we are 
prime candidates. 
We’re socially pro-
grammed to judge 
ourselves harshly. 
We’re neurologically 
wired to be rigid 
and exacting. To be 
perfectionists with 
obsessive and de-
pressive tendencies. 
To have minds that 
get stuck on some-
thing and replay the 
idea endlessly all 
day and night. And 
we don’t like to feel 
out of control. We 

are, literally, the textbook illustration of the kind 
of girl/woman most vulnerable to self-harm. 

Let’s be clear. You deserve love. And under-
standing. And compassion. You are not a mis-
take, my friend. You are not some amoral piece 
of garbage who’d do better to numb out and 
disappear. You are good at much more than 
destroying yourself. Do you hear me? Losing yet 
another pound — hiding one more scar — stuff-
ing down one more cookie — it isn’t a triumph. 
It doesn’t make you superior to anyone, even 

layers of chips or donuts. Hidden. Out of sight 
and out of mind. Until the chemical buzz begins 
to wear off … and it turns out that the feelings 
never went away. They’re still here. And worse, 
now there’s self-loathing and shame to add to 
the mix. So we punish ourselves … until the hurt 
gets too big and the cycle starts again. 

For those of us who starve ourselves, the story 
isn’t much different. We’re still trying to escape 
overwhelming feelings — of being a fraud, not 
good enough, unworthy, a failure. Instead of 
indulging in cover-up chaos, under-eaters (like I 

was) discover re-
lief - even a sense 
of power - in ar-
tificial control. At 
one point, I kept a 
spreadsheet of ev-
ery calorie, gram of 
protein, fat, carbo-
hydrate and fiber I 
ate. Every day. As 
I got hungrier and 
hungrier and then 
suddenly, somehow 
… numb (that’d be 
my brain literally 
shutting down) … 
there was a kind of 
euphoria. Even ar-
rogant achievement. 
I didn’t feel the 
hurt. I didn’t feel 
anything … except 
… trapped by my 

own rules. Afraid of dinner dates or parties or 
anything outside of my rigid routine (how very, 
very spectrummy).

What i need You to remember

When you starve, you don’t actually get away 
from anything. What really happens is this: you 
get ashamed and secretive and ever-more iso-
lated. Then, finally, when you emerge from the 
fog — if you emerge — life won’t have magically 
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turned around. You’re not a monster, and you’re 
not invisible. You’re just imperfect. And now, 
you’ll also find that you are very, very sick. 

Self-harm isn’t about attention-seeking. It’s 
about control. The reality is that there are a lot 
more things in life we can’t control than those 
we can. You can’t engineer every conversation or 
job or date or class. But you can be one-hundred-
percent in charge of how you respond to your 
triggers.  

Lastly, do not say “I’m fine” when you’re not. 
No matter how alone you feel — no matter how 
to-blame you believe you are — you aren’t. I’m 
telling you this from personal experience, my 
friend. You deserve — you need — real people 
in your life who aren’t afraid of sadness. Real 
people — parents, siblings, counselors, teachers 
— who will come closer when you cry. Who will 
put a hand softly on your shoulder or wrap you 
in a hug and say, “No, you’re not. And I’m still 
not leaving.”

Jennifer O’Toole is the creator of Asperkids LLC, 
and author of the internationally-bestselling 
Asperkids book series (2012-15). Jennifer has 
been appointed to the Autism Society of Ameri-

ca’s Advisory Panel, recognized as one of the “World’s Top As-
pie Mentors,” and is the winner of the Temple Grandin Global 
Contribution Award. She’s been featured in Scientific American, 
advised the President’s Council at the White House and col-
laborated with Sesame Street on their first autistic character. 
Jennifer is the mom of three (awesome) Asperkids, and proudly, 
is an Aspie, herself.
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t was in preschool that my mom first noticed 
a pattern that would follow me the rest of 
my childhood: I did not have any friends. It’s 

not that I didn’t have any close friends; I simply 
didn’t have any at all. At three years old, my 
preschool teacher observed that “Steve ignores 
peers and plays alone.” A year later, the teacher 
wrote, “He enjoys playing with the other chil-
dren, but his ideas must be played out.” I con-
tinued to struggle through school – both socially 
and academically – and it wasn’t until high 
school that I found my first friend.

I also discovered computers in high school 
around 1992. The private school I attended for 
kids with learning differences was on the fore-
front of individualized learning and accom-
modation and included a lab full of Macintosh 
computers. That year for Christmas, my parents 
gave me my very own Macintosh IIci, and I 
discovered an amazing new world of word pro-
cessing, graphic design, and software develop-
ment. The Macintosh came with a now-extinct 
program called HyperCard, and I spent untold 
hours building applications called “stacks.” To 
me, I had finally found something that matched 
how my brain is wired; I was hooked.

After high school, I bought a desktop computer 
and proceeded to spend up to eighteen hours 
a day for the next six months teaching myself 
the basics of software development, enough to 
get my first junior level job. A few years later, I 
discovered the Microsoft developer community, 
both online and offline, and I began regularly 
attending developer events. A few years after 
that, I started speaking. And it was through that 

community, and shared interests among fellow 
geeks, that I found friends.

Over the next seventeen years, I went on to be 
a four-time Microsoft MVP award recipient, 
worked for Microsoft, and spoke about software 
technologies at over 120 events across North 
America. Despite my accomplished career and 
technical aptitude, I faced numerous struggles 
in the traditional workplace because of my 
Autism-related challenges. I struggled to find 
work, to interview well, and most significantly, 
to cope with the workplace environment, and I 
am not alone. Some studies suggest as many as 
80-90% of autistic individuals are unemployed 
or underemployed, representing over six mil-
lion adults in the United States alone. And yet, 
autistic people often tend to have incredible 
cognitive abilities like attention to detail; intense 
focus; creative, out-of-the-box problem-solving 
skills; honesty and loyalty. Frankly, these are 
people we should be hiring and perhaps even 
more so in technology careers.

In May of 2012, I was professionally diagnosed 
with Asperger’s, and to call it profoundly trans-
formational would be a great understatement. 
Through it, I finally found answers and justifi-
cation for a lifetime of struggles. As I set out to 
learn everything I could about this thing called 
Autism over the next four years, I talked with 
countless autistic individuals as well as parents, 
educators, and clinicians. One of the clear and 
compelling themes through all of their stories 
was the need for viable career options that 
remove the barriers to success in the workplace 
for this highly capable workforce. I started to 

autism in the Workplace:
Finding Friends and Opportunity through technology

i

ZOOM IN

By STEvE ANDREWS
FOUNDER AND CEO, PLATINUM BAy TECHNOLOGIES

http://www.platinumbay.com
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wonder, what if I could com-
bine my newly-gained knowl-
edge and personal experience 
of Autism with my technical 
expertise to create a success-
ful workplace for technically 
capable autistic adults?

I set out to create and launch a 
first-of-its-kind workplace that 
removes the barriers to sustain-
able employment for autistic 
individuals. My dream was to 
create a company that offers 
software engineering career 
opportunities with competitive 
salaries and benefits, not a dis-
ability wage. Platinum Bay, the 
company I created, is designed 
to provide a level of accom-
modation most employers are 
unable to match today.

For sensory and social chal-
lenges, our entire company 
works remotely so that our 
people can choose the envi-
ronment that works best for 
them. Additionally, all of our 

project managers have exten-
sive Autism training to under-
stand the unique challenges 
of our employees and how to 
maximize the potential of those 
employees at the individual 
level. Everything from how we 
interview to how we manage 
projects and teams to how we 
communicate has been custom 
designed from the ground up 
for autistic success, including 
non-speaking individuals.

Our guiding philosophy is 
what I call compassionate 
optimism – being compassion-
ate to the sometimes nuanced 
challenges that our employees 
face and being optimistic about 
their potential and supportive 
of them in realizing it. Ulti-
mately, within the software 
development community, I was 
able to find friends and discov-
er my own individual success. 
My vision for Platinum Bay is 
to create a space where autistic 
software engineers feel com-

fortable and supported so that 
they can reach their highest 
potential and, like me, maybe 
make a few friends along the 
way.

Steve is a seventeen-year 
software veteran with 
significant experience 
designing, developing, and 

integrating business software, data, and 
processes for international software com-
panies and mid-sized businesses. Steve 
is a four-time Microsoft MVP Award 
recipient for Visual Studio ALM and has 
served on the board of several industry 
groups. Steve regularly gives his time 
as a technology mentor in the greater 
Los Angeles area and beyond. Steve is a 
frequent technology conference speaker 
across North America on both technology 
and Autism.

ABOUT PLATINUM BAy 
TECHNOLOGIES, SPC

Platinum Bay delivers mission critical 
custom software so that our customers 
can maintain less and innovate more. 
We have a strong focus on the human 
experience and high quality code to 
reduce long-term code cost. We deliver 
personalized solutions that are simple to 
use, highly maintainable, and integrate 
seamlessly with an intense focus on detail 
and creative out-out-the-box problem 
solving. To learn more about Platinum 
Bay, please visit our website: 
http://www.platinumbay.com.
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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

Investment products: Are Not FDIC Insured Are Not Bank Guaranteed May Lose Value

CRPC® is a registered service mark of the College for Financial Planning.
Neither Merrill Lynch nor its Financial Advisors provide tax, accounting or legal advice. Clients should review 
any planned financial transactions or arrangements that may have tax, accounting or legal implications with 
their personal professional advisors.
Merrill Lynch Wealth Management makes available products and services offered by Merrill Lynch, 
Pierce, Fenner & Smith Incorporated (“MLPF&S”), a registered broker-dealer and member SIPC, and other 
subsidiaries of Bank of America Corporation (“BofA”).

The Bull Symbol, Merrill Lynch Personal Investment Advisory, Merrill Lynch and Life’s better when we’re 
connected are trademarks of Bank of America Corporation.  
© 2014 Bank of America Corporation. All rights reserved.  
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Your most  
important goals 
aren’t just  
financial ones

http://www.platinumbay.com
http://www.wealthmanagement.ml.com/wm/pages/Special-Needs-Financial-Services.aspx
http://www.platinumbay.com
http://fa.ml.com/menick-friese
http://fa.ml.com/menick-friese
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Sensory–Friendly 

Summer 
Must Haves...5

songmics LArge picnic BLAnket por-
tABLe BeAch mAt tote

Do you have a loved one who doesn’t like 
to sit on the itchy grass or sticky sand? If so, 
this portable mat may be an affordable solu-
tion. While the description says it is a blanket, 
reviewers say it is not as soft as a traditional 
fleece-type picnic blanket, but they love that 
this mat is large enough for a family of 4 and 
waterproof. We love that it folds up and has 
its own carrying case so that it can be thrown 
in the back of the car and used when needed. 
At only $15 we think this is a summertime 
picnic or beach must-have for sure. 

stAy puts

If you are sensitive to bright sunlight but have 
a hard time keeping sunglasses in place, this 
just might be the perfect answer for you. This 
stylish, soft silicone piece fits most glasses and 
sunglasses styles. Plus, they are made for both 
KIDS & ADULTS! $8.55 per pair. 

swimLids

The bright sun can cause more than a sun-
burn. For those that are sensitive to light, that 
big ball of sunshine can be a huge problem. 
This is why we like Swimlids. These hats are 
light and made from a 50+ SPF fabric. You can 
wear them in and out of the water, and they 
dry quickly when wet. The nylon/spandex-
type fabric makes for a comfortable fit yet 
is snug enough that it won’t come off when 
jumping in the pool, riding on a boat or enjoy-
ing a windy beach day. They come in both 
children and adult sizes, many different col-
ors/prints and cost under $15.

the wet Brush 

After a day of fun in the pool or at the beach, 
the last thing you want is a battle over brush-
ing out tangled messy hair. That is where this 
brush may help. The poly tips are extremely 
gentle and ideal for sensitive scalps. At only $9 
and available at many drugstores, beauty sup-
pliers and directly from the manufacture, it is 
well worth the try. 

Summer – a wonderful time of year filled with lazy days, picnics, romping on the beach and sipping 
lemonade while enjoying the sunshine. But if you or your child has sensory issues, the bright light, 
sticky sand or itchy grass can be a challenge. That is why we love these five products we feature be-
low as they all cost under $20 and offer some solutions to those sensory challenges. We know that no 
two people are alike and that what works for one person may not for another, but at less than $20, we 
think these ‘must haves’ are worth trying. 

(Note: Zoom Autism Magazine LLC is not in any way being paid to advertise these products, nor do we guar-
antee that they will work for you or your situation, nor are we responsible for anything that happens if you try 
them. We just think they are pretty cool and wanted to share them with you. As with any product, we recom-
mend that you do your own research and consult with experts to see if they are right for you.) 

sAnd-off™ dry Body wAsh 

If you or your child love the beach but can’t stand the sand sticking to your 
skin, this just might be the answer. This mitt is worn like a glove so that the 
soft terry side can be wiped across the skin to remove sand, grass clippings 
or other debris. It uses an all-natural, talcum-free powder that is unscented 
and even works with suntan lotion or perspiration. The tactile sensation of 
the mitt rubbing against the skin can also have a calming effect for some 
sensory seekers. The cost is $8.99, and you can get about 40 uses out of 
each mitt.  

http://www.kidsbrighteyes.com/collections/stay-puts/products/stay-puts-clear
http://www.thewetbrush.com/index.php/ 
http://swimlids.com/
http://www.amazon.com/Songmics-Blanket-Waterproof-Backing-Camping/dp/B00TGRLJ94/ref=cm_cr_arp_d_pdt_img_top?ie=UTF8
http://www.streammachinestore.com/store/products/pool-and-beach-toys-and-games/sand-off-wipe-off-mitt-blue-water-sports-81110-3.htm
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By MariPat roBison

“Bridging” the Autism gAp & Creating 
“WrongPlanet” in a Very right Way
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utistic Alex Plank is the owner of Wrongplanet.
net, a community for individuals with autism 
that he co-created with Dan Grover when he 

was 17.  Alex is also an autism advocate and interna-
tional speaker, most recently speaking at the United 
Nations for Autism Awareness Day. He worked as 
a consultant for the FX series The Bridge and, as a 
filmmaker with partner Noah Trevor, made the (not 
released) documentary Shameful about the mistreat-
ment of autistics in France. Alex’s biggest obstacle – 
finding and making friends – was the very thing that 
led him to success.

mp: You were 9 years old when you found out 
you were on the spectrum. What do you remem-
ber about that discovery and your reaction to it? 

pLAnk: I remember looking through some 
papers in my parents’ room, and I found the 
document that had the diagnosis on it, and then 
I confronted them and said, ”What is this?“ 
They were going to tell me, but they hadn’t yet 
figured out what they were going to say. 

I think at the time 
I felt ashamed 
because I felt 
there was some-
thing wrong with 
me. At first, it 
just made me feel 
bad about myself 
because when 
you’re 9 years old, 
you see things 
differently; things are either bad or good. 

Obviously, now, I don’t feel that way. Asperg-
er’s isn’t something that needs to be cured. It 
just gives me a different outlook. By the time I 
was a teenager, I would go online and try to find 
other people like me, and that led to me creating 
Wrong Planet.

mp: Were you always pretty smart?

pLAnk: Yeah, I guess. In elementary school I 

had my first IQ test, and the principal told my 
parents it was the highest score they had seen … 
ever, maybe. That’s why it was confusing that 
they were looking for something to be ‘wrong 
with me’ because I was this really smart kid, 
and they didn’t land on autism until later on.

 mp: It seems like your parents exposed you to 
many different pursuits in childhood.
 
pLAnk: My parents were really supportive and 
got me into a lot of activities. I was on the swim 
team, I mountain biked, played clarinet and was 
in the youth orchestra. Some of these things I 
still do today, and it played a part in helping me 
find my special interests.

mp: What were some of the toughest things you 
had to overcome in childhood?

pLAnk: Not knowing how to make friends was 
really hard for me. I got bullied a lot, the teach-
ers didn’t really understand me, and so it was 

pretty hard to 
be in school. 

mp: Looking 
back now, are 
there people 
you knew then 
who you think 
might have 
been on the 
spectrum? 

pLAnk: I tended to be friends with nerds and 
geeks, so I think most of the people that I was 
friends with were probably somewhere on the 
spectrum. 

mp: How is today’s world different for autistic 
kids than when you were young?

pLAnk: There’s a lot more support out there. 
When I was a kid, I didn’t know anyone else 
on the spectrum and I never went to any real 

A

life support group, which is why I created 
Wrong Planet. I was seeking other people who 
had gone through the same experiences as me. 
There’s more knowledge 
now. People are more likely 
to get a diagnosis. In general, 
I think there’s more accep-
tance.
 
mp:  You created the Wrong 
Planet site when you were 
still in high school. What 
was your original vision, and 
where is the site today?
 
pLAnk: I created Wrong 
Planet with Dan Glover in 
2004.  He’s since moved on to other things, but 
basically, we wanted to create the essential place 
for everything related to autism. We had articles 
and people submitting poetry, stories, etc. It 
really touched a lot of people in a big way. In 

the first few days, we had maybe a few hundred 
members. 

There are so many messages, 
like on the forums; there are 
millions of comments. When 
you search for stuff on the 
site, older threads will pop 
up, and it’s cool to see those. 
We have a lot more people 
writing articles. When we 
launched Autism Talk TV, it 
pretty much propelled the 
video. We got a lot of interest 
from that.

Today, Wrong Planet is a 
web community designed 

for individuals with Autism, Asperger’s Syn-
drome, ADHD, PDDs, and other neurological 
differences (and parents/professionals related 
to them). We have a discussion forum where 

Plank with The Bridge star Diane Kruger

“… don’t see

rejection as a 
bad thing; just see 

it as a part of 
the process.”
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members communicate with each other, an 
article section with exclusive articles and how-
to guides, a blogging feature, and a lot more. 
We now have 100,000 registered members and 
usually get up to around 20,000 unique visitors 
a day. 

mp: How do you think Wrong Planet has made 
a difference in people’s lives?

pLAnk: The most popular aspect of Wrong 
Planet is the discussion forum. Members find 
the most value in connect-
ing with one another. It’s 
an aspect of their lives that 
they find very important. 
Many members have gone 
their entire lives being 
disconnected and feeling 
alone, so the opportunity 
for community is some-
thing that’s valuable and 
game changing for a lot 
of people. People feel like 
they’ve finally found their 
“tribe;” they finally belong 
somewhere.

 
mp: You graduated from 
George Mason University 
with a degree in film and 
video studies. Tell us about 
your college experience, 
and do you have any ad-
vice for others?

pLAnk: Good. It was a very big growing ex-
perience for me. I learned a lot about making 
friends. For kids that are out there considering 
college and trying to make friends: don’t see 
rejection as a bad thing; just see it as a part of 
the process. You’re not going to get along with 
everyone, so if some people don’t want to be 
your friend, I wouldn’t take that personally.

 
mp: A few years back, you packed yourself up 
and moved to LA. Why? What kinds of issues 

did you have to deal with in order to do that?

pLAnk:  There are more opportunities out here 
for film stuff, and I wanted to have those op-
portunities, so I packed up my Range Rover and 
went with a buddy. I didn’t have a job, but I did 
have the website. I was worried that I would get 
there and not support myself financially. Find-
ing work was a struggle, but I was doing video 
projects for a few nonprofits. I had speaking 
engagements, so I was able to travel to different 
places as well.

mp: Tell us about your 
involvement with FX’s The 
Bridge.

pLAnk:  I was in LA a 
couple of years before I 
started working on The 
Bridge. An executive at FX 
called and, basically, he 
asked me questions on the 
phone about autism and 
about a character that they 
were developing on this 
TV show. Then the writer 
called, and I was asked to 
meet with the lead actress 
(Diane Kruger). I guess the 
meeting went well because 
after the meeting I got an 
email from the executive 
producer, who said that 

Diane loved me, and they invited me to work on 
the series.

The character’s autism is never really men-
tioned; you don’t know if she even knows it. 
It’s just addressed in the behaviors and relation-
ships she has. The problem with a lot of shows 
is that they usually have a stereotypical charac-
ter with Asperger’s. They just go through and 
give them all the symptoms and then they make 
a big deal out of it.

The Bridge isn’t about autism or Asperger’s; it’s 
about the character, and that just happens to 

“Asperger’s 
isn’t something 
that needs to 

be cured. it just 

gives me a 

different 
outlook.”

mailto:ZoomAutism@gmail.com
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That’s a powerful thing to be able to connect like 
that. It allows people who have trouble connect-
ing with people in real life to find others. If the 
Internet didn’t exist, they might never have been 
able to do that.

Maripat Robison is an international speaker and 
writer, leading workshops on loving someone 
with autism. A retired television executive and 
magazine publisher, Maripat has raised two neu-

rodiverse kids and is married to John Elder Robison. Maripat is 
the author of the popular blog and forthcoming book, I Married 
a Geek.

be a part of who she is. It’s not 
overdone. For two years I was 
on set every day with Diane 
and worked with her and gave 
her ideas. I was just there to 
make sure it was accurate. I 
worked with the writers. We 
would work through an impor-
tant scene where Asperger’s 
played a huge part in her reac-
tion to something. 

I learned a lot about how the 
TV business 
operates. One 
really cool thing 
is that they 
gave me a re-
curring role on 
the show. I had 
wanted to have 
a part on the 
show, and at 
one point there 
was a part open 
for an intern. 
I did the table 
read, and right after the read 
they clapped and then gave me 
the part. 

mp: Why were you drawn to 
the industry?

pLAnk: The whole entertain-
ment industry for me is enter-
taining and rewarding. Having 
a creative outlet is fun for me. 
Acting is fun for me because I 
get to pretend to be someone 
else. The consulting side is fun, 
and writing is enjoyable be-
cause you get to create things 
that weren’t there before. I’ve 
always loved watching TV; it 
was an escape for me, a way 
to see people talking without 

having to do it myself. I used 
it for social modeling because I 
didn’t know how to act. 

mp: What do you believe have 
been the greatest obstacles 
you’ve had to overcome in 
your life, school, and career?

pLAnk: The greatest obstacles 
for me have been social ones. 
I’ve spent a lot of time learning 
social intelligence and a lot of 

time early on trying to make 
friends and failing. I’ve since 
learned social skills. But I still 
struggle some with executive 
functioning.

mp:  Tell us a little about the 
process of making the docu-
mentary Shameful.

pLAnk: Well, first, it’s not re-
leased, but we went to France 
and found that people were 
feeling hopeless because there 
was little support for their kids. 

Kids are being tortured. It’s 
called packing, where they 
wrap the children in frozen 

sheets. They want to shock the 
system of the kid. It’s a so-
called “treatment” for autism 
that doesn’t work. I don’t think 
they even have a rationale for 
it; they just do it. The psychia-
trists have all these theories 
about sexuality in the mother, 
and they blame the mother 
for the autism. It’s really back-
wards and shameful.
 
We traveled throughout France 

documenting 
countless fami-
lies struggling 
to get support 
for their autistic 
children. I was 
already going 
to speak at a 
conference in 
Denmark and 
then went to 
Amsterdam and 
stayed in Lon-
don for a day. I 

liked speaking in Europe. 

mp: You do a lot of public 
speaking all over the world. 
What were the difficulties you 
had to surmount in order to do 
that?

pLAnk: I always enjoy pub-
lic speaking because, unlike 
speaking with someone in 
person, you don’t have to deal 
with social reactions. I don’t 
have to look anyone in the 
eye; I don’t have to do any of 
that. I’ve had so much anxiety 
in social situations that doing 
something like speaking to a 
group of people, for me, is not 
anxiety inducing. Obviously, 

“i think the internet 
was invented for 

autistics.”

I’m anxious that I’ll do well, though.

mp: You spoke at the UN on World Autism Day. 
What was the most important part of your mes-
sage?

pLAnk: One of the questions they asked was 
“What is an important thing that doesn’t get 
addressed?” It was World Autism Awareness 
Day, but really the most important thing is ac-
ceptance, not just awareness. I talked about the 
importance of autistic communities. 

I think the Internet was invented for autistics. 
People who don’t like eye contact, people who 
have trouble processing things in real time can 
write a message on a computer, and then they 
can go away and wait, and then someone can 
respond, and then they can look at the response 
and think about what to say and then write it 
without having to deal with any of the social 
anxiety. 

Now Available on Amazon, 
Barnes & Noble.com and at 
any book seller upon request

http://www.aukids.co.uk/ 
http://www.amazon.com/Dont-Freak-Guide-Parenting-Aspergers/dp/0983990042/ref=tmm_pap_title_0 
http://maripatrobison.blogspot.com
http://maripatrobison.blogspot.com
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’ve never been one of those people who 
would, with a straight face, proclaim to love 
a challenge. Generally speaking, I avoid 

challenges. Challenges are the reason man 
invented sofas and television. If we truly loved 
challenges, we would be perfectly happy to 
assume a seated position without any physical 
support beneath us, and real conversation with 
loved ones would have to pass for entertain-
ment. Perhaps I’m projecting here, but 
it seems our ancestors simply 
weren’t up for the head-
achy challenges 
of squatting 
around in chair-
less rooms and 
conversing with 
neighbors, which 
is why my sofa 
not only reclines 
but also has little 
speakers in it so I 
can hear the TV bet-
ter when my kids are 
trying to tell me some-
thing.

Despite my aversion to challenges, I am in 
some ways a fan of obstacles. I really couldn’t 
care less about the challenge of overcoming an 
obstacle — having to conquer anything is just a 
nuisance. No, what delights me about obstacles 
is they keep things interesting. Obstacles break 
up the mundane and present us with opportu-
nities to discover new things, new abilities, new 
ways of feeling or behaving or thinking.

I

retOuch By DAvID FINCH

In mountain biking, we reserve the word obsta-
cle for any feature of the trail that could invite 
serious personal injury, death, or, in the worst 
case, damage to a pricey carbon frame. Ob-
stacles in this context are things like large rocks, 
fallen trees, and the legs of the person who just 
wiped out in front of you. The goal in mountain 
biking is not to avoid these objects but rather 
to seek them out and ride over them. Again, for 
some this is all about the challenge — which, 
to me, suggests a certain degree of insanity. I 
simply enjoy the ride more when I have some-

thing to respond to on 
the trail. 

In life, similarly, the 
fun comes not from 
avoiding obstacles 
but from using 
them to your ad-
vantage. The trick 
is knowing how 
to handle what-
ever the path 
throws at you. 

Preparation is impor-
tant; getting past obstacles always 

involves some amount of maneuvering and 
strategy. Mountain bikers prepare for trail ob-
structions by practicing on similar, less gnarly 
features. For example, when learning how to 
ride over the trunks of fallen trees, I started 
by riding over downed limbs and seeking out 
larger objects once I was comfortable with those. 
In the workplace, I’d always found the requi-
site social interaction between coworkers to be 
something of an obstruction. It was a potentially 
career-limiting aversion, and so I began practic-
ing my banter, pushing myself to sidle up to a 
colleague’s desk and just start talking — about 

"Despite my aversion 

to challenges,  I am in some

ways a fan of obstacles.  

"

The Wisdom of Obstacles

dogs, about their weekend, anything. It was a 
completely unnatural thing for me to do, but in 
mastering the art of workplace conversation, I 
learned invaluable lessons that have enriched 
my life: how to chat up a stranger whose shoes 
you like, when to terminate a tricky conversa-
tion, how to make it appear as though you’re 
paying attention when someone is blathering on 
about a topic you foisted upon them. 
 
The larger the obstacle, the greater the opportu-
nity for growth it presents. In the woods not far 
from my house there are a few bike trails that, 
until this past week, I couldn’t ride. They were 
too sketchy and required more technique than I 
had developed. But this week, at the encourage-
ment of a friend, I threw fear aside and went for 
it on one of the more difficult downhill tracks. 
The literal obstacles in this case included clus-
ters of large stones, tangly tree roots, and deep 
drop-offs, all along a steep downhill grade. In 
each of these features was an opportunity to 
grow as a rider, and now, having sought out 
the obstacles and learned from them, I am able 
to ride more differentiated terrain than I could 
before. But as recently as last week, I saw the 
obstacles purely as challenges; in avoiding 
them, I had been limiting my abilities and my 
options as a rider.
 
Preparation and bravado will get you so far, but 

obstacles become opportunities when we don’t 
fall to them. How do we not fall to obstacles? 
We accept them, we let them bump us around, 
and we keep moving forward until they’re 
behind us. I’ve mentored teens on the spectrum 
who have been so sheltered by well-meaning 
and loving parents that they don’t know how 
to accept an obstacle when it shows up in their 
path. As a parent myself, I know how difficult 
it is to watch your children approach obstacles 
and actually let them figure it out on their own. 
But every obstacle in life is rich with wisdom 
waiting to be tapped, and when we don’t allow 
ourselves to make room for obstacles —when 
we resist them or struggle through them or 
blame them for our failure to move forward —
we are cheating ourselves out of that wisdom.
 
As a cyclist, you simply have to accept that the 
trail gets rocky and let the bike move beneath 
you as it meets tough terrain. In life, too, this is 
the only sure path to the other side of an ob-
stacle.
 
Of course, when the trail knocks you around too 
much, your best bet is to hop off the bike, grab 
some Mega Stuff Oreos, and watch TV on the 
sofa until you pass out.

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. 

http://davidfinchwriter.com/lectures
http://davidfinchwriter.com/lectures
http://davidfinchwriter.com/lectures
http://davidfinchwriter.com/lectures
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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 

NEW APP FOR AUTISM 

YOUR AD HERE
IF YOU ARE READING THIS, SO ARE YOUR POTENTIAL CUSTOMERS!

With a combined reach of over 118,000 readers, 
ZOOM Autism Magazine is the quickest way to 

reach the autism community! 

For more advertising information, ad specs and rates, 
visit our webpage www.zoomautism.org or email us at 

zoomautism@gmail.com.

YOUR AD HERE
IF YOU ARE READING THIS, SO ARE YOUR POTENTIAL CUSTOMERS!

http://davidfinchwriter.com/lectures
http://www.communicationtoolbox.org
http://www.felicity-house.org/
http://www.zoomautism.org
http://www.zoomautism.org
mailto:zoomautism@gmail.com
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Learning to 

Prompt, 
not Push

Common prompting 

tips and the correct 

way to use them

by: Christina MaCneal

her son. RPM has become a tried and true way 
for autistic children and adults to communicate 
through a lot of dedication, practice, patience 
and consistency. Soma runs a well-known center 
called HALO where she teaches autistic individ-
uals RPM, helping to give those without a voice 
the ability to communicate. (For more informa-
tion go to halo-soma.org.)

(Editor’s Note: RPM uses a variety of response 
modes to prompt an autistic person rather than push. 
Because you may not be familiar with how these two 
things differ or how easily prompting can turn into 
pushing, Christina gives a few brief examples below.)

Visual Prompt
This can be a picture of an activity that needs 
to be done, such as taking a bath or shower. 

Have the person on 
the spectrum choose 
that day’s routine 
(pictures) and order 
in which activities 
will be done. This 
way it can be seen 
and become a routine 
that we with autism 
come to rely on and 
something we can 
not only count on but 
can gauge time by. 

This soothes anxiety and takes the guessing out 
of what will happen next, making activities go 
much smoother; it empowers us as we choose 
when we will be able to handle that particular 
activity. Not to mention we can never pass up 
the chance to line things in a row! Also keep in 
mind that most autistic people are visual learn-
ers and respond best to visual cues.

Visual Push
Pushing isn’t always what we imagine in our 
minds. We deal with people never willing to 
fully wait for us to process information before 
either answering for us or throwing too many 

utism is intrinsically a large part of who 
I am. These days, I like who I am, and 
that feels amazing. It wasn’t always this 

way. Growing up, I was constantly pushed and 
felt that I always fell short. I will never forget 
the crossed arms and blank faces of the adults 
around me shaking their heads left to right and 
back again while turned toward me. This was 
my personal mascot, so to speak, that I had 
come to know as what could only be described 
as an example of all my faults, perceived flaws, 
screw-ups and never, ever was or would be 
good-enoughs. I carried this for years, well into 
my 20s, and it shaped who I was with, what 
I put up with, friends I chose and my percep-
tions of other human beings. This cycle of be-
ing a never-ending disappointment wore my 
self-confidence, worth and self-esteem down 
until I remember thinking I didn’t have any 
of those things left to lose. Why do I bring up 
this depressing 
textbook story of 
how not to treat 
your kid? So that 
you’ll remember 
this article and 
my story when 
you start to push 
your autistic 
child that one 
step too far.

Bottom line: 
spare your kid the money, hours and pain, and never, 
EVER push.  Instead … always prompt!

rPM, tito and Soma
I can’t possibly talk about prompting and au-
tism without first giving as much information 
as I can about RPM, otherwise known as Rapid 
Prompting Method. RPM is synonymous with 
one name, OK maybe two – Soma and her son 
Tito. Tito is a brilliant nonverbal autistic adult 
and advocate who is also the author of The Mind 
Trees and The Gold of the Sun Beams. He was 
taught RPM by his mother Soma, who created 
this method out of a lack of other options for 

a

"growing up, i was 

constantly pushed 
and felt that i always 

fell short."
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http://www.halo-soma.org
http://www.halo-soma.org
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options/suggestions at us at one given time. Remember, most of 
us lack the communication skills to express that this is frustrating, 
and over time this builds into a meltdown. This is a very fine line, 
yet it is still pushing someone as you are no longer listening to the 
autistic person’s wants or needs. Lesson: Give time to respond and 
process. For us it’s like being interrupted constantly.

gestural Prompt
This is basically what it sounds like; you are using your body to 
indicate a response. Here is a good example of this: You are wait-
ing for a response from a person with autism after first trying the 
visual prompt, which didn’t work. You then point in the most 
exact proximity as possible to where the person with autism needs 
to go, allowing plenty of time and keeping your gesture the same.

gestural Push
We feel everything, so if you communicate with an attitude and at 
the same time start raising your voice and overly gesturing out of 
frustration with people watching, expect a negative response with 
one of the following occurring: tantrum, outburst, meltdown or 
shutdown.

Again, we are just like everyone else, and human nature makes us 
all want to fit in and avoid conflict for the most part. Lesson: If you 
want a positive reaction from us, then present an experience and 

attitude that reflects what you 
would like to see. There is a lot 
of pressure put on getting the 
“correct” answer; try instead 
looking at it as a multiple 
choice question. No one does 
well when they feel like they 
are constantly falling short.

Verbal Prompt
I think one of my favorite ver-
bal prompts is as follows as I 
am a very visual learner. Have 
four pre-chosen responses to 
questions, one of which should 
always be “other,” and write 
the words in visual sight of 
the autistic person. It is a very 
quick response system and 
is easy for both parties. This 
type of verbal prompt is also 
good for select mutism during 
tough times. Remember to get 
the true answer by asking the 
questions in alternate order a 
second time. This can then be 
used for pointing if nonverbal 
or experiencing select mutism 
or can be verbally answered by 
someone who is verbal. Les-
son: There is a huge difference 
between communicating and 
the ability to speak; also, use 
what works for that person or 
yourself and mix and match 
tools to be most effective.

Verbal Push
I consider this to be very 
straight forward. If you are 
speaking down to, over, 
around, or raising your voice 
for reasons other than hear-
ing or safety issues, you have 
crossed the line and are push-

Photo by Christina MacNeal.

ing. It’s that simple. Lesson: 
If you are frustrated, do not 
attempt to direct the autistic 
person, and please keep in mind 
that if you are frustrated, the 
autistic person is also.

Propositional Prompt
I will put myself out there for 
this one. I care for about five 
foods. I will forget to eat. Food 
refusal can last for days that 
can easily turn into almost a 
week. I will walk past the food, 
at times even the five foods I 
will eat, and not initiate. Op-
positely, if non-heated instant 
brown sugar oatmeal with just 
water is placed in front of me, 
I will engage and eat it. This 
is a great fussy, food-refusing 
method and works 
very well, given that 
there are no sensory 
issues with the pre-
sented food. Lesson: 
It’s neither lazi-
ness nor protest, but 
sometimes, as much 
as we would like 
to engage, we can’t 
make our bodies and 
minds work with us 
and in sync.

Propositional Push
You have placed the item(s) in 
front of the autistic person for 
the sixth time in a row, and 
each response from the person 
is getting more intense in a 
negative way, yet you still pro-
ceed to do so. This is not only 
pushing, but also, it is being a 
bully and not good for anyone, 

so just don’t. It’s beyond disre-
spectful and rude.

Physical Prompt
Often called the hand-over-
hand method, it sounds so 
much cuter than it actually is. 
I am not here to judge. I am, 
however, an autistic person 
who experiences everything 
differently than my neuro-typ-
ical counterparts, and I assure 
you that I do not like to be 
touched without fair warning 
and given consent. Here is the 
bottom line with these types 
of prompts: Unless the person 
is harming himself, someone 
else or is in direct danger of 
some sort, it is never okay to 
put your hands on someone 
who either cannot tell you no 

or who cannot make his body 
work well enough to remove 
your hands. It is, again, in my 
opinion, disrespectful, belit-
tling and ultimately tells that 
person that it is okay for people 
to touch them regardless of 
their wants, needs and feel-
ings. That’s not only a wrong 
message, it’s a dangerous and 
harmful one. Anything beyond 
a tap on the shoulder or el-

bow, hand or other previously 
discussed and chosen body 
part of the autistic person is a 
push and unacceptable. Lesson: 
Would you touch anyone else 
other than the autistic person 
in your life to get them to do 
what you were wanting in this 
way? If not, then don’t do it to 
us either.

Physical Push
Please read above and repeat 
after me: Putting your hands 
on someone who is not in 
danger or in danger of hurting 
someone else without prior dis-
cussion and consent is not ac-
ceptable behavior. Please stop 
doing this to autistic people as 
it is wrong. The end.

Christina MacNeal is an 
autistic writer, activist, 
public speaker, the founder 
of two nonprofits, and a 

two-time Editor in Chief and communi-
cations director. You can contact Chris-
tina at christinamacneal@gmail.com.

"if you want a positive reaction 
from us, then present an experience and 

attitude that reflects what you 
would like to see."

mailto:christinamacneal@gmail.com
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Positive Mind, Positive life 

t

BALANCE

What negative 
thoughts do to your 
brain
Negative emotions narrow our 
thoughts and cause our brains 
to act in a singular way. This 
instinctive reaction is useful 
if you find yourself in a life 
or death situation. If you are 
walking down the street and a 
giant grizzly bear steps in your 
path, the negative emotion 
of fear may cause you to run 
away. Your brain ignores all 
other options, such as picking 
up a rock, climbing a tree, or 
even calling for help, because 
they seem irrelevant. While 
running away may be a good 
choice if you ever find yourself 
toe to toe with a grizzly, if we 
constantly live in a state of fear, 
anger or worry, we put our-
selves in an instinctive flight or 
fight mode, which prevents our 
brains from seeing the other 
options and choices that sur-
round us. Therefore, we can 
miss out on all sorts of possi-
bilities. 

how to think Positive
What can you do to promote 
positive thinking? Well, any-

thing that sparks feelings of 
happiness, satisfaction and love 
will work, but if you are truly 
lost as to where to start, you 
can try one of these three ideas. 

1. Meditate. Meditating 
regularly can help to shift 
negative thought patterns as 
well as improve concentration 
and slow the loss of brain cells. 
Don’t know where to begin? 
Here is the link to a great ar-
ticle that suggests some apps 
that you can download to help 
you get started. 

2. start a gratitude 
journal. A study published 
in the Journal of Research in 
Personality examined a group 
of undergraduate students. 
Ninety pupils were divided 
into two groups. The first 
group was told to write about 
an intensely positive experi-
ence each day for three consec-
utive days. The second group 
wrote about a control topic. 
Three months later, the stu-
dents who wrote about positive 
experiences were found to have 
better mood levels, fewer visits 
to the health center, and fewer 
illnesses. Training your brain to 
concentrate on the good things 

instead of the bad can not only 
improve your mental attitude, 
but also, it may improve your 
health.

3. schedule time to 
play each day. We sched-
ule meetings, conference calls 
and doctors’ appointments, 
but when was the last time you 
scheduled time to just have 
fun? It’s time to give yourself 
permission to enjoy life and al-
low positivity in. 

If you’re prone to negative 
thinking, all this talk about 
how bad it is may seem dis-
heartening. It’s easy to assume 
that we have no control over 
our thoughts. After all, they 
often pop up out of nowhere, 
and once they take hold, it can 
be difficult to break their grip. 
The good news is that it is 
possible to change our thought 
patterns and train our brains 
to think more positively. When 
you make the conscious deci-
sion to live a more positive life, 
you suddenly see the possibili-
ties for how your past experi-
ences fit into your future life. 

hink positive, and positive things happen.” For many of us, this has become a fluff state-
ment, something that is thrown around but not really given much merit. But research is 
now showing that positive thoughts can actually create more opportunities and help us 

build skills that can increase the value of our lives. 

http://www.soundpillow.com/product/1-new-sound-pillow-sleep-system-with-in-line-volume-control/
http://www.soundpillow.com/product/2-new-travelers-sleep-system-with-volume-control/
http://www.soundpillow.com/
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any of you may have read about the 
15-year-old autistic child from Port-
land, Oregon who was traveling with 

her parents on a major airline and was asked to 
depart the plane due to behavioral issues. As a 
parent of a nineteen-year-old son who is autis-
tic, the scene was frightening and sad. We all 
know how the emotional “tipping point” of our 
kids can be tricky to manage and predict.  This 
may be particularly true when you are in an 
unfamiliar environment.  

As the summer is approaching, I thought it 
might be helpful to review your rights as a 
passenger with a disability or someone travel-
ing with a family member with a disability. 
The Department of Transportation has some 
guidelines summarized under Title 14 CRF Part 
382. They basically state that an airline may not 
refuse transportation on the basis of a disability, 
nor may they require advanced notice that a 
person with a disability is traveling. In addition, 
airlines may not limit the number of persons 
with a disability on any flight. Can you imagine 
a plane full of young people with autism for the 
first time? As my son would say, “that would be 
awesome.”

Mandatory training is required for both airline 
and contract personnel who deal with the trav-
eling public. Airlines are required to make avail-
able specially-trained“complaints resolution 
officials” to respond to complaints from pas-
sengers; these officials must respond to written 
complaints. 

I also thought it might be helpful to list some 
traveling-with-autism tips.

• Take small steps. Taking short trips to pre-  
 dictable, familiar locations can help alleviate  

M  anxieties. 

• Plan ahead. Pictures, written descriptions 
 and videos of what lies ahead on the trip 
 may relieve anxiety. Let any necessary staff 
 know that you have a person with special 
 needs with you in advance.

• Ensure that the location is safe.  Contact a 
 concierge service or guest services represen-
 tative that might be able to grant you ad-
 vanced passes or special entry times to avoid
 crowds.

• Think about sensory issues. Travel with 
 headphones, a favorite toy for comfort in 
 bed, and tactile-friendly clothes.

• Plan your meals. Research whether or not the 
 location you are visiting has food that is 
 friendly for your child. Consider renting a 
 refrigerator for the room to house gluten-free
 treats.  

• Pack the essentials. Don’t forget soothing 
 items, books, iPad, etc. (Don’t forget the
 chargers!)

Safe travels!

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. 

The Legal Side of Traveling with a Special Needs Child

LEGISLATION LENS
BY Ed ZEtlin & Mark FriEsE
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CONNER’S LAW
If  you and your spouse were to divorce tomorrow, would you be able to financially care 

for your autistic child on your own—perhaps for your child’s lifetime?

They were told

‘They Can’t’

‘They Won’t’ 

‘They Never Will’

And they said...

WATCH US!

WE NEED YOUR HELP!
SB923 Conner’s Law passed in VA. Join our advocacy movement while we 

go state by state, changing laws as needed….
Because a disability doesn’t stop on a child’s 18th birthday. 

Conquer for Conner

https://www.facebook.com/conquerforconner/timeline/
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School’s Out
for Warmer Days

By HALEy MOSS

TO SUMMER

SHIFTING GEARS

AND ADJUSTING

the option to get up later than 
6 A.M. always sounded like a 
smart plan to me. 

Try to set up some form of 
a routine. If you are used to 
waking up at a certain time 
before the adolescence bug hits 
and there is a need to sleep 
in, try to get up at the same 
time each day and go to bed at 
the same time. It keeps some 
predictability in your schedule 
to start and end the same way 
each day, especially if you are 
a morning person. I knew, for 
instance, that my family would 
want to do things on Fridays, 
so we would work around that, 
and Fridays were part of the 
routine. Set up a family meet-
ing to discuss family outings/
activity plans, vacations, and 
other disruptions such as out-
of-town visitors so they aren’t 
surprises. 

I also think a great routine to 
set is a time to get ready for 

back to school, which usually 
is at the end of July or mid-
August. In that time, carve out 
a plan to go supply shopping, 
uniform or clothes shopping, 
and see what the fall schedule 
looks like. You can make it a 
fun family outing. I still like 
getting to pick out a new color-
ful backpack every few years 
and pretty notebooks. I found 
it helpful to know who my 
teachers were, when I would 
have classes, and if there was 
ever anything that had to be 
done before the first day or an 
orientation period. It just eases 
the transition back to the old 
routine that once again is an-
other transition out of the now-
established summer routine. 

Adventures at 
Camp Sherry
When I was a kid, the summers 
were a great time to learn, 

ummer. The very thought 
of it makes kids worldwide 
excited for a three-month 

break from school without 
homework, studying, peers, 
tests, academics, lunchroom 
dynamics, and other activities 
that happen inside and outside 
of the classroom. But for stu-
dents on the autism spectrum, 
it could be a shift in household 
dynamics and routine. There is 
typically less structure, fewer 
places to be shuttled off to, or 
a disconnect. Sometimes there 
are options like camp, which 
require making friends, leav-
ing home, or interacting with 
new people for the first time. 

What Happens in 
the Summer
At least in my experience, 
summer is always a time of 
growing and learning. Before 
I left for college, and before 
I left for law school, summer 
was the time I learned my 
life and adult skills. I learned 
how to do laundry, clean my 
apartment, cook chicken, and 
manage my schedule best in 
the summer months when I 
was at home with some guid-
ance and help. In high school, 
it was when I learned how to 
drive. Maybe it was also be-
ing a bit of a typical teenager 
as well at those points, but I 
always made a point to sleep 
in if I was able to. I was able 
to when I took online summer 
classes in college, and I tried to 
while I was in high school and 
younger, too, because having 

S
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relax, play, and spend time with my family. I 
never went to summer camp, so my mom had 
what we called “Camp Sherry,” named after 
my mom. My mom is a stay-at-home mom, and 
she would coordinate activities and fun things 
for us to do together during the summers. I 
remember summers we spent by the pool read-
ing the Harry Potter books, doing arts and crafts 
together, going to Disney World as a family 
for a weekend or so, or just going out as a fam-
ily. I was never bored. I was always learning 
something in the background too, whether it 
be social skills, how to do chores, or about my 
autism. (I learned I was on the spectrum one 
lazy day during Camp Sherry.) My mom would 
schedule times we would do things, or I had 
free time, so I would know when it was okay for 
me to tune out and play video games or with 
toys and not have to engage anyone or be busy 
with other plans. Some of my fondest memories 
were of arts and crafts times, when we would 

make soaps, Perler Bead creations, or when we 
would sit out by the pool reading the Harry Pot-
ter books out loud. Having a lot to do and hav-
ing my mom be a pseudo-camp counselor also 
made me the envy of my friends, and I always 
still smile and get a kick out of saying that I 
spent summers at Camp Sherry. (It also sounds 
cooler when you’re a kid than saying you stayed 
at home.) 

Summer Routines in College Life
I felt like my routine during college summers 
was a little bit predictable. I took more classes, 
so my schedule was still packed and full of rou-
tine. However, I took these classes online while 
I was back home with my family. It allowed me 
to work on more of my own schedule as long 
as I met course deadlines, so I was able to have 
the routine of school in the background while I 

enjoyed getting to write, draw, paint, have fun, 
and see family and friends over the summer. 
Last summer I tried to enjoy and relax a little 
bit more since it would be my last summer of 
not having to work or take classes since I was 
headed off to law school, and once I am out of 
law school, I will be working.  

Here are some of my best recommenda-
tions for summers while in postsecondary 
education:

1. Keep taking classes. 
Whether or not this is feasible depends on your 
financial situation, scholarships, loans, etc., but 
if it is, taking classes is a great way not to have 
to shift your routine too much. Typically, in 
summers the classes are more intense but short-
er, and the “downtime” is right after the end of 
the semester, much like a shortened Christmas 
or spring break before diving back in, so use the 
free time much like you would any other school 
vacation – relaxing, catching up with friends 
and family, or taking the time to do something 
you truly enjoy before going back to the grind 
of schoolwork.

Classes over the summer are also a way to 
be able to lighten your course load in the 

fall because of the credit hours, or if you 
are taking longer to graduate, it might 

shorten your time in school. Also, 
summer classes have a tendency 

to be smaller, so you might get 
some more one-on-one inter-

action with faculty. 

2. Get a job. 
A lot of people I know 
worked over the sum-
mer, and in that, they 
were able to learn ad-
ditional adult skills 
like budgeting and 

money management. Work also keeps them on 
a schedule since jobs require you to be some-
where for certain hours on specific days, and 
having extra money is always a perk when you 
are in college. Working is also empowering. 

3. Intern! 
An internship is a form of work experience. It 
may be demanding, require you to move, or be 
a “dream opportunity;” it may or may not pay 
you, and you might get school credit instead of 
payment. An internship is a lot like a job; you 
show up, get experience, and learn skills that 
are practical to what you want in a career out-
side of the classroom. Also, you get a supervisor 
who hopefully is willing to mentor you and give 
you feedback on your work so you can improve 
in a safe, supportive environment while being 
ready to tackle what comes after graduation. 

Keep in mind that you can probably do a com-
bination of these things at the same time, but 
I would try to know what you can handle and 
not burn yourself out too much. It is easy to get 
overwhelmed, and summer is not the time to be 
extra-stressed or anxious and burn out before 
the school year starts back up again!

Haley Moss is a law student at the University of 
Miami who was diagnosed with High Function-
ing Autism at age three. She is an artist and the 
author of Middle School: The Stuff Nobody 

Tells You About and A Freshman Survival Guide for Col-
lege Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders: The Stuff 
Nobody Tells You About.

http://www.amazon.com/Middle-School-Nobody-TeenageExperiences/dp/1934575623/ref=asap_B003W2IFNC?ie=UTF8
http://www.amazon.com/Middle-School-Nobody-TeenageExperiences/dp/1934575623/ref=asap_B003W2IFNC?ie=UTF8
http://www.amazon.com/Freshman-Survival-Students-Spectrum- disorders/dp/1849059845/ref=asap_B003W2IFNC?ie=UTF8
http://www.amazon.com/Freshman-Survival-Students-Spectrum- disorders/dp/1849059845/ref=asap_B003W2IFNC?ie=UTF8
http://www.amazon.com/Freshman-Survival-Students-Spectrum- disorders/dp/1849059845/ref=asap_B003W2IFNC?ie=UTF8
http://www.haleymossart.com/myART/Welcome.html
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yes, she has a brain!
By SUSAN ROTHSCHILD

i

CLOSE UP

 am a mother of two wonderful girls, Julia 
and Chloe. 

Julia, age 21, is a junior in college and trains 
assistance dogs for Four Paws. She enjoys danc-
ing, working as a 
camp counselor, 
babysitting, photog-
raphy, and hanging 
with friends.

Chloe is 23. She 
enjoys ice skating, 
pottery, painting, 
collecting books, 
Disney figurines and 
McDonald’s toys. Her 
favorite is Frozen.

Both of my girls have 
their likes and dis-
likes in life.

Julia loves learning. She is fiercely independent 
and likes to make her own decisions. She is the 
type of self-sufficient person who would most 
likely even refuse my offer to buy her groceries.

Chloe is strong-minded too, but in a different 
way. On a recent trip to the ER, she initially 
headed to pediatrics upon her doctor’s instruc-
tions. When pediatrics declined to admit her 
because of her age and we were sent to general 
admission, Chloe simply couldn’t deal. She 
couldn’t deal with going from kid-sized shoes 
to adult sizes either. As her mother, I choose 
my battles and use every opportunity to sup-

port her decisions as much as I do Julia’s. So, we 
shop in the kid’s department instead. 

Both of my girls have different likes, dislikes 
and personalities, and their future paths aren’t 

all that similar either. 
However, as their 
mother, I support 
their dreams just the 
same.  

Julia has her future 
mapped out. She 
wants to be a pedi-
atric occupational 
therapist. 

Chloe’s path, on the 
other hand, is not as 
clear. I feel Chloe’s 
opportunities and 

experiences have dictated her future. She took 
part in a two-year vocational program for early 
childhood and excelled, yet she knew right 
away that it wasn’t her future path, so she opted 
out of continuing. 

Don’t let autism fool you. Chloe has a brain and 
she knows who she is. She is a prolific writer 
and technically savvy. Sure, sometimes autism 
has limited Chloe’s opportunities, but it has 
created some for her as well. In 2011, Chloe was 
verbally assaulted at an ASD (Autism Syndrome 
Disorder) summer camp. She suffers from post-
traumatic stress as a result, but it led her on an 
unexpected journey. Not long after the assault, 
we attended a three-day conference for OCALI 

“both of my girls have 

different likes, dislikes and 

personalities, and their future paths 

aren’t all that similar either. 

however, as their mother i 
support their dreams 

just the same.”

that she has autism. “Hi. My 
name is Chloe. I have Autism. 
Sometimes going through the 
security machines can be hard 
for me. My mom is here with 
me. If you have any questions, 
please ask my mom or me.” 
One time prior to reading her 
note, an airport official was 
barking for everyone to hurry 
up and remove shoes and 
hurry along. He read Chloe’s 
note and immediately changed 
his tune. A moment later the 
command was for everyone to 
be quiet.   

As Chloe’s mother, writing 
about her journey brings up 
so many emotions but mostly 
joy for the most amazing les-
son. Autism is not a death 
sentence. It doesn’t even limit 
who or what those with it can 
become. So grab those golden 
opportunities and run with 
them. No one knows where 
they may take you. One of my 
daughters is soon to graduate 
from college, and the other is a 
nationally-known advocate. I 
am proud of them both!

Susan Rothschild lives 
in Ohio with her two 
daughters, Chloe, who is 
a 23-year old autistic self-

advocate, and Julia, who is 21 and aspires 
to be a pediatric occupational therapist. 

(Ohio Coalition for Autism of Low Incidents) in Columbus at the 
invitation of Chloe’s therapist. The plan was just to see what it 
was all about. All of the speakers were amazing, but Chloe was 
particularly moved after one speech given by an Asperger expert 
and author. Soon after that Chloe declared, “I want to stop this 
from happening to others.” And that’s when she became an advo-
cate and mentor.

Chloe has been an invited speaker for medical students, high 
school students, teachers and support staff across Ohio and even 
as far away as Oregon. She has spoken at synagogues and for 
Friendship Circle state and national conferences as far away as 
California. She writes for a national autism e-bulletin and serves 
as managing editor. Recently, she was interviewed and will be 
featured in a forthcoming documentary about trauma. During one 
of her speaking engagements, Chloe’s words affected a business 
owner so much that he later hired her as the calendar editor for 
his magazine.

I call Chloe my rock star, and I am her biggest cheerleader.

These adventures have created other opportunities for Chloe 
to educate and affect change. When we travel across the coun-
try, she wears a note around her neck informing airport officials 
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 have felt a connection with every one of our issues, but this issue covering 
the topic of overcoming obstacles and creating opportunities is especially dear 
to my heart. Conner has always been a child with a positive outlook.  Many 
people say he inherited that from me as my nickname growing up was Polly-

anna. 

Conner believes that with love, hard work, determination and faith, he can over-
come any obstacle or struggle. This does not mean it will be an easy task, but 
Conner has taught me to never give up. The timing of this issue goes perfectly 
with the Disneyworld trip, from which Conner and I just returned. We went to 
celebrate Conner’s birthday, and in Conner’s words, to take “a refresher break 
sprinkled full of magic to guide us while we change Conner’s Law state by state.” 

Conner did not speak until he was 7 years old. We were told that he would not be 
able to follow more than one simple command or communicate his feelings and 
never pass the 5th grade level. I felt that if we surrounded Conner with obstacles 
and limits, then we would take away his opportunities. I knew that with the right 
tools he could accomplish so many things. This young man now writes words he 
feels and then speaks these words at conferences and even to legislators.  

Conner’s greatest passion is Disney. I took the words of Disney—their knowl-
edge, their enthusiasm—and used them as teaching tools for my son. Countries, 
history, culture, languages, travel, animals – all these topics and more with the 
base of Disney opened doors for Conner. On this past trip we were surprised and 
honored when a group of cast members gifted Conner with a Disney Magical 
Triumph medal and plaque signed by Mickey Mouse, honoring Conner’s self-ad-
vocacy and effort in changing a law. Conner was stimming and jumping and had 
the biggest smile during the ceremony. He proudly wears his medal. That night 
he was so motivated that he wrote a list of even more things he wants to learn.  
Conner loves to learn and experience new things his way. 

i

cuMMings and gOings

We have taken things that he likes to do and 
have turned those into tools.  Conner loves to 
read, yet he struggles to understand the mean-
ing of many of the books he is reading. He 
asked me to help the book speak to him bet-
ter. So now, he reads a chapter along with his 
teacher or me, and after each chapter we speak 
about what the words mean to Conner and how 
it relates to both Conner and to others. Conner 
loves to write and writes for his popular grow-
ing page Conquer for Conner. Conner likes to 
type his post or speeches on his phone. Conner 
started typing scripts from his favorite Disney 
movies. He started adding his own words to 
change the ending or add a new adventure, and 
a love of writing evolved.    

Conner has liked cameras since he was a baby. 
He started with play cameras and worked 
up to our old cameras. He would wear one 
or two around his neck everywhere we went. 
His pictures told his story of our daily life and 
adventures.  He loves to look at the pictures on 
the camera. We signed Conner up for lessons, 
and today he is the photographer for numerous 
events to include the National Autism Society 
Convention. Conner will be walking on a path 
and start rolling on the ground to snap the pic-
ture that captures his vision. We are working on 
turning this passion into a career. 

We are so excited to read about all the obstacles 
that so many of you have overcome and the 
opportunities that you have created. We can all 
learn from each other. Each day is a new begin-
ning! 
 
Warmest regards,

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

mailto:zoomautism@gmail.com
https://www.facebook.com/conquerforconner/timeline/
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tell us about an obstacle that 
became an opportunity. 

Q & A

alt Disney once said, “All the adversity I’ve had 
in my life, all my troubles and obstacles, have 
strengthened me ... You may not realize it when 

it happens, but a kick in the teeth may be the best thing in the 
world for you.” For this issue, we asked our experts:  

W

“
”

“My hands did not work well, and most fine 
motor skills were difficult to impossible for me. 
I had therapy for years in school and private. I 
now can use my hands. At age 29 I volunteer, 
teaching others how to use their hands to be 
able to button their clothes, zip a jacket, comb 
their own hair. I can now do almost anything 
with my hands, and so can you.” 
~ toya of huntington beach, ca 

“I was bullied at school every day. They would 
take my lunch money or my lunch. Called me 
names so the other kids would laugh. I had a 
great coach teacher I liked. I finally told him 
what was happening. He worked with me after 
school with sports. Most I did not like, except 
golf. I am good at golf. Really good! In fact, the 
school golf team asked me to join. Just what I 
always wanted. I said no. I started a golf camp 
for kids who are not good at sports but want to 
be. I only have a few so far, but it is working. 
We are friends now, and we play golf together.” 
~ Matt, 17, buffalo, ny

“I am diagnosed with mitochondrial disease, 
which means most of my organs don’t get 
enough energy to function. I have multiple 
tubes and lines, I’ve had many hospital stays, 
and I spent 15 months in a nursing home—it’s 
a pretty rotten experience. But I’ve learned a 
lot, too. I’ve educated many doctors and nurses 
about autism (intentionally or not). I’m more 
flexible, bolder in my advocacy, and far better 
with organization! I’m uniquely able to support 
autistic friends when they face medical situa-
tions. Because of my worst hospital experiences, 
I found a gaping hole where autism advocacy 
is desperately needed, so now I use my voice to 
makes others aware (like I’m doing right now 
with you!). I’ve learned that something as awful 
as mito is still an opportunity to do good—and 
whether I give up or stand up and advocate is 
really my choice.” ~ lydia Wayman

“I had no friends at home or school. I was lonely 
and sad. I started a club at school to discuss my 

passion, which is Disney. Two years later it is 
one of our largest clubs, and all types of kids at 
school belong.” `~ cali, 15, of connecticut. 

“Eye contact, nemesis of the amygdala! My par-
ents always thought I was lying and punished 
me. A teacher encouraged me to look up instead 
of keeping my gaze down and shuffling along 
the hallways. But eye contact is horrific. I try to 
glance at a face, making brief eye contact. I have 
no problem looking into infant eyes or in my 
dog’s eyes. I decided I could do this. I practiced 
looking into my service dog’s big brown eyes 
and into young children’s eyes. Employment? 
Socially awkward! I like customer service. 
Encounters are quick. I smile with every facial 
muscle. I use my scripts. People smile back. 
They can be grumpy, pre-occupied, sad. I smile, 
make eye contact. They smile. The fear erupt-
ing in me is balanced by their reciprocal smiles. 
I express that sense of safety into my face and 
share both a smile—and eye contact. Affirming. 
I am astounded at the simplicity, the power, of 
this simple action.” ~ carolann edscorn 



ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses50 51

“Advocating for autistic children on “The Hill” 
was an unexpected opportunity for me to see 
what I want to do in life by helping me to over-
come my fear of sharing personal problems 
with strangers. Advertising my disability was 
difficult, and I was submitting my opinions and 
experiences for judgment by senators and other 
autism advocates alike. I’ve tried so hard to 
blend in with children my age who are “neuro-
typical,” and so far it has only led to depression. 
Now that I’ve started to embrace who I am and 
not who other people expect me to be, I’ve had 
an opportunity to speak up about the injustice I 
see in American schools towards other children 
like me. Now that I live in the Washington DC 
area, I wish to further advocate for other autistic 
people in America. I hope to convince politi-
cians to pass legislation to further benefit us.” 
~ thomas

“My dysgraphia makes it hard for me to physi-
cally write even though I know what I want to 
write. This made English class terrible for me 
because I really enjoy the creative portion of 
writing and have lots of great ideas. After much 
frustration I was finally given the accommoda-
tion to use a computer or any typing device. 
This meant I had to learn how to type. It was 
hard at first, but soon I realized that typing was 
much faster and easier than writing, allowing 
me to type a paragraph thrice as fast as it would 
take me to write. Now I get all A’s in English 
and can type even faster than my mom can, and 
she is a writer!” ~ jacob, 15, virginia 

“I am a Mother of an autistic daughter, and 
I am an Aspie. My challenge was, and is, not 
passing my own feelings, my own needs to my 
daughter. She is not me. Things I struggle with 
she does not. Things she is experiencing, I have 
never. Once I let go of Me and became simply 
her mother, life got easier for both of us, and we 
are now learning life together.” 
~ Marilyn, chicago, ill.  

“My son tried every sport in school and did not 
like any of them. He struggled with the motor 
skills part of the sport and the loud crowds. The 
pushing and shoving in certain sports he cannot 
handle.  I got books and magazines that high-
lighted so many other men and their achieve-
ments in areas other than sports. School, at least 
ours, puts so much emphasis on sports that it 
was tearing him down. We are now finding 
other avenues that perhaps my son will really 
enjoy. He is trying computer groups, drama, 
singing, and even mechanics. What surprised 
me is that mechanics is what seems to be the 
best match. He can fix cars and put together 
models without instructions. He is now excited 
to go to school, and hopefully soon he will even 
have friends that he has something in common 
with. Keep searching and never give up.” 
~ anna, tucson, aZ

“For the last two months, my every thought and 
effort has been to dig down deeper than ever to 
finally type with no touch from anyone. To say 
this is difficult is beyond me as communicat-
ing as one not two is against my nature because 
I know the oneness of all as clearly as I know 
gravity (typed the heavy autistic in the hard 
world arena). Why now? Because I am told my 
new Neurodiversity book will not reach its full 
fun, healing potential without more validation, 
and I am here to help fully. Like Quakers who 
championed the abolition movement, I too sit 
in silence to discern and now understand that 
complacency is not part of compassion. One 
must do what one can. I think for myself but not 
by myself as I join you in denouncing the injus-
tice of ASD discrimination. Pity free friends! ~ 
barb rentenbach, co-author of the new book, Neuro-
diversity: A Humorous and Practical Guide to Living with 
ADHD, Anxiety, Autism, Dyslexia, Homosexuality and 
Everyone Else 

http://muleandmuseproductions.com/neurodiversity-about-the-book/
http://muleandmuseproductions.com/neurodiversity-about-the-book/


ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses52 53

My 
liFe
Now

SPOTLIGHT ON SUCCESS

By: JEREMy SICILE-kIRA

y story is like Helen 
Keller’s, the amazing 
woman who started 

out deaf, mute and blind. 
Helen Keller had a teacher, 
Anne Sullivan, who taught her 
and took her out of isolation, 
as described in The Miracle 
Worker. My mom saved me 
from a life of despair, much 
like Anne Sullivan did for 
Helen Keller. My first great 
teacher was my mom. Then 
my high school teachers were 
really great about trying my 
mom’s method and were suc-
cessful.  I graduated from high 
school with a full academic 
diploma when I was 21. After 
graduating from high school, I 
co-authored a book, A Full Life 
with Autism (Macmillan 2012) 
to help other young people 
transitioning to adulthood.

A great teacher once told me: 
you are the product of your 
parents and a product of your 
environment and the reaction 
you have to both. Frankly, my 
teacher told me, if you are a 
hard worker and have great 
parents and a good school, you 
will be successful. 

Some years ago I realized that 
the way I see words and num-
bers is different than most 
people. Truly, I have synesthe-
sia. Synesthesia is defined as a 
neurological condition where 
stimulation of one sensory or 
cognitive pathway leads to an 
automatic involuntary expe-
rience in another sensory or 
cognitive pathway. 

Now, I am an artist. I paint my 

M

dreams. About three years ago, 
I told my mom I was painting 
colorful portraits of people in 
my dreams. Then, one night I 
dreamt I had a great art show 
of my paintings. I was really 
excited and asked my mom 
how I could make my dream 
come true and have an art 
show. Mom frankly told me 
that it could not happen un-
less I painted in real life. Truly, 
I was surprised to see that I 
could. By kindly trying hard, I 
learned to paint. 

When I dream, I am processing 
what I have seen when I am 
awake. I meet people in person 
or on Skype that are interested 
in me painting them. First I ask 
questions, listen to them and 
watch them. I’ll get enough to 
read their colors and have a 
dream about them, about their 
colors. As an artist, I can write 
a description of what I see in 
my dreams, and then I paint 
the painting. I have done this 
for people and for organiza-
tions. In fact, I had my first 
curated solo art show happen-
ing at Space4Art in San Diego. 
It was both exciting and nerve 
racking. 

I’m excited to show my art 
to the public. Truly, I hope to 
make a positive impact on the 
community. I really want to 
keep getting more clients to 
help them with my insight and 
also to be able to earn money 
and be able to support myself. 
I hope that the people who see 
my exhibit will wonder about 

http://www.amazon.com/Full-Life-Autism-Relationships-Independence/dp/0230112463
http://www.amazon.com/Full-Life-Autism-Relationships-Independence/dp/0230112463
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CoLLECt PEZ?
KnoW soMEonE  WHo doEs?

LooKing For tHat PErFECt giFt?

sEarCH no FUrtHEr.

WWW.BEANEDESIGN.COM/ETSY
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A BRANCH OF LEAP AHEAD, INC. 

what their aura paintings would look like. Truly, I want what I 
paint to make people think about the meaning in color and think 
about what colors represent about 
themselves.

I will explain from my perspective that 
I very much have had this gift of syn-
esthesia, but I did not say anything be-
cause I believed that everyone greatly 
had this talent. Truly, for me I use the 
word auras or colors when describing 
my dreams, but I am reading the colors 
of people’s emotions.

I just want to say that my autism and 
sensory motor challenges are why I am 
more sensitive—giving me this gift. 
But only because my nice mom found a way to teach me to com-
municate was I dearly able to tell others what I saw.

I truly believe that we must give people a way to communicate. 
Truly, there may be more gifted artists. We nonverbal people with 
sensory motor challenges need assistance to discover our talents.

My justly realistic goals for my 
painting career are to make 
people happy when they see 
my art work and to earn mon-
ey because I want to be able 
to pay for my financial needs 
and be less dependent on oth-
ers.  My other area of interest 
is that I greatly hope to make 
new friends, and I would like 
to meet the true love of my life 
very much so I can build my 
future with a loving compan-
ion. 

Frankly, life is only worth liv-
ing if you have friends. Noth-
ing comes easy in life. Believe 
in your dreams. 
 

you are the product of your 

parents and a product of 

your environment and 

the reaction you have 
to both.

http://autismanswersnow.com
http://www.ASNV.org
http://www.beanedesign.com/etsy


ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses ZOOM Autism through Many Lenses56 57
	  

	  

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.	  

	  
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.	  	  
	  

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.	  
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