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Well the New Year is well and truly started and boy do we have another 
information packed magazine for you in store!

Kicking off this issue we have the high flying Anita Lesko outlining how many of 
us on the spectrum can get into the work force and explains the skills we need 
to “get that job.” Equipped with the right tools, the sky’s the limit at gaining 
satisfying employment opportunities for the loyal and dedicated aspie!

Anita’s story doesn’t end here with a new book, Been There. Done That. 
Try This!, The Aspie’s guide to life on earth, being released by Jessica 
Kingsley Publishers this coming February and is co-edited with Professor 
Tony Attwood and Craig Evans.

Tony gives us a taste of what is in store in this incredible mentorship book 
within this issue by Faking It! Aspie’s have mastered the art of faking it till you 
make it, and Tony explains why.

Perfecting the art of many faces and fitting into what is expected in 
society, Jeanette Purkis asks “What’s Love got to do with it?” and Jen 
Elcheson questions what type of friends women on the spectrum look for. 
Being female and on the spectrum and the pressures of fitting into the 
expected conditioning of society, these ladies show us how to be who we 
are and embrace our different way of connecting.

From the many facets of the spectrum life, with its many shades of difference, 
I will leave you now to immerse yourself in the words of the many writers 
ahead with their experiences, support and advice to us all!

Barb Cook
Barb and her partner Paul each have over 

20 years’ experience in the graphic design 

and publishing field. Bringing together 

their vast experience in design plus 

their personal knowledge of living with 

Aspergers Syndrome, they built a sound 

foundation on which they can bring to the 

fore the complex but rewarding insights of 

those connected to the Autism Spectrum.

“We want to make a difference to those on 

the spectrum by sharing our experiences, 

and supporting each other by providing a 

resource that we all can be a part of.      If just 

one story can make those ‘ah ha’ moments 

happen then it makes it so worthwhile 

in helping another individual or family. 

Our very own lives have been a constant 

struggle to fit in, whilst trying to understand 

this very confusing world. But now we feel 

that we can also be part of the change for 

the better to those on the Autism Spectrum.”

A few words from the

Produced by People on the Spectrum for People on the Spectrum

editor...

Get your Digital copy of the 
Autism Aspergers Network 
Magazine TODAY!
www.aanmag.com.au
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Professor Tony Attwood
Tony is well known for sharing 
his knowledge of Aspergers 
Syndrome. He has an Honours 
degree in Psychology from 
the University of Hull, Masters 
degree in Clinical Psychology 

from the University of Surrey and a PhD from 
the University of London. He is currently adjunct 
Associate Professor at Griffith University QLD. 
Tony has written several publications on 
Aspergers Syndrome. His book, titled The 
Complete Guide to Aspergers Syndrome, has 
now been translated into several languages.    
He also spends a large amount of time travelling 
nationally and internationally to present 
workshops and papers.

Kris Barrett
Kris is a Certified Nutrition & 
Health Coach, Certified GAPS 
Practitioner and mum of two. 
She implemented dietary and 
biomedical intervention with 
her autistic son back in 2004 

when he was diagnosed at age 3. He is now fully 
mainstreamed and a happy and healthy 11 year old. 
Kris’s passion is working with families to help 
them make the dietary and lifestyle changes 
which were the backbone of her son’s recovery.

Jennifer Cook O’Toole
Jennifer is a bubbly and spirited 
author - exactly the opposite 
of what many people think 
of when they hear the word, 
“Aspergers,” but her expertise 
(and the strong personal 

endorsements of greats like Drs. Temple 
Grandin and Liane Holliday Willey) proves she’s 
the real deal. 
It’s Jennifer’s unique “have a cup of coffee with 
me” conversationalist presentation of useful 
insights which has touched hearts, lightened 
spirits and even led to the founding of Asperkids, 
LLC, a multi- media social education company.

Dena Gassner
Dena is a private practice social 
worker, writer and motivational 
speaker who specialises in 
transition-age youth and adult 
late diagnosis autism related 

issues. She is also very skilled in addressing issues 
related to women.
Dena blogs at denagassner.com. A long-time 
advisory board member for ASA and GRASP, 
Dena is a much in demand speaker and policy 
advisory on autism achievement.
Dena strives to support others in her journey by 
not outgrowing autism, but growing into it.

Jeanette Purkis
Jeanette is the author of 
Finding a Different Kind of 
Normal - an autobiography. 
She also contributed a chapter 
to Autism All-Stars, edited by 
Josie Santomauro, and featured 

in the documentary Alone in a Crowded Room, 
which aired on ABC television in 2010 and 
also features autie author Wendy Lawson. 
Jeanette has a Masters degree in fine arts and 
works full-time for the Australian Public Service.

Debra Hosseini
Debra Hosseini, the author 
of Artism: The Art of Autism, 
is a mom of three children. 
Her youngest child, Kevin, 
is featured in this book. 
After Kevin was diagnosed 

with autism at age four, Debra left her full-
time career as a computer analyst to become 
a stay at home mom and has dedicated her 
time to creating a better world for children and 
individuals with disabilities.
Debra was a founding board member with 
several organizations that serve individuals with 
autism and developmental disabilities in Santa 
Barbara and Carpinteria, California. She now 
writes and curates art exhibits for people with 
autism and developmental disabilities.

Heather Haines
Heather is a primary, early 
childhood and SPELD trained 
teacher who left the system to 
homeschool her two children. 
Heather’s eldest who is 
seventeen, is diagnosed with 

ADHD/Aspergers/Gifted and Dysgraphia.
Heather’s beautiful son is in his second year 
of university, studying Software Engineering 
and her youngest who is 6, lives at home with 
Heather and her husband and have lots of fun 
learning together. Her children are her world 
and continue to teach Heather so much. 

Jen Elcheson
Jen is a woman with 
Aspergers Syndrome from 
Western Canada. Jen lives in 
a small isolated northern city 
with her cat, two snakes and is 
very much a recluse when not 

working. Writing is her passion, as the written 
word is one of the best ways Jen feels she can 
express herself through.
Jen writes informative articles from the 
perspective of a woman on the Autism 
Spectrum. Some of the topics Jen will be 
discussing are on issues females face from 
being on the spectrum, gender role issues, 
relationships/friendships, social situations

Peggy Hailstone
Peggy Hailstone is a 
Melbourne based professional 
writer who has written for a 
number of third sector not for 
profit magazines. Peggy is also 
the Communications Officer 

of ABIA, Autism Behavioural Intervention 
Association, dedicated to raising awareness 

about Applied Behaviour Analysis.

Linda Weymss
Linda is an Aspie, diagnosed 
in adult hood after spending 
many years in and out of the 
mental health system. Having 
won the genetic lottery of 
also inheriting Ehlers Danlos 

Syndrome (a genetic connective tissue disorder, 
and in Linda’s case, brings along with it nearly 
20 other medical diagnoses), she has a unique 
perspective on life with a variety of disabilities.
Linda is a writer, blogger, and volunteer, and 
loves taking photos of her children, and then 
scrapbooking them. Living in rural Queensland 
with her husband, boys and two cats, she has 
now earned the not-so-original nickname 
“Wheels” after receiving her first wheelchair. 
Linda is also a political activist, particularly in the 
areas of disability and difference, and she finds 
that having a wicked sense of humour is the 
best medicine for anything.

Brad Beadel
Brad was born in New Zealand 
and moved to Australia in 
the late 1980s. Brad lives on 
the Tweed Coast and studies 
Bachelor of Historical Inquiry. 
Brad is in his 10th year 

volunteering with marine rescue NSW as 
boat crew and radio operator. Brad works for 
Coles as a sales assistant and his interests are 
travel, reading, tracing my family tree and 
wandering cemeteries.

Allison Haynes
Allison is a psychologist that 
specialises in ASD and children. 
She is also a mother of two 
teenage boys, both with ASD 
and ADHD. Her passion is 

helping parents and children alike in finding the 
best strategies to deal with the challenges that 
having a diagnosis of ASD can bring. 
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From Jackie McCully...

I attended your seminar at Port Macquarie 
earlier this year which was fantastic. After 
you mentioned that Aspergers is genetic 
and having two sons of my own that are 
aspies, I have just done an online test 
and scored 35. Apparently aspergers 
can also be in the parent which is not 
really a surprise. Do I need to be formally 
diagnosed at 42 or just keep living the 
way I have been Would there be any 
benefit in seeking a diagnosis. Thank you. 

Tony says....

You raise a very interesting question in 
regard to whether it is valuable to have 
a formal diagnostic assessment at the 
age of forty-two.  Usually a diagnosis 
is conducted to enable the person to 
have access to Government services 
such as Centrelink and support to find 
and maintain appropriate employment 
or as valuable information in relation to 
a psychological or psychiatric condition 
such as depression or an anxiety disorder. 
Sometimes the diagnosis may be 
valuable in helping in areas such 
as relationships and relationship 
counselling but I think the most valuable 
component of a diagnostic assessment 
in the more mature years is in terms of 
self-understanding and also being able 
to resolve issues of the past.

Thus, you may not need to be formally 
diagnosed but this may help in terms 
of self-understanding but also having 
the ability and information to explain 
yourself to other people.  I have generally 

found that when an adult achieves the 
diagnosis of Asperger’s syndrome, there 
can be a great sense of relief and 
self-understanding.

From June Killington...

IMy name is June and I’m nearly 56 and 
have just been diagnosed with Aspergers 
Syndrome and ADHD after a lifetime of 
sadness, rejection and loneliness.

I see here that there are places where 
gay people can go to retire and I’m just 
wondering whether you could pioneer a 
place for us old Aspies that can’t bear noise 
and social interaction? A retirement village 
(that I need now) to just sit quietly around 
others that keep to themselves. (I could 
never go into a Housing Commission 
place around babies, children and teens 
etc, so I haven’t even applied). 

I currently pay $200 a week for a tiny old 
place but when the rent goes up, I fully 
expect I will end up in someones garage.

Is there any help out there for someone 
like me who slipped through the net and 
born in a time when nobody knew what 
was wrong with people like me. I live on a 
disability pension and life can be sad and 
grueling.

I think you are doing amazing work and I 
thank you for being you.

Tony says....

June, you raise a very interesting idea 
in terms of a retirement village that 
is Asperger-friendly.  I think this is an 

excellent idea and I certainly would 
endorse your suggestion.  I also wonder 
if there could be Asperger-friendly 
services in other areas too, in particular, 
drug rehabilitation services that are 
Asperger-friendly and schools that are 
specifically and exclusively for those 
with Asperger’s syndrome.

I wonder if it would be possible to see if 
any other readers of this magazine face 
the same challenges and could combine 
to advocate for an Asperger-friendly 
retirement village.

From Sarah Hansford...

Will there ever be diagnostic criteria 
specifically for females on the spectrum?  

Tony says....

I do think that there eventually will be 
alterations to the diagnostic criteria for girls 
and women with Asperger’s syndrome.  
Our current research suggests that the 
profile or characteristics of Asperger’s 
syndrome are the same in males and 
females but the primary difference 
is in terms of how the person reacts 
to, and adjusts to the differences and 
characteristics of Asperger’s syndrome.  
Girls can be much better than the boys 
in camouflaging their social confusion 
and using observation and imitation to 
acquire social skills.  I do think that the 
clinician needs to know how girls and 
women can be different to boys and men 
during a diagnostic assessment. 

Ask
Professor Tony

Professor Tony Attwood is the Autism Aspergers Network Magazine’s resident 
professional Agony Aunt  (well uncle!) ready to answer your questions on all things 

related to the Autism Spectrum.

Please send in your questions for Tony to consider to tonyattwood@aanmag.com.au

Plus also read extra questions answered by Tony on our interactive section of  our 
website at www. aanmag.com.au/aan-interactive
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W orking in the operating room as a Certified Registered Nurse Anesthetist is 
a very high- stress job, and in fact was included in a recently released article 
of the 14 most high stress jobs in America.  You have a person’s life in your 
hands for each case.  It is fast-paced, there are many people you have to deal 
with every day, rapid changes of assignment if a trauma suddenly gets added 
to your room, bright lights for the surgeons to work under, often times loud 

music like Heavy Metal, long periods of time without getting to eat, drink, or use the restroom, days 
that start at 6 am sharp…….it isn’t for the faint of heart.  Just imagine having Asperger’s Syndrome 
and working in this environment!

After graduating from Columbia University in New York City in 1988 with my Master of Science in 
Nurse Anesthesia, I set out working as a Certified Registered Nurse Anesthetist, or simply, a CRNA. 
I’ve been working full time ever since, and have lived in five different states and worked at ten 
different hospitals, and never had any lapse of employment between jobs.  I recently did an 
amazing calculation.  I’ve kept track of all the cases I’ve done over my career, which comes out to 
50,000 cases.  For each of those cases, there are approximately 20 people to interact with, including 
the pre-op nurses and staff, the patient and their families, surgeons, operating room staff, medical 
students, Residents, and Recovery Room staff.  So, I calculated 50,000 times 20 which equal 1 million 
interactions with people!  I’d feel pretty darn confident to say this is a world record for an Aspie!  

By ANITA LESKO

ASPERGERS
JOBtheon



AUTISM ASPERGERS NETWORK MAGAZINE 7

But what does it really mean?  It means I’ve got incredible wisdom 
to share with other Aspies regarding the job market. I’ve learned 
how to compartmentalize my focus despite literal chaos going on 
around me and be able to do my job! Finding, getting, and keeping 
a job is an elusive matter for hundreds of thousands of Aspies. 
From all my experience I have learned a lot of how to navigate 
the neurotypical world.  In my 26 years on the job, I’ve always 
been the only Aspie. It hasn’t been easy for sure. I only learned 
about Asperger’s four years ago, and then got formally diagnosed. 
Prior to that I never knew why I was so different and never 
seemed to fit in.  

Looking back, I know my social skills were not there in the beginning 
years of my career.  I’d burn bridges but not understand why.  I was 
always the target of workplace bullying and wonder why it was 
always me that was singled out for such festivities. It was actually 
threatened to be fired because I was different.              

I once had just started a new job that I moved one thousand 
miles to get to.  It was the first week on the job.  The Chief Nurse 
Anesthetist corners me in a lone hallway and states, “You don’t fit 
in here, why don’t you just leave?”  I can remember how my heart 
sunk to my toes at those words.  She spent the next seven years 
trying to get me fired.  To her dismay, there was one big problem.  
I am great at what I do.  And that’s the biggest key to anyone on 
the spectrum on the job.  You need to be excellent at your job, 
whatever it is.  With The American’s With Disabilities Act, you can’t 
get fired because you are different, don’t fit in, have a disability, 
you get the picture!   

A very important aspect is taking responsibility for yourself.                 
There are key things that are a must to be successful in the 
workplace.  These are the things that you have control over, and 
are simple to address.  First, your overall appearance is important.  
Being clean, neat, nice clothes, teeth brushed, hair combed….are 
absolutely important issues.  Being on time for work is another must.  

In everyone’s life, getting a flat tire, or the alarm doesn’t go off, or 
some unforeseen thing happens and once every four years you 
come late to work.  No problem.  But, do it regularly, and you will 
be looking for a new job!  Do I like it when my alarm goes off at 
3am on weekdays?  Of course not.  But it is something I must do 
to get to work on time.  I actually like to get there a little early, so 
I’m not rushed and can settle in easier.   Be polite.  Everyone enjoys 
being around someone who is polite.  Offer help to others, even if 
they turn you down.  You made the gesture.  

Be aware that yes, you have Asperger’s, and yes, you are different, 
but DON’T focus on that.  Instead, focus on your job and how you 
can excel at it.  If you are doing your job successfully, your boss 
can’t fire you for being different.  Don’t be afraid to tell your boss 
you have Asperger’s.  I can’t stress enough of the importance of 
familiarizing yourself with the American’s with Disabilities Act. 
You can view it at www.ada.gov   It is also important for you to 
get a formal diagnosis from a psychologist or neuropsychologist 
to present to your supervisor.  Be ready to educate your boss and 
co-workers about Asperger’s. You must be your own advocate!  
There’s no one else there to do it for you!  After getting my formal 

Looking back, I know my 
social skills were not there 
in the beginning years of 
my career.  I’d burn bridges 
but not understand why.  I 
was always the target of 
workplace bullying and 
wonder why it was always 
me that was singled out 
for such festivities. 

JOB
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diagnosis, I was very adamant about sharing that with everyone 
at work. It helps them better understand you, and will create a 
better work environment as well.

If you are getting bullied at work, don’t be afraid to seek out your 
boss or visit the Human Resources department at your workplace.  
Getting bullied on the job is very demoralizing and downright 
dangerous.  There is no place for this kind of behavior.  You need 
to put a stop to it by informing the appropriate people.

The more you interact with people, the better you get at it.        
That makes perfect sense!  It’s totally up to you to get yourself out 
there in the world and interact with people, because that helps 
you on the job.

Another key point is deciding what kind of job do you want?  
What are your qualifications?  Do you have a college degree?        
A Master’s degree? On-the-job experience?  What interests you?  
What kinds of things do you enjoy doing?  Perhaps you can turn 
an interest into a career like Temple Grandin did.  You need to 
assemble a list of everything you like to do.  Break it down into 
micro components.  Then determine what kinds of jobs cover 
those areas.  Research what is necessary for the jobs you are 
interested in to qualify for them.  Don’t be afraid to seek help 
from others in your job quest.  The more people you meet and 
talk to, the more likely you will become to get on the right track.

Practice interviewing skills.  Take classes where they teach these skills.  
An interview is crucial, obviously, in getting a job.  And of course 
Aspies worry about this aspect.  But the more you practice it, 
the better you become.  Don’t ever look at a job interview that 
you didn’t get hired as a waste of time.  Look upon it as more 
experience interviewing!  Be positive.  A positive attitude goes a 
long way with a prospective employer.  

Don’t give up.  Be persistent. If you don’t get a certain job the first 
try, keep trying.  Maybe try different approaches.  See if you can 
get to talk to someone who works there.  

Don’t let the diagnosis of Asperger’s keep you from succeeding 
in the workplace.  It does require more effort to maintain a job 
than a neurotypical, but you can do it.  Of course if you go for 
a job in the IT world, you won’t have to worry about any of this, 
because most everyone on the job will have Asperger’s or Aspie-
like tendencies so you’ll fit right in!

I am always happy to hear from fellow Aspies, and can be reached 
through my website www.bornwithaspergers.com 

About Anita Lesko
Anita just turned 54, and was only 
diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome 
four years ago, only by chance. 
She had not ever heard of the word 
Asperger’s, until a co-worker’s son 
was diagnosed with it and gave her a 
handful of information about Asperger’s. 
As Anita read on,  she real ized she 

had Asperger ’s .   That very night she stopped at the bookstore 
on her way home from work and purchased Tony Attwood’s 
“COMPLETE GUIDE TO ASPERGER’S SYNDROME.” All of the pieces of 
the puzzle of her life fell into place and made a picture.  She finally 
knew why she never fit in, why she was different.  She had gone 
her entire life without knowing she had a syndrome that affected 
every aspect of her life.

Anita graduated from Columbia University in New York City 
in 1988 with a Master of Science in Nurse Anesthesia, and has 
been working full time ever since as a Certified Registered Nurse 
Anesthetist.  Her specialty is anesthesia for neurosurgery, trauma, 
and transplants.  

While still working full time as an anesthetist, she became an 
internationally published military aviation photojournalist, and 
wrote articles and did photography for numerous military aviation 
magazines, including Combat Aircraft, Wings of Gold, Naval 
Aviation News, Air Sports International, and more.  She’s flown in 
fighter jets and helicopters.

Anita is an accomplished equestrienne, and has competed in 
jumping competition at the Grand Prix level, and has made a 
lifelong passion of horses.

Anita spent 7 years ice dancing, and skated in numerous ice 
shows and competitions.

After learning about Asperger’s and receiving her formal diagnosis, 
Anita Wrote a memoir, ASPERGER’S SYNDROME: When Life Hands 
You Lemons, Make Lemonade.  Anita then teamed up with the 
world’s leading Asperger’s expert, Dr. Tony Attwood, and Craig 
Evans of Autism Hangout (dotcom) to create a soon-to-be-released 
book from Jessica Kingsley Publishing, Been There. Done That. 
Try This! The Aspie Mentor Guide To Life On Earth.  This first-ever 
book contains life’s wisdom from Dr. Temple Grandin, Anita Lesko, 
Jennifer O’Tool, Liane Holliday-Willey, Dr. Stephen Shore, Dr. Lars 
Perner, and many more! It is set for release in February 2014.

Dr. Temple Grandin’s  book, DIFFERENT…NOT LESS features Anita 
Lesko in Chapter 7 :  Anita Lesko, Nurse Anesthetist & Aviation Writer.

Anita can also be seen on The Autism Channel on the 
documentary, Born With Asperger’s.

Anita Has just started a not-for-profit organization, The Flying High 
With Autism Foundation.  The first event is an Autism conference 
to be held at the University of West Florida in Pensacola, Florida, 
June 7th & 8th, The Flying High with Autism Conference, with 
world-class speakers.  After the conference, Anita is planning 
an international school for children on the spectrum, ages 
pre-school through 22. Anita is also planning the Flying High 
Asperger’s Institute for teens through adulthood.  Anita’s goal is 
to make Pensacola, Florida, the Autism Mecca of the world!

Anita also is a consultant for Life Coaching and job-related issues 
for adults on the spectrum.

www.bornwithaspergers.com
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By hENNy KUPfERSTEIN

GIFT
C

Muscial
Autism’s



10 AUTISM ASPERGERS NETWORK MAGAZINE

In 
the language of music, communication becomes 
possible through the give and take of tonality,  
rhythm, timbre, and phrasing. People who study an 
instrument for many years can participate in such 
musical exchanges at improvisation groups, open 

mic, and jam sessions. For parents who shuttle their children to 
speech and occupational therapy every other day, music lessons 
falls to the bottom of the priority list. In an effort to improve on 
skills that are presumed to be necessary for daily living, inner 
expressions become categorized as recreational. This can be 
counterproductive, since the autistic brain is specifically wired to 
have extraordinary musical abilities.

Autistic people benefit from the neural differences in their 
auditory perception. This type of detail-oriented information-
processing lends itself to preeminence for fine arts (music) over 
whole-words (language), often resulting in the phenomenon of 
perfect pitch (“Absolute Pitch”), and synaesthesia. With non-verbal 
students, methods for teaching to their gift must be applied, to 
enhance their educability in all areas of life. This way, the gift 
allows them to blaze through their journey towards impressive 
achievements in music, reading comprehension, mathematics, 
and social behavior.

Numerous researchers have studied autistic individuals and 
their musicality, after they have reportedly demonstrated high 
intelligence through musical communication. Absolute Pitch has 
been a captivating phenomenon for researchers, though there 
are many discrepancies on the correlations between autism and 
absolute pitch. Absolute pitch has historically been estimated to 

exist in 1 in 10,000 of the population. However, current studies mostly 
tested individuals through note-naming. This language component 
in the testing is inherently biased against a population with 
communication differences. To prove intelligence and musicality, 
different assessment methods are key. 

Susan Rancer is a music therapist who gets it. Herself a perfect 
pitcher, Susan maintains a private practice in the San Francisco 
Bay Area. Her work is devoted to one-on-one teaching in a 
highly specialized manner. Almost all her autistic students have 
absolute pitch, and three of her students have transitioned 
into college. Susan explains how people with absolute pitch 
are addicted to sound. They will imitate voices from TV shows, 
mimic household sounds and car alarms, and learn languages 
with authentic accents instantly. AP possessors also have a 

Henny with Susan
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tendency to set impossibly high standards for themselves, 
and the explode when they do not master a skill instantly. 
With the ability to instantly match and recall pitch, the possessor 
believes that everything in life should be mastered with the 
same instantaneity. This is the cause of many life frustrations 
and deflated self-esteem. The individuals begins to think that 
they are simply stupid, when other things in life do not come to 
them just as easily. 

Their lessons need to be taught in way so that the student begins 
creating sound right away. Teaching scales, fingering, and other 
foundational techniques will break down the student’s motivation 
to learn. Modifying the lesson by using colored stickers to match 
color-coded notes to keys, is the antithesis to this process. 
The student does begin to create sound easily, however they learn 
no new skill which carries over to the functional musical world. 
Amongst seasoned musicians, this individual then falls through by 
the failures of their training. Alternately, teaching music theory and 
note-reading is a skill that opens up infinite possibilities, such as 
college music programs, and music composition. 

Society values a person who plays Mozart on the piano, because 
reading and making music in the classical tradition is understood 
as a sign of intelligence. In a speech-oriented world, those who 
speak, have their thoughts known. All others have to find a way 
to make their inner thoughts and desires be heard through 
other means. My daughter has learned through music therapy 

that she had the ability to sing, “more ketchup, more ketchup”, 
by tapping a rhythm to pace herself into a song. Offering the 
gift of communication to an individual should be a primary goal.  
Finding the appropriate method for teaching is critical. 

Parents should fire up their dream of providing piano lessons 
to their child. Clinicians who specialize in teaching autistic 
students, have arrived to their understanding by reorganizing 
piano pedagogy for their practice. It is critical not to train their 
students to becoming a Mozart-playing concert pianist. Music is 
not the goal; training in the discipline is. The process of learning 
is where the magic begins to happen.  For students who possess 
absolute pitch, the intensity of their gift must be realized, and 
used to feed the other learning processes.  The professional piano 
teacher in your neighborhood is not trained to adapt her lesson 
to teach from the top down. Unable to gauge the educability of 
the student, the teacher would give up. On the flipside, music 
therapists are trained to incorporate ‘increase eye contact’ and 
‘improve social interaction’ as a goal for treatment. In between 
these two professions are the highly gifted individuals who have 
vast abilities waiting to be accessed. 

Students who have absolute pitch will be able to play anything 
they have just heard. This prodigious ability gets in the way of the 
teacher-student relationship, and boggles the mind of traditional 
musicians. This is because the autistic brain masters the complex 
instantly, and then struggles to break it down into the simpler tasks.  

1 Synaesthesia: a neurological phenomenon in which the sensory perceptions of the brain are crossed.

Possessors report hearing specific pitches in color, and other such anomalies.
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When a person can solve an algebra 
problem in their head, the fundamental 
math lessons on addition and subtraction 
can elude such a learner.  For gifted 
absolute pitch possessors, learning how 
to read music can be a tedious and even 
torturous process for both the teacher 
and the student. Yet, developing musical 
knowledge and skills should be understood 
as an integral part of functional living and 
social adaptation.

Nate is a 7-year-old boy that I am currently 
teaching piano. Nate has a diagnosis of 
autism, and is functionally non-verbal. 
During one of our lessons, he entered 
in a completely overwhelmed state. 
He immediately began singing our good-
bye song.  For the parent and for me, this was indicative of the 
potency of the communication skills that he now developed, as 
a result of the music training in the previous sessions. Thanks to 
the movie, “The King’s Speech”, more people are now aware that 
individuals with a speech impediment do not stutter while singing. 
So too, Nate had no difficulty communicating his needs while singing. 

Our auditory perceptions occur alongside the brain functions 
utilized for gestalt thinking. This whole-word way of 
thinking incorporates color and texture in its greater picture. 
Computational functions such as mathematics are processed 
in the left brain areas, and are also responsible for speech. 
Additionally, this is the area which must be engaged for an 
individual to be able to follow directions, vocalize thoughts, 
and recall finer details in their memory. The figure-ground 
functions in this area are responsible for picking out words from 
a page, and associating it to a given meaning.  When science 
is combined with the arts, all areas of the brain are utilized, 
encapsulating dormant possibilities.  

In many schools, a student with a diagnosis will be enrolled in 
an ensemble just like all other students. However, if there are 
behavior issues, the teacher might put them in the corner to 
play the triangle. Thus, the gift is marginalized, even while this 
individuals might very well be the the most musically talented in 
the room.  Instead, the teacher’s goals should include attendance, 
eye-tracking, fine and gross motor skills, executive function, and 
motor planning, to name a few. This specific method affords 
the individual the gift of demonstrating their intellect to family, 
friends, and teachers.  A school district can easily recognize such 
competence as indicative of a higher levels of sophistication.        
At this point, the parent can expect the educational team to 
use this demonstration of student competence to justify taking 
steps toward mainstreaming.

A highly specialized teaching method must bridge the arts and 
sciences to form a multidimensional sum of practice that is greater 
than its parts.  Art and science are often diametric opposites, 
however when conjoined, also connect the right and left brain 

pathways measurable through modern 
medicine. The teacher must be a malleator 
of sound to invoke student perception, 
thereby creating biopsychosocial change 
to alter processing of the subject matter. 
This methodology relies on the neurological 
strengths of the absolute pitch possessor to 
begin forming connections in underutilized 
areas of the brain. When quality music 
is easily created by the absolute pitch 
student in the session, the intrigue 
of the multisensory experience from 
tactile playing and auditory perceptions 
combined, becomes the motivator for 
plowing through the lesson.

Music isn’t what makes us smarter; it 
is the process of learning it that does.  

Working on these goals each week through harmony and 
rhythm stimulates pattern recognition as translated from 
symbols. These associations of the musical notes opens the brain 
up to quantitative reasoning abilities which carry over to every 
area of life. This is how music can help bring about both dignity 
for the student with exceptionalities, and a change in social 
awareness in peer settings for what that student with special 
gifts can contribute. In the broadest sense, social change can 
be brought about through equal access and inclusion for arts 
and education. Acknowledging neurodiversity in music is a step 
toward inclusive education for all.

About Henny

Henny Kupferstein is a prolific composer, with a degree in 
Interdisciplinary Studies for Music Leadership in Society. 
Henny maintains a private practice and is a frequent presenter 
and consultant to parents and educators on the subjects of 
music, perfect pitch, autism, and sensory integration.   

Henny can be contacted via www.hennyk.com 

Students who have absolute 
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This prodigious ability gets in 

the way of the teacher-student 
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mind of traditional musicians. 
This is because the autistic brain 
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and then struggles to break it 
down into the simpler tasks.  
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Watching my mother’s 
sleeping body strapped to 
a hospital bed being carried 
downstairs and out the front 

door into an ambulance was like watching a 
silent movie in slow motion, over and over in 
my mind trying to make sense of the situation. 
“Why were they taking her away?” 

My father was convinced she was “mental” 
and needed “help” and the only way this 
could be done was by him signing her into 
a psychiatric intuition for a mandatory three 
days. This was back in the end of 1983.  

My mother had always been different, but 
then again so had I. She would hardly speak 
to anyone, was extremely awkward in social 
situations, had no friends, didn’t like to be 
touched or hugged very often; she even had 
an odd gait about her walk. When reflecting 
on some of the comments my father made 
about her unfeminie  ways, would eventually 
make so much sense to me many years on.

Having two incredibly bright parents made 
my world one full of intellectualisation. 

Spending hours looking through a 
microscope analysing the world was one 
of the best gifts I could have ever received 
from them. I was always allowed to express 
myself with art which included drawing on 
dad’s huge work shed in wax chalks on the 
flat metal sheets walls. I must have been one 
of the youngest graffiti artists at age four!

After three days of mum being vacant 
from my life, we were allowed to visit her. 
A psychiatric ward back in the 80’s in the 
UK is not something a sheltered fourteen 
year should have to experience. It was 
something out of a horror movie, people 
groaning, many had unkempt hair, lots 
of white coats crammed into one office 
and remembering them laughing…. How 
can you laugh in a place like this? It was 
incredibly frightening and sad. 

Mum was so happy to see us…. “I have done 
everything they asked of me, and I can come 
home now!” she exclaimed. I’ll never forget 
her face when they said no. Life seemed to 
drain away, she was trying to understand 

By BARB cOOK

I was 
    diagnosed
              with 
AUTISM at 40

The extended story that appeared in the Australian Women’s Weekly
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why she couldn’t go home. Then the fatal 
mistake.. she had a huge meltdown. 
She was dragged away, drugged and 
that was the last time I saw her true 
spirit… my mum was gone…

Over the next 15 years she was permanently 
drugged with so many combinations as they 
couldn’t understand why nothing worked. 
One combination in the early days made her 
psychotic and she jumped from the roof of 
the institution. She was lucky to be alive, but 
ended up with one leg shorter than the other. 
They gave her 18 sessions of shock treatment 
after which she became totally lost in her own 
world.Her life came to an end when after 15 
years of institutionalisation when they gave 
her a toxic combination of drugs. She was 
now finally gone from the tormented world 
of institutions for which I was grateful for in 
some ways. But for me the pain and torment 
still lives on in me.

As I grew up, now having enormous 
fear of mental health organisations and 
professionals, I lived in fear of this is what 
could happen to me. The fear that I could 
have schizophrenia, manic depression 
and paranoia as they misdiagnosed my 
mother burnt into my soul. She never did 
anything wrong except to be different in 
a rigid view of the world’s ideal of what is 
acceptable, neuro typical behaviour.

I constantly struggled through my life 
with trying to fit in, social situations 
overwhelmed me, the fear I would have 
just trying to talk to people, making eye 
contact was constantly painful. I was 
labelled as stuck up or you think you are 
better than us. I wasn’t, I just had no idea 
how to talk in a conversation. Talking about 
my passion for motorcycles, art or science 
wasn’t acceptable when in a group of 

women whose conversation context was 
about gossip, who is having a baby or did 
you watch that TV show. I felt so alone 
and trapped by in ability to communicate 
effectively. 

Remembering how much pain I felt sitting 
in the coordinators office of a college I was 
attending in the UK at 17, trying to explain to 
them that I couldn’t understand why none of 
the girls in my secretarial course would speak 
to me and would they make sure I couldn’t 
sit with them during breaks. Sobbing at being 
left out just never made sense to them, so I 
just left and never went back.  I felt like I was 
losing my mind at not understanding the 
world and the fear of being locked away 
constantly made me fearful.

After meeting my now long term partner 
in the mid 90’s I finally thought I had 
met someone that knew exactly how 
I thought. There was someone who 
could understand the need for constant 
knowledge input. 

It was after being together for many 
years that an ad on TV for Tourette’s made 
me think again that there is something 
different about Paul and I have find out 
what it is. I had tried in the past looking 
for an explanation as in many ways he 
was similar to my mum.  With changes in 
technology and availability of information 
it was now much easier to search for 
traits that would eventually bring up 
in my search, Aspergers Syndrome.                  
Reading through the description and 
criteria of traits I was totally taken aback. It 
was tick, tick, tick… OMG Paul has a form of 
Autism, but even more I was ticking these 
off for myself. 

The word Autism sprung to mind the 
typical images of a person non verbal, 
flapping hands and rocking in the corner, 
shut off from the world. I never realised 
that with this Autism Spectrum just how 
diverse it could be, but with everyone 
having a similar underlying connection.

For 25 years, Barb tried to keep her 
symptoms hidden from medical 
professionals until she was finally 
diagnosed with Aspergers at 40.

at 40

Barb with her mother Marina in the 80’s
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It finally all made sense. Days of researching 
the internet, the getting books from the 
library  and even watching a movie called 
Mozart and the Whale about a couple 
with Aspergers was such an emotional 
rollercoaster for both of us. Paul collapsed 
in the middle of cooking dinner one night. 
His legs went weak from the sheer enormity 
of it all especially at the age of 41 and years 
of being the outsider, being bullied, tortured 
and misunderstood. In some ways it was 
like going through the 5 stages of grief.                  
The disbelief, the grief, the anger, the 
despair and the acceptance. 

We both quickly got into see a psychologist 
after a referral from our GP’s which didn’t 
go without incident and disbelief. Paul’s GP 
did not want to believe it but reluctantly 
gave a referral for depression. There were 
mountains of paperwork to fill out prior to 
the appointment both for his perspective and 
as mine from my perspective and vice versa.  
I swear Paul was diagnosed within the first 
five minutes with Aspergers Syndrome. 

But for me it was different. Being a 
female with and Autism Spectrum 
Conditions is a lot harder to uncover 
due to the masking and adaptations we 
make throughout our lives. I was initially 
misdiagnosed with Bipolar Disorder.    
My fears were ignited; I was going to end 
up in an institution for the rest of my life. 
The fears ran so deep with me from the 
traumatic experiences of my mother.

I left her office in despair. It is quite 
often with women and girls to be 
initially misdiagnosed with Bipolar or a 
personality disorder.  

As time went on Paul flourished at finally 
being able to understand himself but I 
could not make the connection to my 
misdiagnosis of Bipolar. I felt doomed and 
that I had no future. I couldn’t make the 
connections with the criteria for bipolar. 
My ways weren’t grandiose but I came 
across as that as I had no idea how to 
communicate. My hyperfocus on topics 
and special interests were blurred into 
being manic fazes. I can understand how 
these can be misinterpreted but even still 
they can be devastating.

It was about six months later we attended 
a health seminar in our local town with the 
local GP giving a talk on women’s health. 
For some very odd reason as I watch her 
I had this immediate connection. I could 
hardly contain myself when it came to the 
break, I had to speak with her. I walked 
straight up, interrupted her conversation 
with another and announced my name 
and that I had bipolar. She looked at me 
with such a caring warm heart that I had 
never experienced before and said come 
and see me.  The pure compassion she 
had for people just radiated from her.

My first appointment with her I took Paul 
with me and explained that I didn’t feel 
right about my diagnosis.  She just looked 
at me and said no way did I have bipolar. 
She watch the odd interactions of both me 
and Paul, finishing each other’s sentences, 
knowing every fine details, talking over the 
top of each other and she could keep up!!! 
When we both talk and are excited we are 
like an information overload to the poor 
recipient with quite often the word “STOP” to 
pull us into a more manageable conversation 
that most people can cope with!

I was sent off to a psychiatrist who tested 
and analysed me with such a precision 
and in-depth degree that I swear he was 
also a fellow Aspie.  I was videoed, tested 
with multiple questions, had to write pages 
and pages of what my childhood was 
like, did reading and tracking tests, which 

also showed I had a learning difficulty 
even though my IQ is above 150. I was 
so bright but so awkward. When writing 
and reliving your life you see that cracks, 
the differences, and the clumsiness that 
all finally make sense. My diagnosis, 
Aspergers Syndrome and ADHD. During 
the diagnostic process it was interesting 
listening to him explain to me that I had 
Aspergers Syndrome, but it was different. 

It is only now in these last couple of years 
that female profile of Aspergers Syndrome is 
emerging and with a new diagnostic criteria 
designed especially for women and girls 
being devised by Professor Tony Attwood 
will again better improve not only the 
diagnostic process, but spare the damaging 
misdiagnosis that has occurred way too 
many times in the past.

Finally I had acceptance in my life as 
did Paul. We now understood who 
we were and it gave us a personal 
empowerment that we did have 
something to offer the world. We no 
longer listened to the naysayers, the 
people that said you will never amount 
to anything in your life, but more 
importantly we now had a direction 
and a purpose to our different but not 
less lives.
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social wellbeing

&
Friendships

By JEN ElchESON

Females on the
SPECTRUM

What makes a woman on the spectrum a good friend?



18 AUTISM ASPERGERS NETWORK MAGAZINE

social wellbeing

G
reetings once again from Canada! It is a lovely 
summer day being spent in solitude- just how I like 
it! Going back to my last column, I discussed my 
experiences with friendships and how my online 
communications opened many doors to friendships. 

In this issue, I would like to discuss some of the qualities that make 
women on the spectrum great friends. Friendships ARE possible 
for spectrumites and since there is simply too much negativity 
around ASCs I want to focus on the positives.

It has been said that many adult women on the spectrum do 
not have friends. Many prefer to only be in the company of their 
partner, children, family members or pets. Those who had friends 
when they were younger no longer have them as adults and due 
to difficulties in making and keeping friends; many have given up 
on friendships.   

Of course this does not apply to all women on the spectrum but 
even from my own observations, I have noticed that the dynamics 
described above are still very common. For me it was a bit different. 
When I was younger, friendships were quite difficult to navigate 
(as mentioned in my previous column) and currently have more 
friendships now in my 30’s than in my whole life.  This does not 
mean I have transformed into an extroverted social butterfly, on 
the contrary. I will always be very introverted preferring to be 
social in small doses. However, in saying that, I am the type of 
spectrumite that still needs friends. 

One of the main mechanisms that helped me make friends was 
the internet. I can socialize on my own terms in the comfort of my 

own home and do not need to be as conscientious about 
getting social norms ‘right’ as much as I would in real life. 
Let’s say if I have to get up and leave for whatever reason, it usually 
is not considered rude like it is in real life. I can think through what 
I am going to say rather than blurt something out. I also don’t need 
to worry about making proper eye contact or trying to decipher 
non-verbal cues.

When I am online, I like to visit the AS/autism groups I am part 
of. It was only a few years ago out of curiosity I sought out such 
groups. I was very happy to find one in particular for women only. 
I did not know many other women with AS/autism at the time 
and the group gave me a chance to meet women from all over 
the world. I have since become friends with many members and 
we are very much like a tight knit sisterhood. 

For the very first time in many of our lives, we have a safe haven to 
discuss personal issues that we have never discussed with anyone 
else before. To be among such a supportive group has taught me 
more about myself and my AS than any professionally written 
book has. I have also found peer support to be more helpful than 
therapy. Having like minded individuals to discuss life on the 
spectrum with is a gift in itself. 

Though we on the spectrum do have a hard time with friendships, 
we still have many positive attributes to offer when others give 
us a chance or when we are among others like us. It is a myth 
to think spectrumites are not capable of friendships. We often do 
not need a lot of friends. Sometimes even one friend is sufficient 
as many of us only have so much social energy. Since my focus on 
this article is women I would still like to add that I also know some 
amazing guys on the spectrum who also have the qualities I am 
about to discuss below.

Attributes that make women on the spectrum good friends

Honest, Blunt and to the point

We call things as we see them and we prefer truth over deception. 
I myself hate having to lie. I always feel better for telling the truth, 
even if it would have been supposedly easier to lie. My bluntness, 
although not as severe as it was when I was younger is a big 
part of who I am and I would not change that for anyone 
or anything. A fellow writer I know has this to say about the 
honesty she has experienced among her spectrum friends in 
online groups:

“I wish the rest of the world worked this way. This is one of the 
things I love about being autistic and part of the autistic community. 
Most of us cut the BS and just say it like it is. It makes conversation 
flow much easier amongst open minded autistics. We actually 

Take Me AS I Am
A Canadian 

Asperwoman Alone 
With Her Thoughts

Photo courtesy of Grant Stovel
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grow and learn off each other. I’ve been in conversations with non 
autistics where the conversation just goes around and around 
in circles, never getting anywhere. It is intensely boring and 
mind-numbing that I switch off and don’t want to engage 
because it is such a waste of my time.”

Loyalty 

We are extremely loyal to those we care about. One woman I 
know said she would do anything for a friend except break the law. 
I myself can agree with this. My friends always know that if 
they need me, they can drop me an email, text or IM anytime. 
However if one is to break our trust, we may not be too forgiving 
as we tend to have an ‘all or nothing’ approach to many things. 
“I have always been really loyal as a friend and unconditionally 
accepting, but when I am betrayed one too many 
times, no matter how much I care, I shut them 
out” says a friend of mine with Asperger’s. Rudy 
Simone, in her book 22 Things A Women With 
Asperger’s Syndrome Wants Her Partner to Know 
even has a chapter titled “Trust: Abuse it and Lose 
it”. Self explanatory.

Passionate, Helpful and Knowledgeable

 Once I was able to make like minded friends with 
similar interests, it was much easier to engage 
with others. If one is friends with a spectrumite 
female, they can expect a friend who has a rare 
passion for things that interest them. We are very 
intense individuals. I have my share of friends on 
the spectrum and I have learned so much from 
them. We would much rather discuss something at 
length than do superficial chit chat. “It’s a straighter, 
more authentic and deep friendship with us” says 
a spectrum sister of mine. She then goes on to 
say, “We’re also uninterested in mundane chitter 
chatter and gossip so our conversation tends 
to be more about ‘real’ things that truly matter 
in the bigger scheme of things. We are logical 
and practical, so we can offer genuine support 
and advice when required and also not required 
[laughs]” For example, if someone in one of the 
online groups has a question, someone will 
respond to the best of their knowledge and even 
use correct sources that pertain to the inquiry and 
then a discussion usually follows. We are not wired 
for shallow communication as it makes many of us 
uncomfortable and confused. Though I can do the 
chit chat much better now than when I was 
younger, it is not something I enjoy.

Get along with men platonically 

One thing that has often been discussed in the groups I am part 
of is women on the spectrum tend to get along better with men 
than other women. I myself have some wonderful platonic male 
friends. Some are also on the spectrum while others are very 
easygoing and openminded NT’s. I personally tend to use logic 
over emotion and understand men a lot better than most women. 
Men are more literal and often say what they mean and mean 
what they say, there is no ‘reading between the lines.’ It is also 
easier to exchange information with them, as that is how many 
of them communicate as well. Women on the spectrum are 
known to defy gender stereotypes, so this also comes into play. 
I have female friends on the spectrum who consider themselves 
genderless inside because they do not feel fully female or male, 
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but that is a whole other discussion. Furthermore, if a woman on 
the spectrum says something ‘socially inappropriate’ a male friend 
will usually not be offended or bothered. One of my favourite 
things about having guy friends is not expending much mental 
energy in ‘watching what I say.’ 

Openminded and Non-Judgmental

Although we all are known to have our opinions and biases, 
the group of women on the spectrum I have gotten to know 
are some of the most open-minded individuals I have ever met. 
Many can agree that when it comes to friends we do not judge 
others based on trivialities such as personal appearance, race, 
gender, sexual orientation etc…We would rather acknowledge 
another for who they are on the inside as a human being. 
And though we may not like everything about a person, we will 
respect them if they respect us. Since many of us have been 
ostracized and bullied, we know all too well how it feels when 
others judge us. Women on the spectrum are some of the most 
accepting individuals one could meet.

Not ‘Catty’ or Competitive

This is an important one. If there is one thing a woman on the 
spectrum cannot wrap her mind around, it is cattiness, competition 
and plain old bitchiness. This is often why we did not fit in with or 

understand other girls at school. I never understood their hidden 
motivations or social hierarchies and was bullied as a result. 
Before I joined the groups online, the last thing I ever wanted to 
be was part of a large group of women! In fact the mere thought 
made me anxious! What I came to realize though is spectrumites 
are different. If we have something to say, we often say it and 
even though we may not be the most tactful we do not 
believe in ‘backstabbing’ or manipulating others. Support and 
understanding is readily available if someone needs to talk. 
We are also not socially competitive, as many of us have no 
idea how to even be that way (myself included). 

This now concludes my column. Though we on the spectrum 
do struggle with socializing and communicating, we should 
not be without caring and supportive friendships. We women 
on the spectrum have much to offer and the above list is only 
SOME of the amazing attributes we have to offer. Of course 
I could go on and on but this piece is already long enough. 
If you are a woman on the spectrum reading this and want 
to make like-minded friends, online is a great place to start. 
Seek out groups online or your local autism support group. 
I know for myself, the online groups I became part of 
changed my life because I was finally able to connect with 
others who ‘get it.’  Give it a try!   Cheers,  Jen!

Jen with her friend Dawn Photo courtesy of Linda @ LAMBDA Cabaret
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Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC) is 
life-long and affect’s as many as 1 in 88 
people. Individuals experience difficulties 
with sensory issues, social interaction, and 
impaired communication and quite often 
feel they are different. 

It can be a challenge to know where to 
start when looking for help about an 
Autism Spectrum Condition (ASC). What 
do I do first? Who do I ask for help? Will 
my doctor understand me? Why does my 
family not understand me?… These are 
just some of the many questions that so 
often arise when an ASC is suspected or 
diagnosed.

Awareness, support and education from 
families, support services, schools and 
health professionals all have a major impact 
in improving the lives and well-being for 
those on the Autism Spectrum. It is with 
this collaboration of essential services that 
the Australian Autism Aspergers Network 
Inc. aims to improve awareness and 
services throughout Australia. 

Australian Autism Aspergers Network Inc. 
is primarily run by individuals that are on 
the Autism Spectrum as they can relate 
and understand what is needed in the 
autism community as well giving a sense 
of solidarity to the wider community. We 
feel that the Australian Autism Aspergers 
Network Inc. is much needed in creating 
a stronger and united force for the 
community.

The Australian Autism Aspergers Network 
Inc. provides the following to the whole 
Autism Community:

• a comprehensive online website 
with reliable information, events & 
workshops, Australia wide directory of 
services, resources, factsheets, support 
groups & services, government 
initiatives, latest research, book 
reviews & more. Development of a 
children’s interactive learning website 
is currently under construction.

• hosting workshops, seminars 
and conferences throughout 
the year, ranging in topics from 
education, teens, adults, women 
and employment with respected 
professionals and members of the 
autism community

• opening multiple low cost centres 
providing, psychology, occupational 
therapy, speech pathology and 
education and proving services as 
bulk billed, HCWA or sponsorship 
through our association

• sponsoring individuals and families 
in financial crisis enabling them to 
access therapy or educational services 
necessary for development

• developing specialised programs 
specifically for children and adults on 
the autism spectrum

• uniting the services currently 
available to the Autism Community 
with the outcome of providing better 
and easier access for individuals and 
families

• providing online support via email, 
online groups and facebook pages

• providing therapy equipment to 
individuals and families that are in 
financial hardship (eg iPads/tablets, 
therapy toys and aids etc)

• support groups for adults, families 
and children

• holding family fun days

• a comprehensive library

• being proactive in the community 
by attending special events to raise 
awareness and acceptance on Autism 
Spectrum Conditions

WEB:  www.aaanetwork.com.au
EMAIL:  info@aaanetwork.com.au

Incorporation Number: IA40857

AUSTRALIAN AUTISM ASPERGERS

NETwoRk
Bringing together support and services

to the Autism Community

A AA
NETWORK
AUTISM ASPERGERS

NETWORK INC.

AUSTRALIAN

INC.

The Australian Autism Aspergers Network Inc. is an Australian registered not for profit charity 
providing  comprehensive information, services and support to the Autism Community. 

We represent the many individuals and families who are touched by Autism Spectrum Conditions. 

Membership allows you to be part of a diverse and vast community for you to voice your concerns and 
be part of a network that is advocating for everyone on the Autism Spectrum.

Patrons 
Professor Tony Attwood 

& Dr Michelle Garnett



22 AUTISM ASPERGERS NETWORK MAGAZINE

social wellbeing

I 
grew up reading books, listening to music and watching movies about love.                    
I remember when I was about eight, my older - and somewhat Aspie - brother 
commenting that he didn’t want to listen to songs about love as they were ‘stupid’. 
I wasn’t quite so cynical but I did wonder what it was all about. Apparently, as a 
human being, I was supposed to love my parents, my brother, various grandparents, 

aunties and cousins, one day my husband and children and other less obvious things 
like sports teams, my country and God. It didn’t make an awful lot of sense to me. 

My mum told me she loved me from time to time and that seemed to be a given as far 
as my research sources (books and television) had taught me. Mums loved their kids, 
that was a fact of life. I wondered if I loved my mum. I didn’t really know what loving 
someone was supposed to feel like. I took my family situation for granted. I assumed 
that everybody had some kind of approximate version of our life: a caring, anxious 
mum, irritable but fun father and an older brother who was good for playing games 
with, doting aunties and serious uncles, loving older cousins and wonderful elderly 
grandparents. Many of these people expressed their love for me but I couldn’t feel 
it in any tangible way. I accepted it as being part of how these sorts of things were 
supposed to work.

attachment,   
           closeness 
     & love
By JEANETTE PURKIS

What’s 
LOVE 
got to do 
with it?

I didn’t understand 
how to be a ‘proper’ 
girlfriend. I didn’t 
listen to my partner 
very much, I was not 
a sensitive lover and I 
was really quite selfish. 
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social wellbeing

attachment,   
           closeness 
     & love

As I grew older I learned more about this love thing that 
everyone was so keen on. As a teenager I watched many films 
about romance. The female leads in these films seemed a bit 
vacuous and silly to me. I didn’t want to be like those pretty 
actors putting love above their career or interests. Surely a career 
was a more useful thing than love? Love seemed to cause these 
characters to make foolish choices. And love portrayed in these 
films was always between a man and a woman and the woman 
was always smaller - in both physique and intellect - than their 
male partner. 

Coming from a conservative Christian background, I grew up 
knowing that one day I would need to finish whatever I was 
doing - study or work - and marry a man and then have children. 
Apparently this made women complete and was our destiny. 
From a very young age I thought this seemed a little unfair. 
And as I grew older and discovered sexuality, I thought it all 
rather icky. I had no wish to marry a man and have children. 
Childbirth sounded very painful and I didn’t like little kids very much. 
What on Earth was I going to do with myself if I had to live this 
life that had been laid down for me, apparently for generations?

I escaped this dubious fate, as I left the church when I was 
fifteen and went on to apparent independence and the world 
of a revolutionary socialist. The socialists had no patience with 
romantic love, seeing meaningless, detached sex as a better 
choice. In my new world, the family was an oppressive institution, 
designed to keep women downtrodden. We were all very practical 
and earnest. I had my first sexual relationship when I was 20 and 
wasn’t quite sure what was going on. I didn’t understand how to 
be a ‘proper’ girlfriend. I didn’t listen to my partner very much, 

I was not a sensitive lover and I was really quite selfish. 
But contrary to my socialist sensibilities, I felt a degree of 
attachment for my partner. When we split up I was quite sad. 
But I still never thought that I had loved her. We had shared a 
time of physical intimacy and political protest and now we were 
finished with each other. 

As the years went on I had a number of sexual relationships. 
I became unwell with mental health issues and my lifestyle 
underwent a large number of changes. No longer a socialist, 
as a thirty year-old university student who had only recently 
accepted my Asperger’s diagnosis, I thought that it would be 
nice to feel love. I had always felt a distance between myself and 
the rest of humanity. I could feel warmth towards others but I 
felt that, if I were the last person alive, the only thing I’d miss 
from the other humans would be interesting conversation. 
I felt closer to my cats than I ever had to other people and I 
figured that this was a deficit in my character. I wanted to love 
but it was not something I could force. I worried that I would 
never feel closeness to other humans, that I would be denied 
the experience of love that other people achieved.

Just as I was at the stage of feeling like a cold and broken human 
being, my sister in law announced that she was having a baby. 
I was very excited at the prospect of a little niece or nephew.            
I met my eldest niece the day after she was born. As I held this 
tiny baby in my arms, my heart melted. I was overwhelmed with 
love! I had not expected this to happen but it was wonderful. 
Now, I am still quite distant and detached emotionally, but I can 
love a small selection of people. It certainly is nice to understand 
what all the fuss is about though.

4You cannot force love or emotional closeness. When 
it happens, it happens. If it doesn’t happen that’s OK too.

4You are a unique individual and how you experience 
attachment and closeness is OK, even if it differs from 
others’ expectations. 

4Not being able to feel love in a conventional way does 
not mean that you are cold-hearted, that you don’t care 
about others or that you are a psychopath. 

4It’s OK to feel love for cats, dogs, other animals or 
inanimate objects. 

4It’s OK not to feel love at all. It doesn’t make you any 
less of a person than others who can.

4Sometimes, when it comes to closeness to others 
and love, we find ourselves ‘faking it’ and trying to 

pretend we feel things that we don’t. It’s almost always 
better to be ourselves. 

4The love portrayed in movies and television is often 
quite unrealistic. Real life very rarely imitates romantic 
fiction and movies. Don’t judge your relationships by the 
standards of novels or films.

4The most important person to love is yourself. If this 
seems difficult, you can start by being kind to yourself 
- avoiding putting yourself down in conversations, 
learning to enjoy treats and pleasant experiences and 
thinking of all the things you like about yourself.

4Try to surround yourself with positive people who 
appreciate and love you. 

Some tips for other Aspies
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A
ll my life I have suffered from severe anxiety. I first realised 
I was on the Spectrum after reading Rudy Simone’s book 
in February 2012. Prior to that my Mum had suspected I 
was on the spectrum but I was in denial. I had done an 
essay on Aspergers a few years before as part of my study 

in which I learned that autism was only likely to occur in females if it 
was severe non-verbal. This made sense to me because I had a non-
verbal autistic acquaintance. I came to the conclusion then that I 
could not be on the spectrum. 

Fast forward a few years and I was a new Mum struggling to adjust to 
motherhood. I found it challenging and overwhelming. I had always felt 
different and Motherhood accentuated my differences and my pre-
existing co-morbid conditions (anxiety and depression). At this point I was 
looking for ways to ‘fix’ myself so I could cope better and be more ‘normal’. 
I decided to look more into Aspergers. I read Rudy Simone’s book, 
‘Aspergirls’. Rudy’s book changed my life.

I spent most of 2012 unsure whether or not  I was on the Spectrum. 
I started seeing a psychologist who lived nearby and specialised in females 
on the spectrum. She was very helpful in validating me as a person with 
AS. I am very grateful for that.

At this point I joined  to some female Aspie Facebook groups and ‘lurked’ 
for awhile due to my lack of confidence and not knowing myself well. 
Eventually I got more involved in the groups and realised that, amazingly, 
I related to so many quirks and struggles of what the other Aspie women 
were discussing. I was gradually becoming more self-aware.

My anxiety began to get worse after my son was born. I had pushed myself 
so hard to maintain a level of appearing normal and fitting into roles I 

By KERRILYNN HARRIS

Acceptance
Resplendent

This shedding of layers, 
this unraveling of my soul, 

of my mind
it’s a process,

a detox,
a liberation.

I’m fragile yet strong.
I’m broken yet healing.

I’m cracked,
yet I’ll be filled with gold*.

Progress is lagging.
Acceptance is an exertion.

Painful, raw.
Emotions histrionic.

Healing is auspicious.
Emergence is transpiring.

Fresh new soul,
newborn-like.

Mind changing, developing,
neural pathways.

Shedding, 
releasing,
toxic layer, 

after toxic layer, 
finally, revealed beneath the messy,

broken layers, 
is a new,

formed self.
A free self. 
Liberated. 

Loved. 
Whole.

Emergence.

A newborn creature,
a soul I now know and love.

Fragile, yet complete.
New understanding of self.

Finally wings are free. 
I emerge,

myself.
My true self.

Liberated and free.
Resplendent.

Poem by Kerrilynn Harris ©

Self
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By KERRILYNN HARRIS

felt I had to, that I broke down. Earlier 
this year I experienced Autistic burnout. 
I needed to take a break from a a few 
responsibilities in my life and am now 
slowly taking on more responsibilities. 
I put my son into daycare a few days 
a week to allow myself some time to 
recover and started seeing a parenting 
specialist to help me cope with the stress 
of parenting. He encouraged me to set 
up an art studio in our garage so I now 
have a space to rejuvenate my creativity.

To help me in my mothering journey, I 
started a Facebook Aspie Mothers group. 
Through this group I have made some 
real life connections with other Aspie 
mothers and their support has been 
helpful in my process of letting go of 
personas that are not who I am.

I remember sitting on my bed one 
day earlier this year thinking to myself, 
‘All the things that I have done in my 
life have been to help others feel 
comfortable around me. I have tried so 
hard to create this self, this identity to 
appear normal and for what? It has left 
me burnt out and unhappy.’

I remember consciously creating this 
identity when I was younger and 
unaware of AS. I remember gauging 
how others reacted to me, watching 
closely to see how they interacted with 
other people. I worked to create this 
self that would hopefully help me fit in. 
It did not of course. I still found social 
situations overwhelming. I still struggled 
to connect socially. I can see now that I 
was really not that self-aware. I always felt 
I was ‘too’ something so tried to hide all 
the ‘toos’. I felt I had to hide my true self.

I  was diagnosed with Aspergers in 
September 2012 by a psychologist . 
I knew I had AS deep down but hearing it 
from another person was just so relieving 
and validating.

Once diagnosed I felt great. It was like a 
honeymoon period. I felt I had found a family 
via Facebook groups and was not a misfit. 

I had a delayed reaction to my diagnosis. 
I remember, for months after, feeling 
disconnected from myself. I did not know 
how to process it or put it into words. 
I felt lost within myself. In time I was able 
to start forming words and understanding 
the process I was going through.

Once the full realisation of my diagnosis 
hit me - several months later - I felt so lost. 
I felt I had lived a lie until then. I disliked 
the self I had created. I begrudged the 
fact that I put myself through these 
expected social situations, especially as a 
new mum. I realised it was not helpful to 
me at all. For example, a lot of the ‘normal’ 
new mum things like meeting up with 
other mums didn’t really help me. 
They all wanted to chat and talk about 
their babies. I just wanted a break from 
my baby and to talk about something 
intelligent for once.

I started this process of shedding the 
personas. I see the process of 
shedding selves and finding 
my true self as shedding 
cicada skins. The cicada life 
cycle is quite symbolic to me 
- They live part of their life 
underground. Then they crawl 
out from underground and live 
above ground. They shed their 
skin in the process.

From an Aspie friend: ‘I want to believe 

that even though we develop these coping 

mechanisms/personas whatever that we are 

still us inside and that those who really love us 

will still love us. Those who loved the façade 

will go away.’

I tell my husband that the person he 
married is changed forever.

That I am a new self.

So far the personas I have let go of are: 
social/fun/outgoing self, religious self, 
mother/housewife self - where I thought 
I had to be this perfect wife/mother.

Some days even now I wake up and feel 
confident in who I am and know myself 
well. Other days I just have no idea.           
I feel lost and disconnected from myself.   
Those days are a challenge.

I have reached a point where I accept 
myself because I understand myself.        
I am learning to be at peace with who 
I am and the processes I have to go 
through as an Aspie. I no longer feel 
a need to fix myself. I still slip into the 
personas I created when I need to but 
I no longer lose myself in them. I have 
finally found myself.

About Kerrilynn
I am a mother of a two year old, writer of articles about Aspergers, health and 
life experiences, and I’m an artist for self satisfaction.

I am on a journey of rediscovering my creative self.  I have a blog and a 
Youtube Channel where I share my experiences of a late Aspergers diagnosis 
and it’s impact on my life.

Youtube: http://www.youtube.com/user/TigerKez/videos

Blogger: www.disabilityableismautismandmotherhood.blogspot.com.au/
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regular

L
ately, I’ve noticed an interesting fashion 
trend popping up all over the place. Nebulas.  
They’re silkscreened onto leggings and computer 
keyboard decals. They’re set into glass earrings, 
pendants, and refrigerator magnets. They’re on 

sunglass frames and smart phone cases, sheet sets and 
even a personal liquor flask. I’m not sure when the tipping 
point came (or even what it was) that made nebulas the 
theme de la mode. It seems a bit random. But then again, it 
seems kind of wonderful, too.

Who knows? Maybe the tough economy made souls weary. 
Maybe the end of the space shuttle program deflated dreams 
and imagination. Maybe somebody in a design house 
somewhere just likes astromony.

Whatever the reason for nebulas-gone-wild, I happen to 
think it’s fantabulous. Perhaps, in the haste and arrogance of 
modern amenities, we forget how much more mystery exists 
than sureity. And so, we instinctively turn our imaginations to 
the open sky and say lovingly to our children, “Don’t tell me the 
sky’s the limit when there are footprints on the moon.”

Nebulas. Leggings. Philosophy. Admittedly, not the average 
fare for a discussion on autism. Or Aspergers. Or parenting. 
But then again, who’s ever been enlightened or delighted or 
moved by “average”? Wonder lies beyond what is. It lingers 
only in what may be.

Since the dawn of mankind, we’ve been looking up. 
We designed our “360 degree” circle by observing (about) how 
many days it took for a constellation to “return” to a particular 
location. We’ve linked the cosmos to our mythologies and 
scheduled life events according to heavenly movements. 
And though poets sang and scientists speculated, our ability 
to perceive the stars clearly was always distorted by our own 
atmosphere. As is often the case, our perspectives - both 
physical and societal - were fixed and limited.

Then, in 1990, everything changed with the launch of the 
Hubble Space Telescope.

By design, Hubble “sees” differently. Its orbit, above Earth’s 
blanket of clouds, offers glimpses of a reality that is both 
logical and deeply poetic: the birth and death of galaxies, star 
nurseries, dark energy, and massive gamma-ray explosions 
of spectacular color and terrible ferocity. Without overstating 
the case, Hubble has utterly transformed the way humanity 
understands the universe and the magnitude of the 
liquid-rainbow secrets it still holds.

Hubble is, you might say, like a spectrum mind: capable of 
pinpoint focus, limitless fact-gathering, and a completely 
unique perspective. Its deepest value is its difference.

Now, imagine a (completely hypothetical) glitch in the story. 
Let ’s say that, back in the 1980’s when engineers began 
designing Hubble, they had the wrong instructions. 
Oh, these would’ve been good instructions, of course. 
Well-meant, expertly-preached and thought-out. But in our 
story, these fabulous instructions are for the Mars Rover not 
the Hubble Space Telescope.

Our fictional engineers would have, after all, been smart folks. 
They would have cared deeply about their creation’s success. 
In effect, they’d almost be like its parents, shaping and refining 
with boundless, loving dedication. But no matter how hard 
they’d try, how much they’d learn or invest – you just can’t launch 
a good space telescope using directions for a roving robot.

We are not, of course, building Martian landing crafts 
in our homes. And we’re not too likely to launch a multi-
reflector orbiting telescope from the backyard, either. But the 
families of kids on the spectrum do have an equally -- if not 
more -- important charge. We’re given “standard instructions” 
from parenting books, experts’ directions, under-informed 
educators and well-meaning relatives... and raw material that 
doesn’t match the plans.

Uncertain what exactly is askew, we have no time for 
learning curves or training courses we’re on now. Forget 
booster rockets. Our homes are our launch pads. Forget billion 
dollar payloads. This liftoff belongs to our priceless children.

The Gift of An Asperkid’s “Launch Pad”

Starry, Starry life
By  JENNIfER COOK O’TOOlE
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regular

The best plans are always simple, blending 
form and function. They’re always purposeful, 
emphasizing process over product. 
And they’re always respectful of the 
strengths, challenges, and needs of 
everyone involved.

I am neither a psychologist nor an interior 
designer. But I am an Aspie, married to an 
Aspie, raising three young Asperkids. So 
I’d like to gift you the instruction manual 
that will fit Asperkids of ALL AGES....The Asperkid’s Launch Pad: 
Homes Design that Empowers Everyday Superheroes.

Like a love letter from my family to yours, this spectacularly 
photographed book is a colour-rich, room-by-room tour of my 
own home where, together, we will uncover the hidden power 
of tucked-away spaces, living room trampolines, vegetable 
gardens and table settings. It is a journey in balancing choice 
and responsibility through prepared places and life-changing 
processes with a much bigger purpose in mind. Yes, this book 
is about interior design -- the interior design of independent, 
happy children. And that, I’d venture, trumps granite 
countertops any day.

“From the layout of the kitchen pantry to the extended bedroom 
light switch -- small adjustments add up to one grandly important 
“process” of becoming whomever your child is meant to be. 
“Home design” for an Asperkid has nothing to do with fabric 
swatches. It is, instead, the gift of a thoughtful adult who creates 
a place which will make possible the process of “becoming” an 
extraordinary person. It’s lovely. It’s doable. And it doesn’t require 
a whole bunch of gadgets or gizmos.

For an Asperkid to tap into whatever individual, unique gifts they 
were meant to bring into this world, they have got to come 
home to a place where they can learn to trust their own powers. 
Hooks and trays, dust brooms and daily activity charts. These are 
the tools of everyday superheroes...brave, honest, loyal children... 
[whose] lasting notions of independence, safety,  self-worth, 
respect and joy will stand upon the “home bases” we design.”

Like those astronomers of long ago, we’ll look further. We will 
extend the simplest of skills to the deepest levels of wonder, 
revealing hundreds of specific opportunities for joy and discovery 
in every nook and cranny.

“Home,” simply put, is where our children’s stories begin. 
Asperkids live in a world which constantly reminds them 
(in condescending smiles and whispered insults) of all the things 
that won’t come easily. And yet, they cannot escape. Day after day, 
year after year, they must venture out into a loud, scratchy, chaotic 
and often unkind reality where they’re expected to please adults, 
develop a sense of self-worth, win friendships, manage a career 
and maybe even find love. They are, without a doubt, superheroes. 
No capes. Just courage. And us. Though we might wish to, we can’t 
give our children lives absent of danger or heartache. But, what 
we can give is a grand and beautiful telelscope… a perspective 
as unique as their own: that, past the clouds, there is limitless 
majesty and infinite possibility. Archimedes said, “Give me a place 
to stand, and I shall move the Earth.” And so we shall, Asperkids. 
We will give you “home.” And we will watch you move the stars. 
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Faking  It           is a survival strategy for those with an ASD that is effective and constructive, but there are 
concerns that “faking it until you make it’” can be emotionally and intellectually exhausting 
and in the long term can have a negative effect on self-identity and self-esteem. 

The strategy can start in early childhood by careful observation of other children, to try and decipher how they seem to understand each 
other so well and play together so enjoyably and harmoniously. This can involve trying to identify, by careful observation, the patterns 
and sequences in social behaviour and the unwritten social rules and conventions. Thus, some children who have ASD, become 
natural ‘child psychologists’, frequently observing, and intellectually analysing, interpreting and trying to predict the behaviour of their 
peers, family members and adults. This can include great attention to detail, from facial expressions to accents and the creation of a 
mental ‘library’ of ‘video recordings’ of interactions for future reference. It is interesting that for some adults with an ASD, this has been 
the foundation of a successful career as a psychologist.

The next stage is to imitate a person who has been observed to be successful in a specific social situation. Some people with an ASD 
become talented in the art of mimicry, which can be intoxicatingly successful and an effective way of gaining social inclusion and acceptance. 

By PROfESSOR TONy ATTWOOd

FAKING I T !

from the 
       upcoming 
   new book 

  TRy THIS!

  BEEN THERE. 
  Done That.
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We use the phrase, ‘When in Rome, do as Romans do” and this is 
applicable to those with an ASD who feel they are in a foreign or 
alien culture and have to fake neurotypical to succeed socially. 

This can include mimicking someone’s voice and body 
language but also clothing and attitude. These skills could be 
refined in drama classes during adolescence to a level that the 
person with an ASD could have a successful career as an actor. 
The ability to observe and analyse people in real life social 
situations can also be supplemented by watching television 
‘soap operas’ to create a ‘wardrobe’ of characters that can be 
activated in different circumstances, with the feeling upon 
waking of, “who do I need to be today.” 

We use the phrase, ‘When in Rome, do as Romans do” and this is 
applicable to those with an ASD who feel they are in a foreign or 
alien culture and have to fake neurotypical to succeed socially. 
The strategy of acting and wearing different masks, does 
work, but there are concerns. The first is that it is exhausting. 
The strategy can succeed for a certain period of time, but like 
Cinderella at the ball at midnight, it is suddenly time to leave 
the social gathering and subsequently suffer the emotional and 
mental consequences of intellectual and emotional exhaustion. 
The ‘Faking It’ strategy will require the creation of a range of ‘exit 
lines’ when exhaustion occurs and there can then be a social 
‘migraine’ which can only be alleviated by a prolonged period 
of solitude and tranquillity. Neurotypicals may not understand 
why the socialite now wants to be a recluse.

The question can then arise as to who is the authentic person? 
Acting neurotypical is certainly more appealing than being the 
defective person that is rejected and ridiculed by peers, but 
there can be powerful effects on the concept of self. The person 
with an ASD can believe that the real me has such despicable 
characteristics that no one must ever see the reality behind the 
mask. This can make the person who uses this strategy feel very 
sad and lonely and only socially acceptable when taking on an 
artificial persona. This can contribute to a clinical depression or 
the diagnosis of Multiple Personality Disorder.

Shakespeare used the phrase ‘life is a stage’ and those with an 
ASD can learn the script and take on the role to act neurotypical. 
There are times when this ability is needed to succeed at 
school or work, but only temporarily. It is important to have 
the self-perception of being different and not defective, and 
that the real person must not be forever hidden. Thus, in some 
situations, to be on stage and act, but when the ‘curtain closes’ 
and the person with an ASD goes home from school or work, it is 
psychologically important to be true to the real self and be with 
people who accept and value the real person and with whom 
that person can be natural. 

Extract from Attwood, Evans and Lesko (Ed.) (2014) Been There. Done That. 

Try This!: An Aspie’s Guide to Life on Earth, Jessica Kingsley Publishers, London 

and Philadelphia. Reproduced with kind permission of the publisher.

About the book
The world’s Aspie mentors pass on their insights for 
successful living!

Temple Grandin, Liane Holliday Willey, Anita Lesko, Stephen M. 
Shore, and many others, offer words of wisdom on coping with 
daily stressors such as self-esteem, employment, friendship, and 
love. Based on their personal experience, this book is chock full of 
advice from Aspie mentors who have all been there and done that!

Each chapter ends with recommendations for overcoming the 
issue at hand from Asperger’s Syndrome expert Dr. Tony Attwood 
and the book also includes evocative artwork from Aspie artists 
showing how they visually interpret each stressor.

Launching a mentorship movement within the autism 
community to help each other find success, this is an 
inspirational guide to life by Aspies for Aspies. 

Description sourced from JKP Publishers website www.jkp.com

Book available from JKP Publishers February 2014



30 AUTISM ASPERGERS NETWORK MAGAZINE

Are you getting enough? 
Fat that is. 
Most likely you’re not, and this could be to the detriment of your health. 

The most popular dietary intervention for Autism Spectrum Disorders usually starts with the 
removal of gluten and casein, which goes a long way towards reducing the inflammatory 
proteins which could be affecting the gut and the brain. But that is really just a first step.  
Once we’ve removed these irritants the next thing we need to do is add in healing and 
nourishing foods, and Fat is the top of my list. 

We have been told for years that Fat is our enemy. About forty years ago, the Food Pyramids 
presented by the government said we should all adopt a low fat/high carbohydrate diet. 
What’s happened since we’ve done that? Obesity, diabetes, autoimmune disorders, food allergies, 
ADD, autism, asthma, eczema, Alzheimer’s, and cancer are all increasing at alarming rates. While there 
is more to this than just the food, we have to concede that this way of eating is just not working.

Why

FAT is your

FRIEND
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health & wellbeing 

Fat has long been deemed the culprit for causing high cholesterol 
and cholesterol has become that “baddie” that you need to avoid 
at any cost. You will have seen recently much publicity about 
studies completely debunking the whole Cholesterol myth. 
We are seeing many mainstream doctors concede that grains 
and sugar are widely overlooked in the roles they play in 
degenerative and heart disease. And that Cholesterol and Fats 
are not the demons they have been purported to be. 

Another very interesting area that is being researched right now 
is that levels of cholesterol of children with an Autism Spectrum 
Disorder are often very low. A healthy child needs to have healthy 
cholesterol levels because cholesterol is essential for proper 
brain development, good digestion, to build muscle and to help 
regulate blood sugar. 

So here I am to debunk another myth. Saturated Fat is 
not bad for us. Good fats are the basis of good nutrition. 
Saturated fat is essential. We need it for brain development  - 
our brain is mostly made up of saturated fats and if we are eating 
a low fat diet, our brain is deprived of the very basics it needs 
to function. We need saturated fat for gut health and good 
digestion. We need it to help boost our immune system (of which 
over 70% lives in the gut). And we need it for our bones - it helps 
the body to absorb the calcium we need for strong bones. 

Animal fats are saturated fats. So by eating meat and eggs, and 
cooking with fats like duck fat (my favourite!), butter, ghee (casein 
free) & lard, you are going to get a good healthy dose of saturated 
fats. My Dad used to tell me as a kid his family ate bread and 
dripping for dinner – a great source of saturated fat. Makes you 
think about what they knew “back then” before we all got too 
clever and started using artificial things to make “food-like” food. 

Fatty fish like salmon and sardines 
are also rich in good saturated fats. 
If you’re not able to eat enough of 
these then Cod Liver Oil is another 
source of the fats we want. And my 
Dad told me he used to have to line 
up for doses of that as well! 

Plant based saturated fats come 
from Coconut oil/butter, Palm oil, 
Olive oil and Macadamia oil, as 
well as eating foods like avocado, 
nuts & seeds. 

My husband nearly danced for 
joy when I started cooking roast 
vegetables and home made chips in 
Duck Fat they are so crispy and delicious! 
You can make fabulous home 
made “fast food” like chicken 
nuggets and chips, that are full of 

good fat and no nasties, and almost a balanced meal with a few 
veges thrown in. 

What I’ve seen happen when you start increasing the good fats 
in the diet is that those who may have been overweight begin 
to lose weight and regulate their appetite. And those who were 
underweight and malnourished begin to put on weight and start 
to look healthy again. 

When you are including good fats in your diet your digestive 
system works much better. If you’re prone to constipation, try 
increasing your fat intake as it will help things to move along as 
they should. As we know from my previous article on the gut/brain 
connection, when the gut is healthy the brain functions better, so 
you can also expect to see improvements in focus, concentration, 
brain fog and memory.  Makes you want to run to the kitchen for 
a good fry-up right now! 

A word of warning though – not all Fat is created equal. 
There are plenty of bad fats out there that have no health benefits 
whatsoever and are actually detrimental to your health, so please 
stick to the good fats I’ve mentioned. 

Anything containing Trans-Fats is off limits, full stop. Trans Fats 
have undergone a hydrogenation process which simply put 
means they last a long time on the shelf and can be reused over 
again, but they become so altered that they are unable to be 
metabolised by our bodies and actually cause damage to 
our cells. Trans Fats have been linked to obesity, heart disease, 
some cancers and diabetes. You’ll find these in margarines, 
vegetable oils and shortenings, oils used by fast food restaurants 
(and most restaurants for deep frying actually), as well as in 
packaged foods like biscuits, snack bars and potato chips. 

We offer a great range of products  
suitable for people who suffer from food 
allergies or intolerances, coeliac disease, 
eczeama, asthma or autism.  
All of our products are gluten, wheat,  
dairy, casein, soy, nut, egg, fish and  
shellfish free.

Great Snack & Lunchbox options

www.allergyfriendlyfoods.com.au
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Q: A family running an ABA/IBI program is typically 
surrounded by a team. What does this look like? Who’s 
involved?

A:  A typical ABA/IBI team for a child with autism involves a number 
of key people. An inclusive team would involve a service provider 
(which may be an individual or an organisation), a psychologist, one 
or more ABA therapists, professionals from several complimentary 
disciplines, and the child’s parent/s. Most importantly, the child’s 
parent/s head up the team, sourcing and employing their child’s 
therapists and engaging and liaising with required professionals. 
Many parents will also chose to provide direct therapeutic 
treatment to their child.

Most home-based IBI programs are managed by a service provider. 
Service providers must satisfy certain criteria (good-practice 
in early intervention, use of evidence-based therapies, a 
demonstrated plan as to how their service will be delivered) 
which assures parents of professional standards. The service 
provider will have demonstrated experience and qualifications 
relevant to providing scientifically validated ABA/IBI program 
support to children with ASD and their families. service providers 
may additionally have access to, and provide families with, 
instructors (or discrete trial therapists) who work directly with 
the child in the family’s home, kindergarten, or school.  

Complimentary team members including psychologists, 
speech pathologists, occupational therapists, paediatricians, and 
kindergarten and school teachers who also play an important role in 
the child’s ongoing program. 

Q:  How important is the involvement of a child’s parent in the 
provision of ABA/IBI?

A: Parental involvement is consistently seen as imperative 
to treatment success. Apart from positively affecting the 
child, parental involvement supports the whole family. 
“Families do better when parents/carers have the opportunity 
to work in partnership with professionals to learn more about 
their child’s autism, behaviour management techniques, and 
how to teach new skills” (Brereton & Tonge 2005).

With ABA/IBI, some parents choose intense involvement, becoming 
a therapist for their child. The key for parents who choose this path 
is training. Indicatively a recent study by the Chicago Children’s 
Clinic found that providing parents with training in established 
treatments is a necessary component, and sometimes a 
sufficient component, for children with autism to get better. 
Parents in the Chicago study received 25 hours of training and in 
one case only 6 hours learning key skills to help children with autism 
make significant improvements in verbal and social functioning.

By PEGGY HAILSTONE

It’s commonly acknowledged that parents play a pivotal role in their children’s ongoing learning and development. 
How does this fit with ABA/IBI for autism, and what are the benefits for children and families?

Freelance writer, Peggy Hailstone, gets the specifics on parental involvement from Melbourne-based psychologist and 
senior EIBI specialist, Kim Sheppard.

Parent Involvement 
in ABA / IBI

How,
why & what for?
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Q:  What does parent involvement in an ABA/IBI program 
typically look like?

A:  Running an ABA/IBI program for a child with autism is 
labour intensive. It requires a significant amount of hours each 
week to organise your child’s therapy schedule, employ and 
manage therapists, coordinate various meetings with individual 
professionals, and organise and attend team meetings. 

For a lot of families this ‘head honcho’ role exists in addition to parenting 
the ASD child, parenting siblings, and working in paid employment. 
Some parents make the decision to become a direct part of the child’s 
treatment team by working as a therapist with their own child. 
While it’s not ideal for every parent, it poses a range of benefits as 
we’ll see in the next section.

Q: What are the benefits of parent involvement in their child’s 
ABA/IBI program?

A:  The benefits of parental involvement are numerous with 
both child and parents making the largest gains. With parental 
involvement the child has substantially greater opportunities 
for learning. Parents typically spend the greatest amount of time 
with their child. Thus, a parent (or parents) trained in autism and 
behaviour intervention are in the advantageous position of being 
able to maximise their child’s learning rate and skill development.

Parental involvement also contributes to generalisation of the 
child’s acquired skills. Generalisation occurs when a child transfers 
skills taught under specific conditions to environments different to 
those present when the skill was first taught. Parents are in a prime 
position to facilitate this process because they spend a significant 
amount of time with their child across various environments 
(e.g.  home,  community,  school  and le isure act iv i t ies) . 
An additional benefit of this position lies in the reverse. Parents 
are readily present to observe behavioural excesses and 
deficits in diverse environments. This becomes important in a 
program sense as the parent can provide the Service Provider 
with critical input about areas requiring additional attention 
(e.g. desensitisation to sounds, visits to supermarkets and hairdressers).

Q:  How would parents of an ASD child feel confident in taking 
all of this on?

A: The key is training. A number of training opportunities are available 
to parents or potential therapists. Typically, at the commencement 
of the child’s ABA/IBI program the chosen service provider would 
organise a one or two day ‘Introduction to ABA’ training workshop. 
The purpose is to train individuals working directly with the child 
with ASD, as well as introduce the individualised treatment 
program to staff working directly with the child.

Within the community, organisations such as ABIA 
(Autism Behavioural Intervention Association) also play a key 
role in providing training. As a Victorian service provider I always 
encourage parent/s to undertake the ABIA Level 1 ABA therapist 
training (as the minimum) – regardless of their intention to 
become (or not become) a therapist for their child. This training 
provides foundation-level ABA knowledge which critically covers 
both theory and practice.

Most importantly, parents learn effective and efficient ways to 
interact with their ASD child through training. Parents become 
more knowledgeable about autism in general, and simultaneously 
acquire skills that specifically aid parent/child communications 
and interactions. 

ABA/IBI training also provides parents with practical strategies to 
help manage concerning behaviours (e.g.tantrums, meltdowns, etc.).     
This leads to an increased understanding of the child, which 
often leads to improved parent/child relations.  An improvement 
in parent/child interaction has significant positive effects for 
parents, as well as for the child’s sense of self and wellbeing. 

Training is also important at another level. Knowledge of basic 
ABA theory increases parents’ confidence in running an ABA/IBI 
program, communicating with the range of required professionals, 
and advocating on behalf of their child. With funding changes, and 
given the movement toward evidence-based treatment methods, 
knowledge of a child’s progress and being able to clearly articulate 
a child’s needs is paramount.

As you can see, the flow-on effects of parental involvement in 
the child’s ABA program have the potential to be life changing 
for the whole family.

Q: How can families get more information about ABA/IBI? 

A:  If you are a Victorian resident contact ABIA (info@abia.net.au 
or 03 9830 0677). ABIA runs Level 1 and Advanced ABA training 
courses as well as a range of topic-specific workshops for parents 
and professionals. Many interstate families have travelled to 
Melbourne to undertake Level 1 (Becoming a Therapist) training. 
Autism families in other states should contact their autism peak 
body, or call ABIA for a referral to a service provider in their state.
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We are a Brisbane based Autism and Asperger 
resource company who will ship anywhere in 
Australia. We have a large range of books, 
games, DVD’s, puppets, sensory toys 
and more, specifi cally for those 
with Autism and Asperger 
Syndrome.  

Visit www.resourcesathand.com.au 
today and quote AANM to receive 
10% off your online order. 
Expires 15th Nov 2013
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H ow many of us have heard those words? Think back to that time and 
the thoughts and emotions that flashed through your head and heart. 
Relief: I am not a paranoid parent after all. Anxiety: what now? How do 
I deal with this? Anger: Why me? Why my child? It’s not fair! Sadness: 
what are we going to miss out on? How do I cope with the challenges?

Then the intervention production line kicks in. What services are right for my child? What 
is my child’s particular learning and behaviour profile? What are my child’s unique mix of 
challenges and strengths? How can they be accommodated appropriately? How will they 
cope with school? How do I explain and advocate for my child with family, friends, teachers, 
allied health workers and health professionals? In this process, you become an expert, an 
advocate, a resilient and strong person. Your learning curve is almost exponential, you can 
function on very little sleep and seem to find that extra bit of energy you need.

However, in all of that, there is you. Someone who is desperately trying to process and cope 
with this brand new world you have been thrown into. Someone who doesn’t have time to 
be able to sit and think about how to map this new life out. Someone who inside, might 
be sad, angry, frustrated and oh so very tired. Someone who may be desperately wanting a 
friend to say “I know how you feel, I feel your pain too”. We are sick of hearing the platitudes 
“you are strong”, “you have been given this challenge for a reason”, “It will be fine, just keep 
going. ”You feel like you are on a roller-coaster of emotions, and don’t know how to handle it. 
This is called grief.

By AllISON HAyNES

Child

A S D
has

   We  Think your 

Grief and the ASD diagnosis
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What is grief?

Grief is usually associated with death; however we grieve every 
time expectations fall short of reality, or every time we lose 
something of importance or meaning. The size of the gap 
between expectation and reality, or the importance of the 
lost item to you determines the depth and intensity of grief. 
When we lose our favourite earrings, the sadness and anger we 
may feel is a mild form of grief.

It can sometimes be difficult to understand why you would be 
feeling grief over your child. After all, they are still alive, they are 
usually healthy and quite possibly very smart. However, the grief 
usually is attached to the loss of “normal”. None of us like to consider 
that our child with ASD is not “normal” but there is no denying 
that, in our culture, living with ASD comes with often significant 
challenges and for the parents, hard work and heartache.

Grief is not a simple, straightforward process. Everyone feels and 
processes loss differently and it is important to remember that 
there is no right or wrong way to grieve. Similarly, there is no set 
time span in which to grieve.  It is very common for grief to last 
for many years, although the nature of the feelings and thoughts 
change over this time.

So what is grief? How does it feel? In 1970, Elisabeth Kubler-
Ross published her now famous work “On Death and Dying”, in 
which she described the five stages, or emotions, of grief. She 
postulated that people move through these stages, and once 
done, the grieving process is over. While the stages of grief are still 
recognised as relevant, health professionals now recognise that 
most people don’t move through each stage in a nice neat way. 
Rather we can feel each emotion at different times and intensities 
and often move backward and forward through these emotions. 

What are the stages of grief?  

The first one is often shock. Feelings of shock can include feeling 
numb, feelings of disbelief, feeling withdrawn or detached and 
may make it difficult to perform everyday tasks or make decisions.

When the shock wears off, we often move into denial, in 
which we try to push away the reality of the situation or loss. 
Elements of denial can be present for many years, as some of us 
can question the accuracy of the diagnosis, or completely reject it. 
This may be more common in the partner that spends less time 
with your child. Sometimes, of course, denial is not an option as 
the reality of life with a child with ASD is faced every day.

A common grief component is anger and guilt. This can be a 
hard thingto deal with, as we are faced with feelings that can 
sometimes feel “wrong” or “bad”. Aren’t you a bad parent if you 
are angry at your child for having ASD? The answer to this is 
absolutely not! It is really important to recognise this as a natural 
part of the grieving process. There is no such thing as a “bad” or 
“wrong” emotion. Guilt is often related to feelings of somehow 
causing the challenges in your child, or feeling guilty that you 
have feelings of anger and resentment.  These feelings can often 
come up especially after particularly difficult times, such as after 
a meltdown, or a suspension from school. As you equip yourself 
with strategies to deal with these times, the feelings often 
become less intense, although it is common for them to still be 
present in some form.

The most obvious emotion related to grief is depression and 
despair. Some people find this part of grief the most difficult to 
cope with as their motivation to keep going with every day tasks 
is low, and some feel as if they are “going mad”. During these 
times you may also experience physical symptoms, such as sleep 
disturbance, loss of appetite, stomach complaints or headaches.

Finally, we can move into a period of acceptance. In the case of 
parenting a child with ASD, we often find ourselves feeling strong 
and able to handle the whirlwind of intervention and advocacy. 
The day to day challenges and routine does not seem like so 
much of an insurmountable mountain, and we start to see our 
children in a different light.

Research on grief now shows that all of these feelings 
described can happen at any time, and we tend to move in 
and out of each stage as we are faced with new reminders of 
our loss. Grief is more like a wave than a stage, and with each 
wave of feeling we experience, it becomes a bit less intense. 
The most important thing to remember is that each person 
grieves differently and there is no right or wrong way to grieve.

Things that may help.

The feelings of grief are real and cannot be ignored. 
Indeed, trying to ignore these feelings can create further 
problems, such as trauma or complicated grief. However, there 
are some things that people have found can help.

Expressing the feelings that well up. Talking about how we 
feel and finding a good listener can be an integral part of 

I was honest about the times where I threw plates 
of food across the room or shut my son in a room 
because he was in full meltdown and I didn’t know 
how to make him stop hitting me.

Child



36 AUTISM ASPERGERS NETWORK MAGAZINE

processing and making peace with these feelings. Many people 
will not realise that you are coping with grief, and may not be 
understanding. Therefore it is important to find someone who 
can listen to you in a non-judgemental manner and be able to be 
there when you need them. This might be a family member, good 
friend,  counsellor or psychologist.

Take care of yourself physically. 

This may seem obvious, but it is all too easy to grab that quick 
takeaway, stay up a bit later to get some quiet time or use 
caffeine or alcohol to get us through the rough patches. 
While this seems to work in the short-term, it erodes your capability 
to cope with the long-term demands of being a carer, and can 
result in long term illness or mental health issues. It is important 
to note that grief alone is not considered a mental illness and 
usually does not need treatment with anti-depressants.

Express your feelings in a creative way.

 This is often very soothing and cathartic to be able to use your 
emotions to create something tangible. It may involve creating a 
scrapbook, planting a garden, joining an organisation important 
to you or your child or becoming involved in the intervention 
program as a volunteer.

Don’t let other people tell you how you should feel. 

As mentioned, each person feels grief differently and there 
are no “shoulds” when it comes to this process. Particularly 
unhelpful comments might include “but at least he’s healthy”, 
“you still have him, he’s not dead”, “isn’t it time you got over it?” 
“this was given to you for a reason”. Some people find it useful 
to have a pre-prepared short statement that can help counter 
these comments. Something like “I appreciate you might feel 
like that, but this is my journey to travel.”

Be prepared for times you know will be difficult.  

Times such as when you know your child will find it challenging, 
such as birthday parties, excursions and outings to busy, 
social places. By recognising that you may feel a resurgence 
of emotions can help you deal with it and lessen the impact 
these feelings have. If possible have your support person with 
you or on call so you can debrief these times after.

What if the feelings intensify?

In the normal process of grief, feelings will seem very intense 
and even overwhelming for a period of time. However, these 
feelings, while still present, can fade in intensity and become 
easier to handle. Occasionally, however, the feelings don’t fade, 
or even intensify. This is normally an indication that there are 
other factors underlying the grief, and you may need some 
professional assistance to help you through this period. A 
trained counsellor or psychologist is a good start, or your GP or 
other allied health professional. They can help you process your 
feelings and build strategies to help with the overwhelming 
intensity of this time. With professional assistance, you can learn 
to deal with the grief and move into a period of acceptance.

About Allison

Allison is a psychologist 

that specialises in ASD and 

children. She is also a mother 

of two teenage boys, both 

with ASD and ADHD. Her 

passion is helping parents and 

children alike in finding the 

best strategies to deal with 

the challenges that having a 

diagnosis of ASD can bring. 

She works in private practice at 

KC Psychological in Brisbane, 

and is able to see clients under 

the Helping Children With 

Autism Initiative.

KC Psychological  is a group of Psychologists from Clinical, 

Educational and Developmental and General Psychology. The 

Psychology team work from the offices at Nundah and Caboolture 

and from a range of medical centres across north Brisbane. They 

are committed to providing quality mental health care to the 

community in a professional and collegial work environment. Visit 

our website www.kcpsych.com.au or call 07 3256 6320 for enquiries.

7 GARNET ST, COOROY 

5472 0808 

IS YOUR CHILD’S 
SPINE IN LINE?
KIDS SCOLIOSIS CHECK & INITIAL 
CONSULTATION
Did you know scoliosis in kids does not 
always present with symptoms, however 
it may be related to other health problems 
as your child grows into adulthood 
including: spinal misalignment, headaches 
& neck concerns, hip problems & pelvic 
imbalance to name a few. 
These concerns may lead to degeneration, 
arthritis and pain.

Have your child’s spine professionally checked!
Discover how this method of health care will work with your child. 
Our approach deals with spinal correction, nutritional support 
and exercise programs. Best of all our method does not include 
any drugs or medication, it’s natural, low force & very safe.

Email: admin@lechiro.com.au
Website: www.lechiro.com.au
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I’m 
standing in the middle of the family room 
hugging a binder with a four inch spine and in 
it are carefully tabbed sections chronicling my 
son’s medical and developmental history. It 
feels awkward and uncomfortable to have and 

to be holding such a binder, because reading it will make any stranger feel pity 
for my family and a guilty relief that they don’t have a son with autism.

The binder is necessary for the battles that I have to fight on my son’s behalf, 
and it contains important information that I must keep in order for anyone who 
may have to take over if something happens to me or my husband. I can’t tell 
you how many times I’ve copied, synopsized, and sent off its contents in 
order to get the appropriate approvals or assistance or interventions.

By jOdI MURPhEy
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But the binder isn’t the entire story. 
It’s just cold, detached, documentation of 
his Aspergers syndrome and how it has 
clinically impacted him. The reality is so 
much better than that stupid binder. 

I have no maternal instincts….... or so            
I thought.

I never babysat. I rarely played with dolls.         
I didn’t ooh and ahh over new babies. 
I didn’t cry at ‘Kodak’ moments. So when I 
found out that I was pregnant, my happiness 
was tinged with an overwhelming anxiety…
would I be a good mother?

But the minute, no, the second my son 
emerged from my womb, I knew, KNEW, 
that I was put on this earth to be his mother.

I figured it out at two and the professionals 
called me crazy.

First, understand the mindset during the 1980s about how 
autism was portrayed and talked about. Even though Aspergers 
Syndrome was classified by pediatrician Hans Asperger in 1944, 
it wasn’t even on the U.S. diagnosis radar back then. At least that 
was my experience.

I knew at two, that something was up with my son but no medical 
professional or therapist ever mentioned or discussed it with us as 
a possible explanation for his developmental and social issues. 
When he played with cars, he turned them over, placed them up 
real close to his eyes and watched the wheels spin and spin and 
spin. He was fascinated by light and we’d go from mall to mall 
during the holidays to look at all the Christmas tree displays and 
they had to be the multi-colored lights, not the plain white twinkles. 
He was captivated (no obsessed really) with the Tyrannosaurus Rex 
and collected every toy, book, and VHS on his prehistoric pal in 
order to learn and talk about it, literally non-stop. He paced around 
and around our coffee table engrossed in self-conversation. 

With those kinds of behaviors and noticing he wasn’t following 
the typical developmental milestones of his peers, I’d ask medical 
professionals, “Is he autistic?” And the response was always a 
categorical “no,” followed by varying responses that I can boil 
down for you… I am an over-bearing, over-protective, over-
reactive mom who just needed to relax and not worry so much.

It took until age 13 for a diagnosis of Aspergers Syndrome but 
we were already doing whatever we could to find him help and 
support where he needed it occupational therapy, tutors, role-
play, a magnificent school for children with learning disabilities 
and my own ingenuity and creativity. 

Unconditional love is the foundation.

My husband comes from a big family and I have a rather large 
extended family. When my son was born, he was the first of 
his generation. When you come from baby-obsessed families 
like ours, life is an endless supply of hugs, kisses, adoration and 

attention. He could make a crowded 
room grow quiet in an instant with 
his happy chatter or l ittle baby steps. 
He always had a grandma or aunt or uncle 
wanting to hold him, and later, spend time 
playing and interacting with him.

At home, we gave him our attention 
and fostered his curiosities and interests. 
We practiced positive reinforcement and 
praise versus negative criticism as a way to 
change behaviours. He was showered with 
love and support, and yet he struggled 
with insecurities and lack of confidence. 

What? John Lennon said “all you need is love!” 
What I realized is that unconditional love and 
support from your family is the foundation. 
They give you the strength to go out in the 
world and take risks because you know that 
family has your back and will be there with 

you every step of the way, no matter what. But self-esteem comes 
from personal achievement...you can praise and pass out certificates 
and stickers and clap and give your undivided attention, but you 
cannot “give” someone confidence.

I could see my son falling behind developmentally and 
academically with his peers. Even though he couldn’t express 

His social skills were (and still 
are) his biggest challenge. 

He used to call himself a 
hedgehog saying that “it’s 
difficult for hedgehogs to 

get close to other hedgehogs 
because of their spines. 
They’re afraid of getting 

hurt and that’s my problem 
…every time I reach out 
to people I am afraid of       

getting rejected.”
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Jonathan Murphy as Touchstone in Shakespeare’s As You Like It. 

Jonathan’s life transformed when he began to perform on stage.
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it, I could tell that he felt like 
someone who’ll never be as 
good as anyone else. 

He called himself a hedgehog.

His social skills were (and still are) 
his biggest challenge. He used to 
call himself a hedgehog saying 
that “it’s difficult for hedgehogs 
to get close to other 
hedgehogs because of their 
spines. They’re afraid of getting 
hurt and that’s my problem …

every time I reach out to people I am afraid of getting rejected.”

Aspergers Syndrome is a good news, bad news situation.

A diagnosis of a higher functioning form of autism is a good news, 
bad news situation. The good news is that he can, with the right 
interventions, learn to function independently in society. 
The bad news is that it is difficult, and challenging, to find the 
right professionals and services for his needs, especially now that 
he is an adult. Even if I can identify resources that can help, he 
usually doesn’t have access to them because, according to our 
state’s guidelines, he doesn’t constitute a “substantial disability.”                        
It’s understandable, because the system is bursting at the seams for 
so many who need assistance, but tell that to him as he struggles 
to make his way in a world he just doesn’t quite understand.

I became hyper-aware and listened for anything he would 
talk about to give me a clue for finding something (anything) 
he was interested in where his involvement could result in 
personal achievement. Notice the “could.” No matter what I’d 
find, there was a risk that he’d get frustrated, feel like a failure 
and want to give up too soon. But I had to take that risk, so he 
had opportunities for success.

I was a matchmaker for his interests and abilities.

When he showed interest in (and a talent for) acting, I found 
opportunities for him to audition in community theater. The 
experience of performing on stage transformed him the 

hedgehog disappeared and 
a new found confidence in 
his abilities and worth spilled 
over into his ever yday l i fe. 
And he had a pathway to 
college studies and a career.

My career is now a full-circle 
back to being “mom.”

A few years ago, I stopped 
working for my clients so 
to become his marketing 
assistant for his professional 
voice acting career. An 
actor’s day is chaotic and unpredictable experiences that are 
anathema to someone with Aspergers. My moral, administrative 
and marketing support allow him to focus on his strengths and 
not become overly anxious over tasks that are not.

His client work ebbs and flows, so to provide more consistency 
I started our own enterprise, Geek Club Books. We produce original 
children’s storybook apps, audio stories, and live shows utilizing my 
son’s magnificent character voices and performing talents.

We’re sharing his real life experiences growing up with Aspergers.

Best of all, the stories for our apps are based on my son’s real life 
and told in a unique, charming and entertaining way to show how 
someone on the spectrum overcomes obstacles, triumphs over 
social anxieties, and thrives…quirks and all. We’re creating them as 
apps for the interactivities, recorded narration (by my son), and the 
reader’s ability to choose either a boy or girl as the hero.

But Geek Club Books is so much more than a book app series 
and performances. Our mission is to be of service and support to 
parents who have younger children with ASD, and do whatever is 
in our power to bring them hope and inspiration. 

My son’s life has been quite the adventure—from being the boy 
that paced in the corner…from being a social outcast, bullied 
and reclusive…to commanding a stage, making people laugh 
with him (and not at him), finding friends who like him for him, 
and earning the respect of professionals in his industry. 

And me? I’ll never stop hugging my hedgehog (whether he likes 
it or not) and doing whatever it is I have to do to help him and 
others just like him, embrace what makes them unique and share 
it with the world.

Jodi Murphy founded Geek Club Books to share her son, Jonathan’s, 

life on the spectrum in a positive and entertaining way through book 

apps and audio stories. Their first app, The Mighty League, is available 

on iTunes, Amazon and Google Play. 

Find out more at www.geekclubbooks.com and see her son at work 

on www.jonincharacter.com

Written by his sister, the Mighty League is based on Jonathan’s real 
life experiences growing up with Asperger’s Syndrome.
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I
t’s 1964. Our house off of Ball Road in Anaheim is right smack 
between Disneyland and Knott’s Berry Farm;  a kid’s paradise. 

After we’ve finished dinner and washed the dishes, us kids go out 
to play. When the crackles begin we converge in the cul-de-sac 
in  reverence to the pyrotechnic display. The starbursts make our 
spines shudder with their booms.   

Sometimes I ride my bike with my friends and join the thousands of 
tourists and residents gathered outside Disneyland for the free 
light show.  Not far away streams of coloured lights reflect off of the 
dancing water across the backdrop of the eleven-story Disneyland 
Hotel, the tallest building in Orange County.  

For a short period of time, Knott’s Berry Farm also has fireworks. 
From our own front yard, we have both northwest and easterly views 
of explosive grandeur.  

Dad taught us to think in terms of First Principles.  ZIKAR

The Mother LodeBy KURT MUZIKAR
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What causes the sounds, what makes 
the colours, what elicits the unfolding 
of smoke, why does it puff or whistle?  
Will it burst into colour or rise and sparkle 
in a shimmering cascade?   

We look to the evening sky in 
bewilderment. The stars and moon make 
us wonder, yet the nightly fireworks are the 
focus of our imagination.   

“Kurt, look at this!” my older brother Karl 
is pointing to the page in his children’s 
chemistry book titled “Explosives.”  

“We can make our own fireworks,” he says.

Soon after we set up shop in our cul-de-
sac, Karl’s book of experiments guides us. 
His chemistry set provides a panoply of 
sensory intrigues. The sulphur for the 
aromas; the magnesium for the lights.  
Localized compression gives us pops and 
whistles. Charcoal, sulphur and saltpetre 
form the base.    

“Piccolo Petes are for wimps,” I say.

Karl nods and says,  “We’re going to put the 
Boy Scouts and their Red Devil stand out 
of business.”     

The next Saturday we light the igniter 
made with the white tips of the wooden 
matches we’ve collected. As we jump to 
run,  we are caught in the headlights of an 
approaching car. 

“Karl, cover it up!” I yell.

He places the red can over the explosive 
and runs.  

We know a flame can’t exist without 
oxygen. As the car passes we turn in horror 
to see Mike’s face level with the three-
pound Folger’s can.   

“Don’t touch it, “ we yell. We know to throw 
rocks at the can. But Mike is only eight.

His lesson on the dynamics of combustion 
takes only a millisecond. He knocks the 
can with his bare hands and bright white 
engulfs his face. We run to him in concern 
but this time he’s okay.   

Relieved, Karl and I bust out laughing. 
The explosion has burnt all the hair off of his 
face and he looks funny without eyebrows. 
He has the same doleful expression as 

Wile E. Coyote after he suffers a mishap 
with Acme explosives.    

By the second grade, mom has set up a 
savings account for our college education 
at Bank of America. I’m diligent about 
saving money yet I can’t resist the store 
on Commonwealth Avenue, a half-hour 
bike ride away - Sargent Welch’s Chemicals  
which boasts “...all chemicals known to man.”  
Years later, my friends will purchase picric 
acid for nefarious purposes;  a small drop 
placed in a keyhole and a light tap will 
break the lock. 

Experiments can be dangerous. Karl fills 
a dry-cleaning bag with hydrogen gas he 
produces using electrolytic conversion. 
He ties the bag to a tether ball and watches 
it rise to the length of the six-foot cord.  As it 
wavers overhead, he flicks lighted matches 
at it. Next thing we know he’s flat on his 
back looking up at the sky, knocked off his 
feet by his own little hydrogen bomb.   

Karl and I are always up for new 
adventures. On one occasion, we ride 
bikes in the back alleys behind the 
machine shops. I brake. A silver-braided 
mass sticks out of the dumpster.    

When tooling is done on a piece of metal 
- a screw or engine block, the lathe cuts 
and mills the new shape, the thread or 
bore for the cylinder. In incremental steps 
it produces razor-sharp ribbons of metal 
as a by-product.    

“Whoa, Karl, that’s rad!”  I point to the huge 
ball of twisted metal ribbon behind the 
VW Repair Shop.  

“German technology...,” Karl says in awe. 
“That’s a lot of magnesium. Can you imagine 
igniting that?” Chemistry has always been 
Karl’s forte. I look at him in admiration.

Our small samplings of phosphorous to 
start the combustion will be enhanced by 
these ribbons.  

We jump off our bikes and look around. No 
one’s watching.   

“What a score,” Karl says.

We wrap up our treasure in some oily 
sheets.  At home, we stash it in an empty 
trash barrel  stomping on it to compress 
the springy mass. We know we need to 
optimise the fuel-to-air ratio.  

“Karl, we’ll need a twenty-foot slow-
burning fuse,” I say.

“We’ll need some phosphorous as well. 
Let’s go to Sargent Welch’s. This is going to 
be something else.”

It seems Saturday will never come. 
Igniting those metal ribbons will be the 
highlight of our weekend. The boom 
from the Disney display tells us it’s time. 
The neighbourhood has come alive.

Karl places the phosphorous and the base 
material at Ground Zero - the heavy steel 
sewer cap in the middle of the cul-de-sac.

Now we cover the gunpowder-igniter with 
mom’s turkey roasting pan; the Folger’s can 
is way too small for this load.  Once the 
fuse is laid out to the sidewalk, we drag 
the 35-gallon trash can of metal ribbons to 

The Mother LodeBy KURT MUZIKAR
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the edge of the sewer cap. We tip it slowly; 
the contents dislodge and heap onto the 
igniter. We steady it with gloved hands and 
firm it into place.

We know that this wil l  give us the 
i l lumination. What else wil l  happen 
is uncer tain.

We keep the twenty-some kids who have 
gathered behind us. For safety’s sake we 
give ourselves a full minute to run.  Now it’s 
show time. Karl looks over his shoulder and 
yells, “Stay back. Here she blows!” 

He lights the fuse and jumps out of the way; 
the sparks race across the asphalt leaving a 
red tracer. I realise this ain’t the slow burning 
fuse I thought it was. I dart behind the 
telephone pole fifty-feet away. I watch as 
the others back-step eyes wide in awe.  
The glowing fuse reaches the mass. Our jaws 
drop as it ignites first in red, then yellow, and 
finally turns into a three-foot eerie-bluish 
mantle over the sewer-cap. Within seconds, 
the magnesium and zinc ignite.

“Cover your eyes! “ Karl yells still running 
towards me.

Karl’s body silhouetted in the illumination 
is like an eclipse of the sun. I turn away 

worried for my retinas. Yet I can’t resist.  
Peeking from under my arm, I see the 
bluish-hue cast shadows onto the road. 
The noise starts low whistling like a 
cyclone; the leaves on the asphalt dance as 
the flame seeks more oxygen. Criticality has 
been reached; oxygen, fuel, and ignition 
combined  to satisfy the beast.

An unearthly quiet descends. My pulse 
races in anticipation. Then the process 
transforms into an exothermal reaction; 
energy being given out instead of 
taken in. We cover our ears to block the 
thunderous roar.  The pungent sulphur 
dense in the air makes it hard to breathe.

The now glowing three-meter hemisphere 
morphs into a evanescent smoky column 
which mushrooms fifty-feet in diameter 
up into the atmosphere. The genie’s out of 
the bottle.

By now all the neighbours have come out 
of their homes to watch. Now they cheer 
not for the Disney display, but for the 
mother lode. 

A half-inch deep melted imprint into the 
steel sewer cap is the only vestige of that 
wondrous moment of my life.   

Not long thereafter, The Golden Book 
of Chemistry written by Robert Brent is 
removed from library shelves, banned by 
the U.S. government - the very book we 
used as our bible. 

When I’m a senior in high school, the drug 
culture has exploded in Orange County. 
Dad worried that our experiments may 
take on a criminal element throws out my 
Sargent Welch catalog. I’ve always regarded 
the fear of knowledge to be antithetical to 
the true definition of  science. I retrieve the 
crumpled catalog and hide it amongst 
my Chemistry and Physics books.

About Kurt

Kurt Muzikar graduated with a degree 

in nuclear science from University of 

California, Santa Barbara. His dad was an 

engineer on the Lunar Excursion Module. 

Kurt discovered he had Asperger’s in 2008 

when he was 54 years old.

Image courtesy of the Chemical 
Heritage Foundation

The A.C. Gilbert Company released 
its first chemistry set in 1923. It 
received the highly regarded Good 
Housekeeping Seal of Approval.  
A.C. Gilbert went on to sell millions 
of chemistry sets marketing them 
mostly to young boys who had an 
interest in science. Another version 
released in 1958 came in a pink 
box -  Gilbert’s Lab Technician Set 
for Girls. 

Our jaws drop as it ignites first in red, then 
yellow, and finally turns into a three-foot 
eerie-bluish mantle over the sewer-cap. Within 
seconds, the magnesium and zinc ignite. 
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W
hat is it about Autism mums?  Eight years ago, I knew nothing at all 
about the Autism Spectrum, well, except that I didn’t quite realise 
that I knew nothing at all.  I thought that autism meant that people 
didn’t make eye contact, sat rocking in corners, didn’t socialise or 
play with others, right?  Eight years later and like many mums who 

have been through the process of having a child diagnosed with an Autism Spectrum 
Condition, I have built up a wealth of knowledge about autism.  I also now have my own 
autism business, a speakers agency called ‘Speaking of Difference’ (more later), and, as I 
have realised, in establishing an autism business, I am in good company!

So why do so many women with children on the Autism Spectrum turn their life 
circumstances into business?  It seems to sit uncomfortably with some and more than 
one of us has been accused of trying to profit from our children. I firmly believe though, 
that we are all compelled into business by the same forces: - an unbridled passion for 
our children; a fury that the world around us isn’t as understanding, accepting and 
accommodating as it should be; and the realisation that we need to make the change 
we want to see because no-one else is going to do it for us.

My first-born daughter and I were mentally inseparable when she was a toddler.                   
We were seamlessly in-tune and the fact that I was lucky enough to be able to stay at 
home with her meant that I knew everything about her – what she liked to eat, what she 
liked to play with, what she liked to read, what she was thinking and saying.

With my son it was different.  From the start I had an uneasy but guiltily identified feeling 
of our separateness.  We weren’t in tune.  I couldn’t quite work out what made him tick 
and the parenting style so ingrained into my psyche just didn’t seem to move him.  

As he grew, his language - which had seemed to be developing normally, continued to 
sound fairly unintelligible, even to my ears (and yes, I was still at home so felt I should 
be able to understand what he was trying to say).  His isolation from others who could 
not understand what he was saying, was the thing that forged a closer bond between 
us.  I became his interpreter where even the rest of his family could not understand him.  
I could make the best guess at what he was saying and was crucial in maintaining his 
connection with others.

I can no longer remember how I stumbled into a more rounded picture of Autism.             
By then, the fierce protectiveness a mother feels over her misunderstood cub had kicked 
in and I was a hurricane of research.  I read everything and spoke to everyone and it was 

By REBECCA HYDER
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all making an uneasy sense.  At first, I spoke to people in the hope 
that they would rule out what I was reading, and they certainly 
tried to do that in their droves.  Despite their re-assurances 
however, my gut was making its presence felt and I knew in my 
heart that the Autism cap fitted, and it fitted pretty snugly.

Once my husband’s gut began to agree with mine, we sought 
professional advice.  After two years of being delayed by a 
creaking system, forgotten about and thwarted by education 
professionals with too little knowledge, we had our diagnosis 
of Asperger Syndrome.  During that time I began a blog, 
‘lovingmartians.com’ to channel 
the fury I was beginning to feel 
at our treatment and at the lack 
of support we were receiving.

As I look back, I can see that 
the momentum for change 
that eventually led me into 
business was that fury stage.  
At the time though, the blog 
was just a catharsis and I had 
no idea where it would lead.  
It allowed me an outpouring 
of grief, frustration and 
questioning and it wasn’t 
always pretty (I was honest 
about the times where I 
threw plates of food across 
the room or shut my son in 
a room because he was in 
full meltdown and I didn’t 
know how to make him 
stop hitting me).  

As I worked through the confusion and started to make sense of 
my experiences, it was the same blog that led me to meet the 
people who would open my eyes, turn around my perspective 
on autism and support my family so generously and beyond 
anything we were receiving elsewhere. I had discovered the 
international autism community, which eventually became the 
spark needed to create a business.

So many of the books I had read while I learned about autism 
had been dry and theoretical and listed every component of 

Asperger Syndrome as a dysfunction.   Along with the necessary 
rigours of the diagnosis process, they broke my son into little 
pieces of negativity and caused me to grieve the loss of the child 
he could have been.  The gorgeous boy I was about to re-find had 
somehow been a little lost in the process.

I saw a picture of a book that grabbed my attention and I ordered it. 
The book was Jennifer O’Toole’s ‘Asperkids – An Insider’s Guide 
to Loving, Understanding and teaching Children with Asperger 
Syndrome’ (Jessica Kingsley Publishers 2012).  That book quite 
literally changed my perspective in one evening.  I read it page 

to page in the bath (and yes, I was rather 
wrinkly when I emerged).  
Here was a mother with 
Asperger’s who was married 
to a husband with Asperger’s, 
who had three children with 
Asperger’s and who was letting 
me into her chaotic, joyful and 
totally, immersive Aspergian 
household and explaining it all 
to me in a positive, realistic and 
accessible way. It felt completely 
relevant to me and my family.

Reading Jennifer’s book and 
then others by people on the 
Spectrum themselves, led to so 
much more than I could possibly 
imagine.  First, I began to properly 
relate to my son as a person with a 
different way of thinking.  I learned 
to see things through his eyes and 
I was rewarded with a whole new 

level of closeness and trust.  Asperger’s suddenly seemed familiar, 
obvious and beautiful and I fell in love with it. Jennifer and I 
became friends; and then we began to work together; and then 
astoundingly, she suggested that I turn my work into a business; 
at which point, even more astoundingly, I did.   

‘Speaking of Difference’ is a specialist agency for people who 
speak and train on autism and related topics with most of the 
speakers being on the Autism Spectrum themselves because 
that is where, I believe, the key to understanding truly lies.  

I was honest about the times where I threw plates 
of food across the room or shut my son in a room 
because he was in full meltdown and I didn’t know 
how to make him stop hitting me.



AUTISM ASPERGERS NETWORK MAGAZINE 45

About Rebecca
Rebecca Hyder is a UK based 

qualified psychotherapist 

and mother of two children, 

a ten year old neurotypical 

daughter and an eight 

year old son with Asperger 

Syndrome. She also has 

several other family members 

who are on and around the 

Autism Spectrum.

To find out more about Rebecca’s business then visit                                                         

www.speakingofdifference.com  

I work with a diversity of 
individuals from established 
international authors and 
keynoters such as Dr Stephen 
Shore and Jennifer O’Toole, 
and experienced trainer Kevin 
Baskerville, to just off the blocks 
aspiring young speakers such as 
Chloe Rothschild in the US and 

Alex Evans in the UK. The aim is that Speaking of Difference 
will be a vibrant and supportive community of speakers who 
empower and encourage each other and by doing so, inspire 
a whole new generation of autism families to see that support, 
understanding and acceptance is out there and that there is a 
whole load of positivity and talent on the autism spectrum.

Read the profile of Jodi and Jonathan Murphy on the Speaking 
of Difference site and you will see not only the story of a very 
talented young man with Asperger Syndrome who overcame 
many obstacles to become a professional actor, but also that of 
another autism mum who was moved to begin a business, 
Geek Club Books, in order to support her son and others like him.  
Read more about their wonderful journey in this edition of 
Autism Aspergers Network Magazine.

Jodi’s story, like mine and Jennifer’s ,shows just how much 
women can achieve when energised by the challenges of raising 
a child with different needs. Look around and you will begin 
to see endless examples of Mums who have started clothing 
businesses, occupational therapy businesses, written books, or 
started charities. I am now so grateful for those difficult times 
and the fury they created because they have propelled me into 
something wonderful.  

I firmly believe that the process of raising special children enables 
us to find and use our own individual talents to make changes in 
this world.  And that is a good thing, a necessary thing and most 
of all, a privilege.

Don’t chop off your leg because 
you skinned your knee!

Have you ever taken a walk? Then in the course of that walk you 

suddenly tripped.

It’s happened to us all right? Well in that moment did you curse your 

maker and vow to never walk again?

Of course not. When out of several hundred steps a single one turns 

into a stumble it doesn’t ruin the walk does it?

Then why do so many of us take a single disappointing moment and 

declare that we’ve had a bad day?

A curious habit wouldn’t you say. 

Why would someone consider themselves a failure over a single 

mistake? A mistake mind you, that when learned from is the seed of 

future success. 

A single argument doesn’t ruin a marriage nor does a single weed 

ruin a garden.

A rainy day is the opening act of the sunshine.

A failure is a preview of success.

A wound opens the door to healing which finds its fertilizer in 

forgiveness. 

The reverse can be true however in that a day seemingly filled with 

one hardship after another can be turned around by a single kind act.

I imagine you too have heard the stories of a man or woman who had 

made the decision to end their life only to encounter a stranger whose 

act of kindness helped them realize that life still had more to offer.

As a child I was relentlessly bullied and yet my mother’s hug at the 

end of the day was enough to help me keep going. 

Its a powerful lesson in life to realize that it takes only a solitary flame 

to pierce the darkness.

Where there is a single act of kindness there is humanity.

When there is one other person we will never be alone. 

When we stumble we also rise.

When we hurt we also heal. 

As we walk through this life it is important to find the value in each 

step we take, especially, the next one.

Thanks for being you.

For more information on Brian R. King visit: www.brianraymondking.com

About Brian R. King LCSW

Brian R. King LCSW (ADHD & ASD Life 
Coach) is a #1 Best Selling Author, 25-year 
cancer survivor, adult with Dyslexia, 
ADHD, and Asperger’s. He’s also the father 
of three sons on the autism spectrum. 
He is known worldwide for his books 
and highly engaging presentations that 
teach the power of connection and 
collaboration. His strategies empower 
others to overcome their differences so they can build powerful and lasting 
partnerships.  His motto is: We’re all in this together.



46 AUTISM ASPERGERS NETWORK MAGAZINE

Like many moms, when my son received his ASD diagnosis, I rejected the 
projections. He was diagnosed with autism and an intellectual disability 
but I saw glimmers of brilliance that could not be measured or tested. 

 I saw it when he had to do a science project in second grade and we 
accidently learned he’d memorized every factoid about the dinosaurs 

he’d studied despite being “in his own world” in class.

I saw it when he advocated for all medications removed at the tender age of 8.   

Still, he was clearly profoundly challenged with processing on a global level reading, 
writing, mathematics were all very difficult for him. In looking at all the challenges he 
faced, I felt reading was fundamental for all other areas of study. If you can’t READ the 
math problem, the problem isn’t math it’s reading, right? So we dug in.

When he was quite young, a phenomenal young teacher quickly realized he didn’t 
understand that the symbols on the page connected to a three dimensional object. 
I don’t know what the reading program was, but she spent hours with him showing 
him a plastic apple, then a picture of an apple with the word, and then just the word 
until he made the connection. This was the first ingredient realizing that the symbols 
on the page represented a concrete object. 

Soon we realized that another factor negatively impacting his reading was that 
he was in a classroom with nearly 100 students in each room. When others were 
learning key foundational phonics and decoding, my son was struggling to simply 
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parenting

‘be’ in that setting. They were reading sight words while he was 
having seizures brought on by overstimulation. We used medical 
homebound instruction to take him out of that torturous setting 
and lost precious ground. It was at this time that we discovered 
Irlen Filters to help with visual distortion and it did make it easier 
for him to sit, however, school trauma had set in and we could not 
return to that school. 

We enrolled him into a small “Hippy School” for two years. 
While it was a safer place, with only 12 students per classroom, 
the individualized instruction we hoped to get was actually 
simply a dumbing down of the curriculum. We saw that he 
would not graduate high school with this as his foundation. 
Still, he did learn improved classroom skills for attention, 
calming strategies and the gift of all gifts—to keyboard. 

We had no idea how key technology skills would become.

For the next 6 years, no one would sincerely invest in his capacity 
to learn. The Hippy School was too short staffed and had too many 
students to give the individualization he needed. It wasn’t the 
autism that was so resource demanding.  It was the concurrent 
learning disabilities. It would not be until high school that we 
would find a system willing to assign the resources needed for him 
to achieve. Of course, it was not without blood, sweat and tears 
but that last public school was staffed with reasonable people 
who would respond to meaningful research and documentation.

During his last five years of school, the programming was intensive. 
He had audio books that read to him. He had a 1-2-1 assistant 
who took notes for him. He was immersed in the Wilson Reading 
Program for three years (a special reading intervention protocol 
that emphasized the phonemic awareness and the decoding skills 
he’d missed in second and third grades). Wilson happened twice 
a week after school and daily for five weeks during two summers. 
It was hard. But he left understanding the dynamics of breaking 
the words down into sounds and combined sounds. He would 
not be dependent on a limited quantity of sight words that would 
inevitably result in hitting a figurative wall in learning. The baseline 
was established. However, the audio books were not easy to use 
(on cassettes) and were not consistently provided so his progress 
was stilted a bit at this point.

Despite these issues, his phenomenal auditory memory and the 
intensity of the instruction paid off and Patrick graduated high 
school with a 3.1 Honors Diploma. As a mom, I was still sad, though. 
We all have those things we hope for our kids. One of mine was 
that he would find the joy of reading—something beyond the 
duty to perform. 

In 2012, my son enrolled in a university that provides 
intensive, individualized supports to students with ASDs. 
His accommodations include that all of his textbooks 
would be scanned and converted to readable texts for his 
software to read to him. It ’s called Kurzweil.

Suddenly, he began 
reading all the time, 
all day long. Yes, they 
are below grade level, 
yes they are ‘chick lit’ 
but he’s memorizing 
entire books and for 
the first time, he’s 
reading for joy! 
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Dena Gassner is a private practice 
social worker, writer and motivational 
speaker who specializes in transition-
age youth and adult late diagnosis 
autism related issues. She is also very 
skilled in addressing issues related to 
women.

She’s been published in “Scholars 
with Autism Achieving Dreams”     
(Ed. Perner), is a frequent contributor 
to the Autism Society of America’s 
“Autism Advocate” and does a life weekly broadcast for Autism 
Brainstorm (autismbrainstorm.org).

Dena blogs at denagassner.com. A long-time advisory board 
member for ASA and GRASP, Dena is a much in demand speaker 
and policy advisory on autism achievement.

Dena is the mother to Patrick who lives with autism and is in 
university, and a daughter, Brooke who is a graphic art designer 
for a university. Married 20 years,

Dena strives to support others in her journey not outgrowing 
autism, but growing into it, with the comfort of supports 
embracing her to higher achievement.

Kurzweil software reads his texts aloud to him, using a highlighting 
bar over each word as it’s read. It keeps him focused on the text 
and insures he doesn’t lose his place. It also provides the unique 
combination of multi-modal learning in that he’s SEEING the 
word and HEARING the word simultaneously—not far from his 
“homemade” accommodation of using the closed captions on the 
television! (FYI, Kurzweil also allows the reader to choose font color 
and size. The reader can choose whether the voice is low, high, 
human, digitized, male or female and how fast it reads. One can 
do word searches and underline and tab key points. Fab software 
for sure!)

All the ‘ingredients’ had combined and the ‘cake’ was baking! 

The quantity of reading required for college was so much more 
than anything he’d experienced, that he was being exposed to 
reading 1-3 hours a night. Then he discovered a series of books 
designed for young girls that are the individual diaries of each girl 
during an important period of time in American History. Fictional 
memoirs, The Dear America Books provided the right combination 
of digging into the social thinking of girls framed in by his special 
interest (history which is his major) became the last ‘ingredient’. 

Suddenly, he began reading all the time, all day long. Yes, they are 
below grade level, yes they are ‘chick lit’ but he’s memorizing entire 
books and for the first time, he’s reading for joy! He’s collected all 
of the books (except one that isn’t out yet) and displays them in 
his room. The university professors have even allowed him to do 
some assignments using them because they see the light in his 
eyes when he talks about the characters and the action!

What about the broader implications? Last semester, he got a 4.0 
in his university work! His Irlen Diagnostician was astonished with 
the fluidity and cohesiveness of his reading aloud during his last 
assessment. Today—just today—(probably somewhat awkwardly) 
he sat with some peers (the girls’ softball team) at lunch. He would 
never have had the skills or courage to even attempt that before 
the combination of achievements I’ve described! He’s looking for a 
new series to read—maybe the Hardy Boys?

All the ingredients combined for a literacy cake to rise. It wasn’t 
grasping at a rapidly closing developmental window; it wasn’t 
one specific reading protocol; it wasn’t demanding independent 
reading. It was a lovely combination of ingredients all offered when 
his developmental skills were ready. No one intervention alone 
would have resulted in these accomplishments. Take out any one 
of these ingredients and the literacy cake would fall, leave one with 
a bad taste or be terribly heavy and burdensome. But the right 
combination layered in at the right times provides wonderfully 
confident outcome.

I can’t wait to see the icing on this cake!

     

     

Food Changes  
Everything

A 6 week online Autism Diet Course. You will learn step 
by step how making small changes will add up to BIG 

differences in your child’s health and happiness

Nutrition Coaching for Autism Diets

www.nourishmehealth.com.au



AUTISM ASPERGERS NETWORK MAGAZINE 49

feature

When my eldest son Christopher was born 22 years ago, it’s 
no exaggeration to say that autism hit me in the face like a 
sledgehammer. The screaming, spitting, kicking, biting little 
person who now shared my life, the one who never slept (and I 
mean never) for more than 20 minutes at a time, refused to eat 

90% of the food I offered him and spent his time watching the same three seconds 
of video footage until the tapes literally wore away (thank God for DVD’s!) was, I soon 
realised, not in fact the one I’d been prepared for by all the parenting magazines, as he 
flatly refused to respond to any of the ‘guaranteed’ parenting methods they described.

By HElEN WAllAcE-IlES SHINE

Through the Darkness

we
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When his brother Dominic arrived three years later, I breathed 
an understandable sigh of relief when I realised I’d produced not 
only a child who slept, but who was beautifully calm and utterly 
content to be held by anyone. Even more remarkably he never 
cried, crooning instead a soft, lilting tune so hauntingly beautiful 
that it stays with me to this day.  Those of you who understand the 
term ‘angel babies’ are no doubt way ahead of me at this point!

What I had mistaken for contentment was in fact indifference 
to anything outside his own all-consuming thoughts, and 
within a year it became obvious that Dom wasn’t progressing 
at the usual rate. By two he was every bit as aggressive as 
his brother, only in his case the aggression was turned firmly 
inwards. After months of screaming, sleeplessness, refusal to 
eat, head-banging and frankly gruesome self-mutilation, he 
was formally diagnosed by specialists who described him as 
‘the most profoundly autistic child we’ve ever encountered.’ 
I was told to expect no progress at all, and in fairness I can see 
why, but despite the seemingly overwhelming odds we faced, 
progress he did. 

How Dom (and Christopher) progressed is another story 
altogether, but suffice to say that love, acceptance and my 
stubborn refusal to give up on them were the main contributing 
factors. At eleven, Dom started at a mainstream school with a 
Statement of Special Educational Needs, and despite my utter 
terror at the thought of impending bullying and isolation, 
I cheered him on from the side-lines, hoping against hope 
that he would find a group of 
friends who would accept him as 
he was. What happened next was 
so unexpected that I hadn’t even 
considered it a possibility: Dom 
found a best friend! Every day we 
would hear ‘Liam this…’ and ‘Liam 
that…’ and I watched with wonder 
as his social confidence finally began 
to blossom. When we met Liam, it 
was easy to see why. Liam had many 
of the symptoms of autism but was 
never formally diagnosed; he looked 
like Dom, he moved like Dom, he 
made sense of his world in the same 
way as Dom, but where Dom was 
quiet and withdrawn, Liam was loud 
and outgoing and seemed utterly 
sure of himself. We loved him from 
the first time we met him and he 
soon became an almost permanent 
fixture in our house.

By now Dominic had a younger 
brother, Aidan, who greatly admired 

Breaking the news to Dom 
was, without exaggeration, 
one of the most horrific 
moments of my life. He went 
into immediate shut-down 
and I genuinely feared that I 
would lose him altogether. 

Liam’s strange sense of humour and joined him in his obsession 
with World War Two. Several years later our family expanded 
again when Isabelle arrived, and she would sit on Liam’s lap, 
point at him and say ‘Dominic’ before pointing at Dom and 
saying ‘Dominic’ again, with a giggle, and we knew just what 
she meant. We called them the ‘Yin Yang’ because they were 
in such perfect balance, and I rejoiced every day that my son 
had found such a wonder fully empowering, and frankly 
unexpected, fr iendship.

By fourteen they were closer than ever, sharing their first 
tentative steps into the adult world. Shaving, socialising and 
even dating became regular topics of discussion, alongside the 
usual debates on video games, Doctor Who, Star Wars and all-
things-science-related. You’ll understand then, how our world 
simply imploded when a knock came at the door one night 

and we were told that Liam had 
tragically, and inexplicably, taken his 
own life. 

Breaking the news to Dom was, 
without exaggeration, one of the 
most horrific moments of my life. 
He went into immediate shut-
down and I genuinely feared that 
I would lose him altogether. His 
body refused anything but clear 
liquid, which he was only able 
to sip; anything else resulted in 
immediate projectile vomiting, and 
this continued for weeks on end. 
As we tried in vain to give him 
comfort, he retreated further and 
further into himself and I watched 
my beautiful son simply wither like 
an autumn leaf. He became grey 
and bent and the grief he suffered 
was so intense, so excruciating, that 
I found myself haunting his steps, 
praying to whoever was listening 
that he would somehow make it 
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through this overwhelming darkness, whilst living in utter terror 
that he too would fall into despair and take his own life.

Once again, something utterly unexpected happened instead: 
Rather than being the end of him, the grief seemed to stir 
something deep and profound in Dom which had previously 
lain dormant. His friends were turning to him for comfort and 
support and he responded with a bravery and wisdom well 
beyond his years. He began posting wonderfully uplifting quotes 
on Facebook, including “The world is round, and the place which 
may seem like the end may also be only the beginning” from Ivy 
Baker Priest. He told me he felt he needed to lead by example: to 
show people that if he could get up and carry on, so could they, 
and despite his private agony, in public he did just that. 
He studied and compared religious beliefs from around the 
globe and researched the indestructability of matter, telling 
me ‘You know, nothing ever really dies, Mum.’ Which was 
when I knew it was time for me to stand up and do the same.

So, with no previous experience, no funding and no idea how 
we were going to survive, I gave up work and founded an 
independent charity called Autism All Stars. All four of my children 
are on the autism spectrum and they’re all growing into friendly, 
independent, inspirational young people despite all the dire 
warnings I’ve heard about them, so I decided to pass on what I’ve 
learned and offer something positive, uplifting and inspirational; 
to give hope to people who’ve been told no hope exists, and 
encourage them to look for the positives in both themselves and 
their loved ones, no matter how long it takes to find them. 

Needless to say, when we started I met with considerable hostility 
from people who were convinced that I ‘didn’t understand the 
seriousness of autism’ or felt that I was ‘laughing at autistic people’ 
because I’m not afraid to talk about the absurdities of life on the 
spectrum, but these voices soon fell away. As I continued to give 
out love, support and positivity, always doing my best to be the 
friend I wish I’d had when my boys were small, the word spread, 
and slowly, hesitantly, one by one, people of all ages and abilities 
began to join in. 

Today we hold phenomenal events attended by the most 
extraordinary characters from TV and film played by people of 
such passion and dedication that it takes my breath away. 
Many of our supporters have autism, many don’t, but all of 
them share a common desire to help everyone, no matter 
who they are or what challenges they face, to feel included, 
accepted and valued. We run clubs, support groups and a 
hugely successful Facebook page where we laugh, cry and 
hold each other up when things get too much to bear. 

I regularly receive e-mails from both parents and teenagers telling 
me how inspiring they find our events and how my optimism and 
my weird sense of humour make them feel somehow less alone. 
Our motto at All Stars is ‘Through Darkness, We Shine’ for reasons 

you can now understand, and yes, I do still have moments where 
I crumble: a poignant song on the radio or a film about friendship 
that catches me off guard can still reduce me to heaving sobs 
without warning, and several times during talks I’ve given on 
autism I’ve found myself unexpectedly welling up as a memory 
of happier times makes itself felt, but I’m always comforted by 
the good that’s come out of this tragedy and inspired beyond 
imagining by the bravery of my incredible son.

Dom is eighteen now and has grown into a tall, handsome, 
popular young man. He has a beautiful girlfriend, is learning 
to drive and has just received offers to read Law & Politics 
at five of the top universities in the UK. Like all my children, 
he is my life’s work, a shining masterpiece who will allow 
me to leave this world a far, far better place than I found 
it - something I hope I can also achieve in some small way 
through my work with Autism All Stars.

You can find out more about Autism All Stars by visiting our 
website www.autism-all-stars.org or joining us on Facebook, 
Twitter and Pinterest. 

About Helen

Helen Wallace-Iles is the 47 year old mother of four children 

on the autism spectrum. A fully-trained hypnotherapist and 

psychotherapist, she now works full time running her charity ‘Autism 

All Stars Foundation UK’ from her home in Surrey, with the invaluable 

help and support of her husband and children.
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By LINDA WEYMSS

T
oday, I think I can quite confidently say that I got it right.  The 
presents have been opened, and smiles have been given.

Last year...  well last year, I didn’t deserve any Mother of the 
Year awards.  Last year was a bit of schomozzle.

After lunch on Nicky’s seventh birthday, his father and I 
noticed that he was rather upset.  He tried to hide it, but it was shining 
through on his face regardless of his gallant effort.  We decided to ask 
him what was wrong.

“Nothing.”

“Sweetie, obviously something is wrong.  You can tell us what it is.”

“No I can’t... I’ll get into trouble.”

Having no real idea at this early stage what the matter was, under normal 
circumstances, we wouldn’t make any promises to not go mad at him 
before knowing the details.  However, it was his birthday, and as we were 
homeschooling this year, he hadn’t really been out of our sight to get 
into mischief.  We decided to take the chance.

“Nicky, we promise that you will not get into trouble.  You can tell us 
what is wrong.”

He looked so scared, and I just wanted to hug him and tell him it would 
be alright.  No matter what it was, if it caused this painful look on my 
sweet boy’s face, I would make sure it would be alright.

Birthdays
Obsessions
It is Nicky’s eighth birthday today.

     Happy Birthday Nicky!

The birthday cake was exactly what Nicky wanted
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Timidly, he answered, “I didn’t like my presents.”

Oh.

Well, that sucks for the poor little guy.

He noticed the look on my face.  “See I told you!  Now you are 
upset at me!”

“Oh sweetie, I’m not upset AT you – I am upset FOR you.  What is 
wrong with your presents?”

“They are all the same thing.  And I don’t even like Ninjago 
that much.”

Ouch.  Here I was thinking I had it so right, and instead, I had it 
oh so wrong.

See, Nicky is a hard kid to buy for.  He doesn’t really like ‘toys’ so 
much as he likes ‘screens’.  And he has enough of those!

So when he seemed to show an interest in Ninjago, I went on 
a shopping spree.  At last, something he was interested in that 
didn’t involve screens!  I thought I had this parenting a birthday 
boy thing down!

To my credit, I did buy one small Transformer toy, as he had been 
speaking about Transformers too every now and then.

I looked over to find him still looking at me with that look on his 
face that only kids can muster to perfection.  That look that says 
“bloody hell, I’m going to cop it now!”

Hard as I tried not to (this being about him, and not me, and all 
that), I cried.  Sitting in front of me was a little boy, devastated 
at his birthday loot, yet determined to do the right thing and 
be graciously polite about it, just as we had taught him to do 
in the face of the unwanted gift.  He had just turned seven and 
showed a maturity that I have witnessed many adults lacking.

I was SO proud of him!

And so disappointed in myself.  How was it that I screwed up so 
bad?  He was right. Of course he was right.  Just because he liked a 
certain thing didn’t mean that he wanted his whole life to be about 
that thing.

I realised that I had read too many books.  Too many articles.           
Too many blogs.  I had bought the line that all kids on the spectrum 
have obsessions, and it had cost my son dearly on this day because 
I read the signs wrong.  My son does have an obsession – his 
obsession is screens – computer games.  

In my own need to be “a good mother” that raises children “the 
right way”, I had grabbed hold of the belief that an interest in 
Ninjago meant an obsession in Ninjago.  I wanted him to love 
the two Lego sets I bought with the same ferocity that he loved 

playing his iPad.  However that isn’t my son.  Whether I happen to 
like it or not, this kid is going to demand parking his butt in front 
of a screen as often as he can get away with it, and hold little to no 
interest in anything else.

I had very little trouble accepting that I had no control over 
the fact that my child was different – he has Aspergers and 
obsessions – so what?  Instead I seemed to be having more than 
a little trouble accepting the subject of his obsessions.  And in 
doing so, had turned into my parents, who wanted a little girl that 
loved golf as much they did (and instead detested the game).

In many ways I have learned my lesson – this year’s loot included 
a Wii game, and a couple of Skylander figurines.  I am back in the 
“Mummy as present giver” good books.

I still haven’t given up hope that one day he will love to read as 
much as his father and I do.

At least the kids at his party gave Nicky what he liked
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hen people first come to me for advice 
about homeschooling I always tell them to 
join a support group.  

When my son was little I was very hesitant 
to join support groups as I am quite an 

introvert and going along to meet other people that I did 
not know was somewhat daunting and at times depressing. 

I remember going to one group about ADHD and just sat 
there listening to everyone’s rather sad stories.  They did not 
seem to relate to me or my situation and I was too shy to 
really intercept any conversation. So I just sat, listened, waited 
and then when the time was up I just picked up my coat 
and walked out that door not having made one friend, not 
feeling supported or understood and certainly not uplifted. 
It felt nothing like how I had envisioned a support group!

However, in the past 15 years things have changed rapidly 
with the meteoric rise of the internet. Now you no longer 
even have to leave your house if you have access to a 
computer, smart phone or some other form of technology 
that will enable you to access the web.  

There are so many online support groups now that it can 
feel a little overwhelming but don’t give up. There are local, 
national and international – the choice is yours. I think it is a 
good idea to choose a few and just get a feel for them and 
see whether they resonate with you. 

I find most of my support groups on mediums such as 
Facebook where there are plenty of closed groups that give 
you privacy to be able to speak your mind.  When the group 
is closed it means that only the members in it can see what 
you have written and nobody else will have access to it on 
your news feed.  This gives benefits to those who seek privacy 
and don’t wish for everything they write to be shown to all on 
their friends list.  

When a group is run properly, people who ask to join will be 
screened.  If they are not a friend or a friend of a friend then an 
admin person should be clarifying with them why they wish 
to join the group.  This protects other members as it can be an 
avenue for opportunists who just want to get into the group 
and sell their wares or pedal a business.  It will never by 100% 
full proof but on the whole these groups can be kept safe. 
if any rogue person does gain access, the admin can delete 
them and block them so that they cannot gain access again.  
This really is only a problem for some of the larger groups.

Sunny Homeschool Support Hub that I started on the 
Sunshine Coast was intended to support local people who 
were new to homeschooling.  Our group gives advice with 
paperwork, practicalities of homeschooling and how you 
become registered or join a distance education provider. 

By hEAThER hAINES

homeschool 

Groups
SUPPORT
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The group has however grown into far more than that and we 
now have nearly 400 members covering a substantial distance. 
It has meant a bigger workload and we have needed to take on 
more administrators to share the load. It has been wonderful 
connecting with other homeschoolers across Queensland, 
Australia and some from overseas.  We have so much to learn 
from each other.  

The majority of the activity does however come from locals 
who interact and arrange meet-ups, excursions, courses, field 
trips or whatever else our wonderful online community can 
come up with.  

There are also many smaller regional groups popping up all 
the time and it is a great place to shout out and find if there 
are other homeschoolers in your local area. 

It has also been a place to cry, laugh and share troubles in a 
non-judgemental arena and nobody has to leave their house 
to do so (unless they don’t have the technology to access this 
kind of support).  If you don’t have it at home there are always 
internet cafes and libraries that can assist you.  

For me the online support groups have been a lifeline where 
you can share ideas, success stories, group gatherings, 
resources, information of all kinds and offload any concerns 
that you may be harbouring. Being online does not bring 
the social worries that actual face to face meetings can bring 
about for many of us and especially for those on the spectrum.  

My son who was very much unschooled and just did his own 
thing alone at home (never wanting to go and meet other 
homeschoolers). When he decided to access Brisbane School 

of Distance Education when he was doing Year 11 and 12, the 
online community became such a gift to him as previously he 
had struggled with friendships in real life because of some of 
his differences.  He could be himself and chat with others with 
a lot less judgments being made than when he was at school. 

He could access forums whereby a discussion would take 
place on subjects he was studying and students could 
support each other in a far less threatening way than actual 
physical meet-ups. A real joy for us was when he eventually 
went to University with some of his online friends that he 
made and are still friends today, four years down the track.  
That is a real blessing for a boy who grew up with very few 
(if any) real friends.

Many of these online groups arrange meet ups in real life 
giving the opportunity if this face to face contact is important 
to you.  Often we use the meet up times as a park play for our 
children while the parents can chat and put the world to rights 
amongst themselves. Their children can go off and have fun 
and make new connections or the parents might listen to a 
speaker on a relevant topic that may be of interest.  

It is such an important part of homeschooling for me and I have 
found the benefits to be enormous.  Previously when my son 
was young and I had no access to support groups, I found the 
journey a lot more worrying and stressful when all I had was 
my own head to try and sort out my worries with nobody to 
give advice, suggestions or just a hug or pat on the back when 
I felt so alone. As the saying goes, “a worry shared is a worry 
halved” and it has certainly been the case for me.  Although I 
like a lot of my own time, meeting up with others occasionally, 
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to give and receive support, has become an important part of 
my homeschool journey.

Support groups do not come without their downsides as I 
have learned along the way.  A whole group of people coming 
from differing walks of life, with different life experiences, 
expectations and needs is always a place where sometimes 
conflict can occur, especially within our ASD community 
where sometimes quirky behaviour is on display.  I try to be 
very accepting of others and although I agree that we don’t 
all have to share the same ideals, educational philosophies or 
parenting styles, I do feel for the harmony of the group we 
have to agree to differ on some points of view. Being respectful 
of each other is important when differences occur and accept 
that all of us come to where we are today with our own stories 
and this is ok.  

There is no right or wrong way to homeschool, parent or live, 
just the right way for you and your family and none of us have 
the right to pass judgment.  I feel that we, more than others, 
need to be aware of difference and be inclusive and accepting.  

Many of the families that I meet have left school after 
experiencing harrowing times. They have been friendless and 
often rejected as we once were.  It is important to me that 
any group that I facilitate is inclusive and shows kindness and 
compassion to each other.  We often have enough to fight 
with when our children have issues that need interventions, 
therapy and a lot of our time and energy.  We certainly do not 
need to  find conflict within our support groups.  That is no 
support at all.  I know it is sometimes hard but it is an ideal that 
I try to adhere to as much as I can.  Life is too short to invite 
conflict into our lives.

I think we also need to be mindful of the information that we 
are given within some of the support groups we go to and 
take everything in with an open mind.  

Some people will swear by a resource that has been the best 
thing for their child or a system that has worked for them. 
It may not be the best for you and you don’t want to be taking 
on that advice and spending lots of money to set up your 
homeschool environment when that is not actually the way 
that will work for you.  

I think we can all start panicking when listening to other people 
who seem to have the best way of doing things, seeming all 
rosy and bright in their world and at times it can actually make 
us feel worse rather than better!  When I feel like that I walk 
away from those interactions.  I don’t need competition nor to 
start doubting myself.  

The best support group for me in those times is the beach!  
Take what you need from a group but disband with what you don’t.  
I have certainly learned that along the way.  Plus we don’t need 
to be friends with everyone.  That is not possible but at least 
make all the interactions you do have kind ones and don’t 
exclude people.  You never know how much of a difference 
your support one day can make to a person in need, even if in 
your heart you really don’t feel a connection with that person 
we can still all be kind.

Some other support groups offer practical help such as learning 
co-ops where resources are shared as well as parental skills.  
These can be great if your child wants to learn a particular 
skill and you are not able to teach them yourself or pay for 
someone else to do so.  

Pooling resources and skills is a wonderful way to connect with 
other homeschoolers and learn along the way. Even giving each 
other some time away from the children can be of support to many, 
especially if you have a high needs child or children.  A reciprocal 
child-minding circle, if your child is open to that and they don’t 
mind spending some time away from you can be great.  

There are so many different ways to give and receive support.  
Everyone needs a helping hand at some point in their life 
and we can all offer each other so much if we just reach out.  
Happy homeschooling everyone!

Heather suggests some good homeschooling support groups to 

start with are:

Homeschool Australia at www.homeschoolaustralia.com

Unschool Australia at www.unschoolaustralia.com

SunnyHomeschool Support Hub at

www.facebook.com/groups/SunnyHomeschoolSupportHub
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Thinking Violets is developing an ambitious new series for Channel 4 Television. 
Children and adults with high-functioning autism/ Asperger syndrome will be 
invited into companies to contribute fresh ideas to how these businesses design, 
build and sell their products. The idea was inspired by Temple Grandin whose 
ability to think in pictures led to the redesign of slaughterhouses  in the UK, 
sparing livestock unnecessary distress and saving the industry millions of dollars.
 
If you have a gifted child with high functioning autism / Asperger syndrome and 
would like to get in touch, Thinking Violets would like to hear from anyone - adult 
or teenager - to whom this opportunity may be of interest.  

Please contact claire@thinkingviolets.com 
www.thinkingviolets.com

United Kingdom’s Channel 4 Television 
seeks out-of-the-box 

autistic thinkers
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reviews
By BRONWYN SUTTON

For children with autism, school holidays can be a time to enjoy a break from the social 
pressure of school. However, for many, the lack of a routine daily schedule can mean that 
holidays can increase anxiety and challenging behaviours. 

Calendars are useful, as they provide information about the activities of the day in a 
visual format. In addition, they can help children visualise how many days remain until 
an anticipated event arrives. At this time of the year, many parents are repeatedly asked 
“How many days until Christmas?” A calendar can provide the reassurance of being able to 
physically count down the days until the big event.

Visual calendar apps are those where pictures can be added in to the calendar. 
There are many text- based calendar apps but very few where pictures are available. 
These are some of my tips for choosing between visual calendar apps.

EVENTS

Many families have lazy days during the holidays where there are no scheduled events. 
I would still recommend including this in your calendar. For example, if you are staying 
home for the day, perhaps schedule “home t ime” or  “play t ime” in your day. 
Other simple events might include shopping, visiting people or hiring a DVD.

TIME

Consider whether or not you wish to show the time in your calendar. It can be difficult, 
especially during the holidays, to run events to time. Children with autism may quickly 
become anxious when events are running late or don’t run on time. Instead, I usually list 
events around meal times. This means that you might list the events which occur between 
breakfast and lunch, lunch and dinner and after dinner.

VISUALS

Some apps come with pre-made icons for events. Other apps allow you to add your own 
photos and record your voice on to the photos. 

REPEATING EVENTS

When you create an event in a calendar, you can make it repeat over a period of time such 
as every day, once a week or every other Friday. Repeating events saves you the time and 
effort it would take to create multiple separate events and allows you to easily change all 
events in the series at once. Look for apps which allows you to choose individual days for 
recurrence or weekly or fortnightly recurrence.

Bronwyn is the author of   
“The Learning App Guide to Autism 
and Education”: The first online app 
evaluator for educational support. 
Bronwyn conducts workshops on 
choosing apps for children with 

autism throughout Australia.

For further information see  
www.learningappguide.com

Bronwyn Sutton 
Speech Language Pathologist

B.App.Sc. (Speech Path.), Grad.Dip. 
(Education),  MSpEd, MSPA, Doctoral 

Student (Griffith University) 

Planning for holidays using 

app

CALENDAR APPS
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Week Planner for Kids is a simple weekly calendar for children in 
early childhood and primary school. You can drag picture icons on to the 
day to make a list of activities. You can click on the camera icon, add in your 
own picture and then drag it on to the day. Or you can click on the pencil 
icon and quickly draw an activity to add to the day which is great for quick 
changes to the daily calendar. Each day has a different colour and you can 
hear the name of the day when you tap on it. One of the best features of 
this app is that time is not attached to the event. 

Visual Schedule Planner provides one place for both a child’s 
calendar and scheduling needs. This app shows children the events of their 
day, week or month. Each event can also be displayed as a visual schedule. 
Videos of events or steps in an event can be added as well. Each event can 
be timed and reminders added. The app comes with an image library or you 
can add your own image. When you set up events to recur, you can choose 
one or more days. I like the way that the day can be viewed as morning, 
afternoon or evening. This is particularly useful for children who haven’t 
learned to tell the time. This app takes a while for the adults to learn to use, 
but children will quickly access their events of the day. 

For additional professional reviews of apps for children with autism, please visit www.learningappguide.com

Kids Calendar is a visual calendar for children in the primary years. 
Kids Calendar has the appearance of a paper diary with tabs on the side. 
Children can view their daily or weekly events. Children drag and drop 
fun image icons on to their daily page. They can add text and notes to 
each entry and set a time. Children find Kids Calendar easy to use and 
they can customise the look of the diary and add fun stickers. My main 
quibble is around the time settings. Time is shown on an analogue clock 
and cannot be removed. As there is no am/pm option, the order of entries 
can become confused.

RECOMMENDED APPS
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T
he transition to university was a long 
thought-out process. I knew I wanted to 
study, but I also had the thought about 
how I was going to afford to pay for the 
course. What I did know was I couldn’t 

work for a supermarket for the rest of my life and 
might want to go off to do other things. I don’t have 
any trade qualifications to back me up, but I thought 
university could help with that. I didn’t really want a 
debt as I did not understand how HECS/HELP worked. 
At the time I was unsure what I wanted to study. A TV 
show on SBS called ‘Who Do You Think You Are?’, lead 
me to a history course run by the University of New 
England (UNE) in Armidale. 

After several months of too-ing and fro-ing I 
decided to dive in as I had no idea about what 
university courses involved and thought it would 
teach me how to expand on my family tree research. 
It was interesting the process of applying to enter 
university as a mature aged student. I had to write 
a short essay about why I wanted to enter the 

specified course and have course transcripts verified 
to send off. It did turn out that the transcripts from 
Technical and Further Education (TAFE) did not have 
the course marks on them or even if I had passed them. 
I do remember having a short interview by phone in 
the middle of a shopping centre to tell me that I had 
been accepted and to fill out the enrolment.

Once I began with the Advanced Diploma in Local, 
Family and Applied History, I thought I would not have 
problems. That was until I found I didn’t know how to write 
an essay. Without outside help, I fumbled along in several 
subjects until it was suggested I get help writing essays. 
In my essays, one vast paragraph looked as though it 
had been copied from the book.  In fact, that paragraph 
actually was copied from the book!

The semester after I applied for two courses, one a 
history unit, the other was on how to write essays. 
It was during this time, after going overseas to 
England that I came back to a very tough semester.  
I was over-tired from work, trying to study when I 
could and often was staying up long hours. 

I was drowning in essays and had no clue. Due to 
tiredness I didn’t read some of the essay questions 
properly which certainly didn’t help my understanding. 
I knew one of the courses would have to suffer as I 
just didn’t have the time. As it turned out it ended 
up being the essay-writing course that deflated like 
a lead balloon. 

I did learn something at the time. I found you couldn’t 
copy a past essay, you had written and also ‘forgetting’ 
the bibliography. I got 37% for that essay only because 
it was my own work. My biggest problem was that I 
really didn’t understand half the terminology needed 
for writing essays. My last assignment I failed was due 
to my footnotes not being the correct typeface and 
size for the assignment. To cut a long story short I failed 

By bRAd bEAdEl

TRANSITION
to 

University
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one unit but passed the other. I am not proud of what happened, 
but it happened.

The really odd part of failing one unit was that my essay writing 
skills actually did improve and I felt I was tr y ing my best . 
Every unit I studied I improved on something and I am now able 
to make sure my footnotes and bibliography are near perfect.

One lecturer told me I was excellent at posting within the study 
portal, but needed to use those skills  in my essays. I was getting 
advice from friends who suggested I speak to the Academic 
Studies Office or ASO and the student relations counsellor. 
The student counsellor was helpful to the point where she told 
me what sort of music I should to listen to. I explained where I 
had gone wrong and how I tried to improve myself. I told her I 
have Aspergers and she asked if that affected my work. 
My response was no, as it helped to keep me focused on the work. 
The ASO officer was not much more help for me with my essay 
writing as she seemed unsure on how to approach my writing 
issues other than telling me it was pretty good, but to contact 
the office when I was close to completing my next essay.

Recently within the last year I was able to transfer from the 
advanced diploma into another course, a Bachelor of Historical 
Inquiry and Practice. I did have around two units left and I could 
have completed them and then applied for the diploma, while 
getting two certificates out of it and two graduations as well. 
My thought was the degree was worth more than the diploma. 
The good news was I could transfer my previous study over for 
credit into the new course, which means everything from the 
past was recognised. 

I am happy to have been transferred over, although I don’t have 
any plans for when I finish university studies. I will be happy 
as I have learnt some history that I would not have read about 
before starting my path of study. Before study all I read were 
fiction, especially science fiction novels. I have found that my 
world has now opened up to history books other than what I 
looked at through my family history research. 

I have written family history articles with my latest one 
being published in the New Zealand Genealogist Magazine. 
I am certainly happy with this achievement though I don’t 
think of sharing my stories as much of a big deal as I am 
pleased others are reading my writing. I have blog posts as 
well, but I seem to use blogs to publish my family history 
information even if my writing does suck sometimes. 

I am glad to have started studying through University of New 
England through Armidale as I have learnt plenty and wouldn’t 
give it up for the world. I still haven’t told the university that I 
have Aspergers and do have learning difficulties as well, as I 
want to try everything under my own steam.
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By dEbRA hOSSEINI

Sacred Geometry 
and Madalas

S
te

ve
n C

ov
en

try

By dEbRA hOSSEINI



AUTISM ASPERGERS NETWORK MAGAZINE 63

“You’ll be little better than a sign-writer if you pursue art as 
a career,” said Steven’s art teacher looking with disgust at 
the abstract painting of a naked female torso with ample 
breasts. Steven had drawn the headlight of a motorcycle 
for the women’s head, handlebars for her shoulders, and 
below her waist appeared the front wheel of the bike. 
The figure sped gloriously down Route 66.   

“You’re a deviant,” his teacher continued tearing up the 
painting to Steven’s dismay. This was not the only time 
Steven experienced humiliation by educators and students. 
Shortly after this, fifteen-year old Steven dropped out of school. 
He gave up his art for many years.   

Since birth Steven had difficulty. As a fetus he was 
traumatized by radiation and drugs. At birth his eyesight 
was damaged. He later developed a partially-detached 
retina; the broken sections of filament which are meant 
to hold his retinas in place float past his vision, creating a 
disorientating effect.  

When he was less than seven months old his six-year old 
sister Alexandra, who was fond of playing in the DDT-
sprayed fields, died of leukemia. Several other children in 
the small town of Tirau on the north island of New Zealand 
also died of similar maladies.  

Steven’s family relocated many times before he turned five. 
His mom and dad were hard-working people who lived a 
frugal life. His mom, a former cake decorator, spent many 
hours sewing late into the night to pay for Christmas 
presents for her remaining three children.  

Steven loved needlepoint and believes his detail-oriented 
paintings have been influenced by his mom’s precision 
when sewing.   

“I recall one year I watched her spend ten hours cutting 
out and hand sewing small lace roses onto a local girl’s 
wedding dress because my mother wanted it just right 
... not obsessively but because that’s the way it should 
be ... this is an ideal I’ve tried to maintain through my 
artistic journey.”   

As a child, Steven was hypersensitive to bright lights, loud 
noises, and rough fabrics. He was haunted by nightmares 
and shadowy figures. He had trouble sleeping, staying 
awake most of the night.  

Misunderstood, he turned to animals, especially cats. 
Insects fascinated him, in particular the praying mantis and 

“You’re a deviant,” his teacher continued tearing up the 
painting to Steven’s dismay. This was not the only time 
Steven experienced humiliation by educators and students
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gum emperor moth, both of which still 
intrigue him today.   

He made his mom laugh in delight by his 
captivation with a praying mantis egg case 
hatching and all the gorgeous tiny creatures 
making their way into the new world. 

Steven’s most pronounced fascination, was 
with an ancient civilization. His studies of 
Egypt started at age six when his mom took 
him to Auckland museum and he saw the 
sarchophagus of a nine-year old girl.   

“I thought it so beautiful,” Steven says.

From then, Steven requested Egyptian 
books and gifts for birthdays and Christmas. 
He spent hours in the library reading 
about his favorite topic.  The library served 
two purposes.

“I was able to feed my fascination 
and I was safe from the bullies who 
avoided libraries.” 

Steven’s education was traumatic. 
Educators weren’t trained on differences. 
He was bullied and taunted by peers. 
He found he had areas of brilliance and 
other areas of deficits. “While I was quite 
gifted with spelling, I struggled with 
grammar and structure.”  

His teacher’s gave him harsh punishments 
for his mistakes.   

“I had to write sentences 100’s of times. 
I couldn’t do it or explain why I couldn’t 
do it. Then they would give me even 
more sentences to write.”   

He came home with red hands where his 
teachers struck him on the palms with a 
wooden ruler as a punishment.   

“I began to hate school,” he recounts.

Steven escaped into the green hilly 
pastures populated with small streams. 
Here he began a lifelong love of nature 
and it’s smaller inhabitants such as 
freshwater crayfish, tadpoles, frogs, and 
small lizards.   

After dropping out of school, he pursued 
a career as a chef, working various jobs 
but none for long. His dad was a baker so 
cooking was a natural vocation.    

In his teens Steven became aware he was 
attracted to the same sex. This made him 
feel even more of an outsider.  

“I tried acting normal many years of my 
late teens in an attempt to fit in to a world.  
I knew deep down I might never find a 

place in, for many reasons, one of them 
being my homosexuality.”   

Steven was diagnosed with chronic 
depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, 
anxiety disorder, and social phobias.   

He experienced several major nervous 
breakdowns and lost his job becoming 
homeless. To complicate things, he received 
a diagnosis of Hepatitis C which caused him 
great fatigue.  

“It’s not easy ... to maintain the amount 
of energy required to act for people, and 
so I became more and more of a recluse, 
spending most of my time alone with 
animals and focused on my greatest 
passion -  Egypt.”  

One day on a whim, he took up a pen and 
began a portrait of a man. At that time he 
had never heard of the word pointillism, but 
that’s the style that appeared in his drawing. 
Steven had a revelation. His true path was art.

The day before his 32nd birthday, he had a 
vision which changed his life.  

“My partner and I decided to go on a 
road trip to Uluru or Ayers Rock, as its 
internationally known. On the way we 
stopped at another aboriginal sacred 
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place Wilpena Pound. We arrived at the 
small country town of Hawker in South 
Australia. 

After unloading the vehicles, I sat heavily 
in a chair and watched the lowering sun. 
Instantly, I was transported and my view 
became sepia toned with a slight shimmer 
or ripple in the air. I was looking down at 
a pair of hands, rough black cloth on the 
wrists. The hands held an old illustrated 
Bible. I read the Bible in Latin and circled a 
charred post in the ground.”  

This was the beginning of Steven’s 
mandalas and other sacred geometric 
paintings. Mandala, in Sanskrit, means 
“whole being.”  

Steven created a series of seven large 
mandalas in the chakra colors of red, orange, 
yellow, green, blue, indigo and violet. 
While painting this series he developed an 
awareness of the energies of the mandalas. 
Through the art he began to work 
through his own childhood traumas. 
His heart chakra mandala took over a 

month to complete as he cried many 
times revisiting the wounds of his 
childhood. When working on his throat 
chakra mandala, he couldn’t stop talking. 
His psychic powers increased when 
working on the third-eye chakra painting. 
Each of the mandala paintings healed a 
portion of his life.  

After he painted the seven mandalas, he 
continued to paint smaller mandalas. 
He performed a self-initiation ritual asking 
that his past mistakes be forgiven and 
returned to the universe.   

Soon after, he returned to Melbourne for a 
regular blood test for his Hepatitis C.  

To his amazement, the doctor said “What 
Hepatitis C? You don’t have Hepatitis C.” 

“But I’ve had it for seven years,” Steven 
responded in disbelief.  

The doctor wasn’t able to give Steven an 
explanation about how he rid his body 
of the Hepatitis C and its antibodies. 

Steven believes it was the mandalas and his 
self-initation ritual which healed his body. 

A couple of years later, Steven had another 
vision when carving the head of the falcon 
god Horus.   

“While looking down at my hands, I had a 
realization that ‘I’ was actually sitting inside 
myself watching someone else’s hands at work. 
In that instant I was transported to a sunny 
stone workroom where I could sit, look out 
of the window while creating the most 
beautiful and meaningful items. The feeling 
of humility and joy at the gifts of that life 
were incredible.”

Steven describes his paintings as “not 
man, not woman, not good, not bad, but 
wholeness and harmony.” He knows the 
paintings are healing and often seem to 
“pulsate with energy.”  

“Often people are too busy giving art 
overly intellectual labels and insights, 
but I just think your own personal 
interaction with art is strictly that your 
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own personal journey, similar to my 
feelings on spirituality in general.”

One of the techniques Steven has taught 
himself is the use of metallic foils to 
reflect light.  

“The dots and building up of the dot 
work conveys an energy that I and 
others find captivating and enchanting. 
Starting with old Easter egg wrappers, I 
began to see the potential of its use in 
my ancient Egyptian sculptures to more 
represent the original elements such as 
gold, lapis lazuli and other such colors.” 

Steven developed the process of adhering 
small spots, individually cut using a hole 
punch, to certain point on his mandalas to 
accent the colors used in the painting itself. 

“When struck by sunshine they literally 
glow.”  

Through his art and his spirituality, 
Steven has found self-confidence, 
acceptance and self-love.   

In 2004, Steven was diagnosed with 
Asperger’s syndrome. This explained many 
things about himself.  

“This is why I have migraines at periods of 
great intimacy and why water sometimes 
feels like razor blades on my skin. This is also 
why I have difficulty with conversations.” 
Many times people worry about telling their 
child they have Aspergers. Steven feels 
his diagnosis has given him a deeper 
understanding of himself.  

“Since learning of my Aspergers I have 
discovered many of the triggers and 
reactions that have haunted my existence 
... This has helped me to get more of an 
understanding and awareness of myself. 
We often are taught to think it’s part of our 
human condition, but often it’s part of a 
greater condition.”  

Steven has learned to give himself a 
break on bad days and to accept things 
that he can’t change. He has learned to 

flow with the process and “allow myself 
to grow in a more positive and creative 
direction.”  

He has also modified his diet to be 
gluten-free.   

“I’m sensitive to environmental issues 
and stress levels. I’ve begun creating 
a collection of gluten-free recipes and 
practices to reduce my stress.”    

As far as his career as an artist, Steven 
continues to evolve his repertoire. 
Recently, he developed a technique of 
pouring resins on his larger paintings “to 
add depth and richness. A process akin to 
Faberge’s use of Guilloche enameling.”

In the future, Steve hopes to return 
to stone carving, carpentry, clay and 
plaster work and larger scale painting. 
Steven’s first solo exhibition was last 
April as part of Autism Awareness Month. 
He hopes to have a bigger, more 
expressive exhibition in April 2014. 
He would love to for his work to be seen 
in galleries. Steven’s art can be purchased 
on redbubble. His art can be seen on his 
facebook page mandalaman.

Steven Coventry

About Debra Hosseini
Debra Hosseini is the author of two books, 
“Artism: The Art of Autism Shattering Myths,” 
and “The Art of Autism: Shifting Perceptions,” 
which feature art, stories, and poetry of 
people on the spectrum. The Art of Autism 
collaborative has over 350 artists, musicians, 
poets, and entertainers, all on the autism 
spectrum. www.the-art-of-autism.com
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Hind’s Hands A Story About Autism
By Umm Juwayriyah and Juwayriyah Ayed

RRP  $12.95 print

CBT to Help Young People with Asperger’s Syndrome 
(Autism Spectrum Disorder) to Understand and 
Express Affection 
By Professor Tony Attwood and Dr. Michelle Garnett 

RRP  $38.95 print

From bestselling author and educator Umm Juwayriyah--a story told by a big 
sister who learns coping skills to befriend and lead her autistic younger sister. 
“You see, my sister Hind has Autism. And I know that sounds like a really big 
word, but it’s not. Autism just means that Allah made her to learn and act and 
think differently than other kids her age.” 

In the story Hind’s Hands, big sister Juwayriyah learns just how special her 
younger sister is, despite the challenging behaviours that she often has to 
deal with. Author Umm Juwayriyah collaborates with her oldest daughter, 
Juwayriyah Ayed on this book to help spread awareness about Autism.

bookreviews

Children and adolescents with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) are often 
not instinctive and intuitive in expressing their liking or love for someone, 
or in understanding that family members, friends and others need affection. 
Expressing affection to teachers, other close professionals, or family friends, 
can be even more challenging.

This book, by the leading experts in the field, provides a carefully constructed 
CBT programme for professionals to help boys and girls with an ASD to feel 
confident recognising, expressing and enjoying affection. The activities will 
help the young person identify their own and others’ comfort and enjoyment 
range for gestures, actions and words of affection. They will also learn the 
variety of appropriate ways they can express liking or loving someone, 
helping them to strengthen friendships and relationships. This book will be an 
invaluable resource for professionals supporting a child with an ASD.

To view our large range of books, games, sensory toys, puppets and much more 
please visit our website at www.resourcesathand.com.au
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take a look at drug and alcohol abuse, gambling, addictions, suicide, 
abuse cases, sex workers, the gay/lesbian community, psychiatric 
institutions, employment, the prison and justice system, motorcycle 
clubs, aged care... you name it, the stuff you will most likely hardly ever 
hear about and quite often people don’t want to hear it. But it happens 
every day around Australia.

With this ride Paul and Barb will also be making this a major fundraiser 
to put back into the welfare of adults on the autism spectrum. 
Funds raised can be put into giving those on the streets for example 
a street swag to give them a better comfort in keeping warm at night, 
creating employment programs specifically for those on the spectrum, 
organising public transport concessions so people can get to work, set up 
training for those working in the drug and alcohol centres specifically for 
the needs of those on the spectrum, better access to public housing…. 
There are many ways we can improve the lives of those adults on the 
spectrum who just need that understanding and guidance to make that 
step upwards into living a more fulfilling and productive life.

At the end of this incredible journey, a DVD will be available plus a book 
on individuals sharing their stories with you on the many aspects of 
being an adult with an autism spectrum condition. If you wish to be part 
of this documentary or book please email doco@autismallgrownup.com 
giving an outline of your journey with an autism spectrum condition. 

Fundraising is being conducted through the Australian Autism 
Aspergers Network Inc, a registered not for profit Australian 
Wide charity. 

Donation can be made to:

BENDIGO BANK NAMBOUR QLD
ACCOUNT NAME: Australian Autism Aspergers Network Inc.
BSB: 633000
ACC. No: 150253656
by Money Order, Cheque or Cash to:
Australian Autism Aspergers Network Inc.
PO Box 479, POMONA QLD 4568 Australia

All donations over $2.00 are tax deductible. Please advise if 
you require a receipt for your donation. When making your 
donation please use the code ADULTOZ and send us an email 
with your details. Rewards are on offer for various donation 
amounts plus there will be bonus rewards randomly given 
throughout the production.
For more information please visit their website 

                 www.aanmag.com.au/autism-all-grown-up

The difficulties experienced from being undiagnosed and on the 
spectrum didn’t just stop once they became adults, and found that as 
the older they became the more difficult it was to fit into society and the 
expected norm.

Even in the modern day of Autism awareness and early intervention for 
children, there is still a very big hole in the system when it comes to adults. 
There are many out there who still struggle every day, having no services 
or support for them.

It is with this conclusion that both Paul and Barb will set out on a mission 
to unveil the truth behind the many adults on the spectrum and what 
lies ahead. They will be documenting the mammoth journey around 
Australia with stories published regularly through youtube, the 
Autism Aspergers Network Magazine and the AAN Mag interactive 
blog website giving you the nitty gritty of being an adult with autism.

This expose will show the many areas that are normally swept under the 
carpet or tucked into some dark little corner as people continually put 
their head in the sand about what can potentially happen once we have 
All Grown Up!

Paul and Barb will delve into the areas of those who live on the streets, 
those who are stuck on welfare and live on the poverty line, find out 
what is the prevalence of those on the spectrum living in caravan parks, 

L
ong term partners and Paul & Barb were diagnosed as Adults 
with Aspergers Syndrome back in 2008 & 2009. Both have been 
motorcycle riders from a young age and found that this was a 
major part of their life in coping with the unknown struggles of 
being on the Autism Spectrum.

Paul Kay on his 1200 Suzuki Bandit and Barb Cook on the back of 
Adminion Brad Beadel’s Can Am Sypder
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Brisbane parents –  
imagine a website where you could type in your 

location and find everything you need to entertain, 
buy for and help your kids aged 0 - 16?

 

Things To do wiTh Kids in BrisBane and on The CoasT

Membership is  

free for all 

Brisbane parents! 

to receive special offers, 
discounts and promotions.

 kidstodo.com.au!
›  Search for activities, events, services, 

shopping in YOUR area: North, South,  
East, West, Moreton Bay Region, Logan, 
Ipswich, Redland Bay, Sunshine Coast  
& Gold Coast 

› Regular competitions, GREAT prizes 

› FREE downloads 

›  Top Ten lists (Top 10 rainy day activities, 
Top 10 under $10 etc)

›  Printable calendar of activities for your area

›  Information for twins and special needs kids

It’s finally here…
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