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Celebrating Our Past, Creating Our Future

Earning Our Own Success


Good morning and thank you for inviting me here today to present my story.  As parents and teachers of very young children, you might look at them, see their disabilities and wonder what life will be like for them when they grow up.   If you had known me as a child you never would have predicted that I would some day be in college.  


I was always presumed to be retarded and scored that way on standardized tests.  My motor development was slow and I didn’t take my first step until I was 36 months old.  In fact, a neurologist told my parents I would never walk.  I was in special day classes with some integration all through elementary school and until the eighth grade.  I was considered low functioning because I didn’t talk and my motor dysfunction was so bad I was unable to perform well on tests.  Perhaps I was also mentally retarded.  My sensory systems were not working well and I processed information very slowly.  Actually, when people spoke to me the sound floated over me and I didn’t hear them. 


My life began to change when I was in the eighth grade and was introduced to facilitated communication.  It was very controversial then, but the special education district embraced it and I was soon validating my communication by typing things the facilitator didn’t know.  I started very slowly only being able to find a few letters on the kevboard.  I got better over time and by May when I had my IEP I was typing well enough to do grade level work.  We decided I should be fully included in high school and pursue a college prep course with a regular diploma as a goal.  


Being in high school was very frightening and I was a mess for about three months.  I was banging my head and yelling so much I had to be removed from class quite often.  My teachers stuck with me and I got through that awful time with their help.  I increased my time in regular classes from three classes to four, then five.  I always kept one period for special ed needs.  


My bad behavior sometimes returned and I actually lacked the ability to control my behavior even though I desperately wanted to.  However, those tines became less and less frequent as I became more comfortable in classes.  I did the same work as everyone else with very few exceptions.  I took all of the same tests and did the same research papers.  I made life long friends who either work for me as support staff or who I see socially.  


I really believe my high school experience made me lose some autism.  I became totally aware of the world around me.  I was thinking, which I had not done as a child.  I believe that my brain was not able to be organized without a method of communication.  My teachers had tried using picture communication with me, but it never worked.  Sign language also failed because of my motor problems.  It was facilitated communication that woke me up.


When I was a senior in high school and knew I would be applying to colleges, I knew I had to start typing without physical  support or people would not believe it was me communicating.  I started typing independently in 1996 with my mom holding the keyboard.  As time progressed, I found typing independently easier and easier.  By the time I started Whittier College I was able to type independently with the staff who supported me at school.


I am now in my third year of college but I only take one or two classes each semester because my typing is so slow and it is difficult to find staff to support me.  The college treats me like a full time student and awarded me a John Greenleaf merit scholarship of $38,000 when Ii was admitted    Before I take a class the professor gets a packet of information about autism, facilitated communication, and reports from my previous professors.  I am enjoying my classes and my professors enjoy me in their classes.

I live off campus with a roommate and have someone with me 24 hours a day.  I would like to have some time alone but no one wants to be responsible in case something happens to me.  My life is enjoyable and full.  I go to bars with friends, to the gym 3 times a week, and to museums and cages (baseball that is).

Autism is awful to live with, but a person can live a full happy life in spite of it.  When you see the young children in your classes, see future college students, not helpless dependent people.   

