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Teachers get a new perspective on autism at
presentation

By Dan Champagne, Record-Journal staff

WALLINGFORD — Michael John Carley laughs uncontrollably every time
he hears sheep "baa" or when he hears the French language used in
rock ‘n' roll or rap songs. In fact, that actually caused him to break up
with his college girlfriend after she obtained a cassette of her favorite
French rock band.

Carley shared his sense of humor with a group of around 40 teachers and
members of surrounding school districts at the High Road Student
Learning Center Friday afternoon to help them understand the world of
those living in the autistic spectrum — who tend to have a different sense
of humor from others, as his own story illustrates.

The autistic spectrum includes autism, Asperger syndrome and pervasive
developmental disorder, Carley said.

Carley, the executive director of the Global and Regional Asperger
Syndrome Partnership in New York City, was diagnosed with Asperger
along with his 8-year-old son four years ago. Asperger syndrome is a
form of autism characterized by deficits in social interaction and
nonverbal communication.

The program, titled, "The Needs of the Adult Spectrum Community: A
Personal and Professional View from Within," coincided with National
Autism Month.

Karin Bertero, the education specialist at the High Road Student Learning
Center, said 35 to 40 percent of the 110 students at the school are
considered part of the autistic spectrum. The center is a state-approved
special education school for kindergartners to 21-year-olds.

"To have an individual who is living the experience gives us such an
insight into what it's like," Bertero said. "It's an amazing opportunity to
learn that perspective. I truly believe this kind of dynamic is far above
simply reading."

Carley explained society's changing attitude toward the spectrum by
mentioning the film, "A Beautiful Mind," and said there never used to be
movies where "nerds are the heroes."

"There's a real sexiness associated with mental activity and intelligence,"
Carley said. "This is something very new."

He also touched on the way attitudes in the workplace have changed.

Carley mentioned a fictional employee, "Andrew," who would involuntarily
flail his arms.

"People used to go to the boss and complain and, of course, Andrew
would have gotten fired," Carley said. "The attitude now is that they have
to understand what Andrew is doing is completely harmless and is not
threatening. The response from the boss now is that you're the one who
has to change, and not Andrew. That's a huge difference."

Some misconceptions about those in the autistic spectrum include that
they are angry and anxious, Carley said. He said being angry and
anxious typically comes from feeling misunderstood for a long period of
time.

Carley also said myths that people in the autistic spectrum are
passionless, humorless and have no sexual appetite are false.
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He discussed his childhood and how he was misdiagnosed during a
second-grade psychiatric exam at a school in Providence, R.I. The
psychiatrist had the symptoms right, but attributed Carley's behavior to
emotional difficulties caused by his father's death in the Vietnam War.

Before ending the two-hour program, Carley urged the teachers in the
audience to work on three basic goals for students in the autistic
spectrum. He asked them to find something students are good at, find
that one thing they love that could become a career and teach them a
strong work ethic.

"I really think as much understanding as we can get in any area really
helps all of us," said Janice Lautier, a special education department head
in the Wallingford school system. "This gave me another perspective. It
gave me a different way of looking at something."

dchampagne@record-journal.com

(203) 317-2227
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After decades of being labeled ‘weird,’ a diagnosis offers
relief

Email to a friend  Printer-friendly

MILFORD — Dorothy Sage Wolfe has always loved the story of "The Ugly
Duckling" because she can relate to the ending, where the duckling
discovers he’s another kind of bird. 

All her life, Sage Wolfe, 44, has felt different than other people. Then, much like the duckling who finally saw
himself as a swan reflected in the pond, she realized in her 30s that she is different because she has
Asperger’s Syndrome, a form of autism.

Advertisement

Asperger’s was discovered in 1944 by Hans Asperger, but only became an official diagnosis in the medical
community in 1994, leading not only many more children to be diagnosed, but also adults who knew for many
years they were different but didn’t know why.

"It was like being an alien on the planet," Sage Wolfe said. "I’m not a duck. I’m another kind of bird, but I got
good at walking like a duck and talking like a duck."

Ami Klin, co-director of the Developmental Disabilities section of Yale Child Study Center and Harris
associate professor of child psychology and psychiatry, said Asperger’s is a neurodevelopmental condition, a
variance of autism that results in socialization deficiencies.

Klin, one of the world’s foremost experts on Asperger’s, along with Dr. Fred Volkmar, also of the study center,
said Asperger’s impairs the ability to interact with others and develop relationships. He said it’s hard to know
how many people have Asperger’s, but one out of every 1,000 individuals is autistic and within that group, one
in every 250 have a variant autism, such as Asperger’s.

People with Asperger’s usually have at least average IQs, which sets them apart from most others with
autism, Klin said.

Klin said he supports public talks to raise awareness of the condition, so that people know not to unfairly judge
people with Asperger’s.

According to experts, Asperger’s is often characterized by obsessive routines and preoccupation with a
particular, rote subject matter. Some typical traits include an inability to empathize, an inability to correctly
interpret facial expressions and other nonverbal cues, poor eye contact and over sensitivity to tastes, smells,
sights and sounds.

People with Asperger’s, who often call themselves "aspies," also often make non-verbal sounds. For instance,
Sage Wolfe howls when she’s tired, in pain, sleepy or content.

"It’s a different way of processing thought and experience," said Michael Carley, executive director of The
Global and Regional Asperger Syndrome Partnership Inc., or GRASP, headquartered in New York City. "You
just don’t have the same instinctive wiring."

After discovering she has Asperger’s, Sage Wolfe set out to educate the public and reach out to other aspies.
In lieu of using the word "normal," for those without the syndrome, Aspies refer to them as NTs or
neuro-typicals.

"I like being an Aspie. I’m proud of the traits," Sage Wolfe said. "As I educate the NT world, we complement
each other."

She is hoping to get her autobiographical manuscript, "Larger than Life: My Struggle to be 10-feet Tall,"
published. In recent months, she has given free talks on Asperger’s to educate the public, parents and
educators. A Bethlehem resident, Sage Wolfe has so far given talks in the Litchfield County area.

She will make her first appearance in this part of the state at the Parson’s Government Complex at 7 p.m. Aug.
22. The appearance is at the invitation of Milford resident Al Pinto, 39, who, after a lifetime of struggling to fit in,
learned just about a year ago that he has Asperger’s. The two have become friends, forming a spiritual group
that meets on Sundays at a Starbuck’s in Watertown. Pinto wanted her to share her story in his hometown.
Sage Wolfe, an ordained minister, leads the group, Stand Paladin Fellowship, that she says isn’t about who’s
the holiest, but rather, the neediest.

Pinto said he learned why he was different about a year ago when his sister, a reading specialist in the Milford
school system, was trained to recognize Asperger’s. She found the diagnosis fit her brother. He was relieved
to have answers and wound up at a support group in Wallingford, where he met Sage Wolfe.

"To know what it’s called is a relief. It’s given me a road map, a strategy, because you can’t fight an enemy if
you don’t know what it is," Pinto said.

Pinto was never good at sports — awkwardness is another aspie trait — and so faced teasing and scrutiny by
peers. He didn’t fit in and struggled in school, and was told he had a learning disability.

Pinto went to college, majoring in computer science, a common profession for aspies, along with the artistic 
field. Pinto got a good job in the computer field and eventually became a supervisor, but ran into problems and 
stress in that position because of his difficulty relating to others.

Pinto went back to school and became an architectural designer and now works at an architectural firm in 
Hamden. 

"My parents tried to teach me how to act. It was frustrating, they thought I was lazy, immature, self-centered," 
Pinto said.

Sage Wolfe’s early training, like Pinto’s, was in computer science, but she later went to school to study
communications. She even attended a public speaking program to further her "NT" communication abilities.
Now, she’s using those abilities to spread the word.

Sage Wolfe married an aspie, who didn’t know he was one at the time, she said, but he is reclusive and keeps
a low profile. Aspies "speak the same language" she said, and interact with one another smoothly.

"My life’s mission was not to be an aspie advocate," Sage-Wolfe said. "The need is screaming out there, so I
jumped into it."

Carley oversees the support group in Wallingford that Sage Wolfe and Pinto attend. That group, referred to as 
the New England Conference, is one of seven in the country for aspies now run by GRASP.

Carley said that in 1994, once Asperger’s made it into the official diagnosis book used by the medical
community, it opened up an entire community of people who qualified for the diagnosis. Carley said accurate
statistics are not available because no one knows how many people have Asperger’s.

He said the public needs to be aware of what to look for because Asperger’s could offer an explanation if they
know someone who acts "different" and may wrongly be perceived as a danger.

It’s also important to get the word out that autism is genetic and not caused, as was once believed, by cold
mothers. 

Anyone interested in learning more about Sage Wolfe’s talk can e-mail her at dorothysagewolfe@yahoo.com
or Pinto at scoots66@yahoo.com.

Pamela McLoughlin can be reached at pmcloughlin@nhregister.com
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Altogether Now: One Book, One New Paltz
By Pauline Uchmanowicz  |  Photo Collage by Jennifer May

All over New Paltz, people are reading the curious incident of the dog in the night-time as part of
the "One Book" project.

"It was seven minutes after midnight. The dog was lying in the grass in the
middle of the lawn in front of Mrs. Shear's house. Its eyes were closed. It
looked as if it was running on its side, the way dogs run when they think
they are chasing a cat in a dream. But the dog was not running or asleep.
The dog was dead."

So begins Mark Haddon's The Curious Incident  of the Dog in the Night-Time
(Vintage,  2003), a story narrated by Christopher Boone, a fictional 15-year-old
mathematical genius with Asperger's syndrome (a form of autism),  who lives
outside of London and admires Sherlock Holmes. Who committed canine homicide
and why? All over New Paltz,  readers want  to know.

The town has adopted this offbeat murder mystery as the centerpiece of "One
Book," a community-wide reading celebration with scheduled events unfolding this
month (November 1-7) in various locations around the village.  According to project
coordinator Rachel Rigolino,  "One cannot imagine a better choice for a town as
singular as the narrator of Haddon's book."

Christopher's tale,  which he was assigned to write by a school counselor as a type
of therapy, ironically yet poignantly examines human universals (e.g.,  love,  family
ties,  survival, and fear).  The resulting novel experiments with literary perspective,
ingeniously blending genres and including letters,  pictorial diagrams, and logic.
Chapters count  up in prime numbers (as opposed to a cardinal sequence) to
reflect  the narrator's fascination with mathematics;  ditto for the appendix, which
contains a math proof.

"It's such a weird, funny,  quirky,  cool,  neat  little bestseller—just  like New Paltz,"
offers Celeste Cleary, the publicity coordinator. One Book programs, inaugurated
by Washington Center for the Book in 1998, aim to encourage a broad spectrum of
people in a single school, town,  city, or region to read the same book and to
participate in programs and discussions about it during a specified period.  (Such
reading promotions have since taken place in all 50 states as well as in
communities worldwide.) But in the artsy college town of New Paltz (recently voted
second on a list  of "50 Best Small Towns in America" by Men's Journal), where
traditional and progressive politics meet  across a fault  line, One Book's only
certain outcome is unpredictability.

Several town denizens simultaneously shared the idea of launching One Book
locally.  Cleary, a graphic designer and small-press publisher responsible for
creating the project's poster and website,  carried the concept back east  from her
hometown of Bartlesville, Oklahoma, where she had created the logos for a similar
program. This past  spring, while attending a regional planning function,  she talked
it up with like-minded people.  Gerald Benjamin,  chair of One Book,  One New
Paltz,  was among them.

Dean of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences and Professor of Political Science
at SUNY New Paltz,  Benjamin first learned of One Book initiatives from a novelist
at a dinner party.  "Some town in Ohio had adopted her book,  and when she
described giving a talk there and the community consequences of reading the
same book,  I thought  it was a spectacular idea," he recalls. "Like most college
towns,  New Paltz focuses too often on divisive town-gown issues like beer and
taxes.  I thought  rather than just  talk about them, we should do something
together,  and that  it be an intellectual endeavor,  because we have a very literate
town.  The fundamental question became: How do you create or enhance
community to get  people talking to each other intellectually?"

A onetime elected member of the Ulster County legislature who served between
1981 and 1993, Benjamin claims "deep feelings" about the region,  as well as
dismay that  "something is missing" from our public discourse.  For him,  One Book
seems related to the precepts of modern-day communitarianism,  a political

kaknaledge

"Best or  worst  lie  I've
ever told:  "Convincing
someone I had never
met  before that  I was

a street  merchant  from
Kiev.""

Ads by Google

Find Used Books
Here
50+ Million books
in one web site.
Used, New, Out of
Print.  Low Prices
www.alibris.com

New York
Apartments
Detailed Listings,
Photos & More on
ForRent.com. Find
it Here!
www.ForRent.com

Barnes &
Noble.com
Buy Books,
Textbooks, CDs,
DVDs and Videos.
Official Site.
www.BarnesandNoble.com

Books
Great deals on
Books Shop on
eBay and Save!
www.eBay.com



the Mid-Hudson region.

Education
Almanac of  regional
Schools.

Newsletter

8-Day Week
A weekly e-newsletter from
the publisher of
Chronogram containing:
Up-to-date Mid-Hudson
events,  list ings,  selections
of  insight  for conscious
living,  and social & polit ical
commentary.

Subscribe

email address

philosophy whose adherents assume that  the principal task of government  is to
secure and fairly distribute liberties and economic resources to individuals.  "In
creating a common experience for all who live,  work,  and study in New Paltz
—reading one book,  discussing it, and considering its broader implications—One
Book intends for our citizenry to think,  communicate,  and act together,  creating a
stronger community in the process," he suggests.

To launch the local reading initiative, volunteers from the college and larger New
Paltz community, including members of local government,  libraries,  schools, and
the press,  convened in Benjamin's office on a biweekly basis over the course of
half  a year.  The committee collectively selected The Curious Incident  of the Dog in
the Night-Time, convinced by New Paltz High School English teacher Michelle
Diana of its suitability for readers of broad ages and interests. According to
Benjamin,  "The book has a rationale for everyone. You can discuss it with a
mathematician,  a sociologist, a psychologist, or a writer." To pique participation in
One Book,  the first few chapters of Haddon's novel were excerpted last  month in
the New Paltz Times, and "house" copies placed in village hangouts,  including the
Bakery,  Village Tea Room,  Mudd Puddle Cafe,  Bacchus,  Suds Laundromat, Art in
Soul III Tattoo & Piercing,  and Convenient Deli.

Under the direction of coordinator Rigolino,  an English professor at SUNY New
Paltz and recent  first-place recipient  of the annual Poughkeepsie Journal Prize in
Fiction,  project organizers also scheduled programs that  target  readers who want
to enrich their experience of reading Haddon's novel, or to meet  others inclined to
discuss the work.  Events include a number of public discussions,  such as those
led by Martha Afzal,  professor emeritus at Dutchess Community College (at the
Bakery) and Nancy DeNicolo, school psychologist (at Unison Arts Center). Bill
Connors of the Mohonk Mountain Players will give a public reading from The
Curious Incident  of the Dog in the Night-Time at Ariel Booksellers.  As sponsors of
a One Book Creative Writing Contest, Chronogram will publish winning entries in
its February 2006 issue.

Programs scheduled on the SUNY New Paltz campus include conversations in the
dorms,  a workshop designed and led by Education graduate students at the
Teaching and Learning Center, and "Understanding Autism: A Panel Discussion,"
chaired by Dr. Jane Nofer Poskanzer and featuring keynote speaker Michael John
Carley, executive director of GRASP (Global and Regional Asperger Syndrome
Partnership),  at Lecture Center 100.  Also in LC 100,  Lou Lewis of the Baker Street
Irregulars will lead a discussion following a screening of the film Young Sherlock
Holmes. Meanwhile,  select  high school and college classes (such as one I teach,
Graphic Literature) are reading Haddon's bestseller this semester.

Among her expectations for One Book,  Rigolino cites the value that  reading en
masse potentially holds for all area residents.  She adds,  "But another hope I have
is that  people are brought together to discuss some of the book's larger themes,
such as the idea of "otherness." Because of his autism (unnamed in the book),
Christopher is isolated,  not  only from his community, but  also from his own family.
There are times in the narrative when he finds himself completely alone and,  at
these moments,  Haddon manages to make his reader feel the terror of such
isolation—but  not  in a heavy-handed way.  In fact, the book is often humorous.

Rigolino also believes that  the discussion of Asperger's syndrome, which takes
place Thursday,  November 3 at 7pm, "promises to be the highlight  of the week."
Along with keynote speaker Carley, panelists include Jamey Wolff, director of the
Children's Annex in Kingston;  Valerie Paradiz, author of the memoir Elijah's Cup:  A
Family's Journey into the Community and Culture of High-Functioning Autism and
Asperger's Syndrome; and local poet  Brian Liston, who himself has autism.  "Their
collective level of expertise will bring yet another dimension to our community-wide
reading project," according to the coordinator.

Best known in his native England as a children's author before The Curious
Incident  of the Dog in the Night-Time became an overnight  international sensation
and won a slew of literary prizes,  Haddon has some past  experience working with
autistic people,  though admittedly he did little formal research when creating
Christopher's character. But, curiously echoing his idiosyncratic narrator's chief
trait,  lately the author has been shunning the limelight. Before he stopped granting
interviews,  Haddon told Dave Weich of Powell's Books that  he didn't set out  to
write a novel about an autistic boy.  When such a voice came to him,  a more
difficult  puzzle presented itself.  "I  wanted the whole book to be in Christopher's
voice,  but  the paradox is that  if Christopher were real he would find it very hard,  if
not  impossible, to write a book," he said.  Some critics consequently have faulted
the portrayal of the boy's condition, but  those who know well someone with
Asperger's may find it spot-on (as I did).

Haddon meanwhile revels in slightly eccentric reactions to the novel, such as that
of a reader who,  altogether missing its Asperger's angle,  told him,  "Oh,  I didn't
realize there was actually anything wrong with Christopher."

One Book,  One New Paltz committee member Cleary favors that  remark.  "You
don't  really know what's going on with anyone at any given time—they're in their
own world in their own head and may have trouble communicating," she says. "I
think One Book is a wonderful entree into getting to know people in alternate
ways,  to talk about things in ways other than in a typical transaction."

Or,  as Haddon told the London Observer last  year,  "Reading is a conversation. All
books talk.  But a good book listens as well." For more information about the
community-wide celebration of The Curious Incident  of the Dog in the Night-Time,
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