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Preface

ichelle Liu is a talented writer and passionate
Myoung woman. Her idea to write this book stems
from her compassionate nature to help others. After she
introduced the idea of a student run club to help people and
families affected by autism, Michelle began to learn as much as
she could about autism and the impact on families affected by
autism. Her relentless pursuit of knowledge and her genuine
personality allowed her to meet families and learn their stories.

After many hours of research, Michelle has collected the

narratives of these families in this work to share with others.

Dennis J. Lepold
Principal

West Windsor-Plainsboro High School South



Self-Introduction

ransitions can be hard for everyone. Whether it is

Tmoving to a new school or home, or becoming an
adult, such changes interrupt everyday routine. Those of us
who have had to adjust have learned the importance of planning
ahead.

For parents with children on the autism spectrum,
such planning takes years and requires extensive research.
Preparation must start after the initial diagnosis.

At Rutgers Medical School, I worked with Dr. Walter
Zahorodny to review the reports of hundreds of children ( aged
2-8 ) with autism. In these cases, parents expressed elevated
concerns about their child’s behavior- impulsivity, delayed
communication, and troubles with sleeping and eating. [ was

struck by their perseverance. Although there are manuals



available to them through doctors or websites, I wanted to
provide a personal resource in which families could draw
directly from similar experiences of others. A small success
is sometimes the result of months, or years of determination
and to reach a milestone is an unforgettable moment. As
children on the spectrum become adults, even more goals
are set. It is a difficult time, but with proper support and
guidance, the likelihood of independence, and being able to
handle responsibilities is increased. In a society that “may be
inadequate to accommodate the needs of youths with ASD”
( National Institute of Health ) , preparing for different
transition stages is essential. I hope my book will highlight the
important steps parents and individuals with autism should take
when navigating this journey.

This book would not have been possible without the
tremendous support of my mother, Jian, Dr. Zahorodny, and
my advisor Dr. Jim Ball. For the last three years, Dr. Ball, co-
chairperson of the Autism Society of America, has welcomed
my questions about autism. He generously shared his expertise
in the field and encouraged my involvement in research. In

addition, I thank everyone who I spoke with- their willingness



to share their stories testify their kindness. I thank Scholastic
Art and Writing Awards for recognizing my work and to my
past English teachers- Ms. Hutchinson and Ms. Glassband-
who fostered my passion for writing. Finally, I thank each
and every one of the children I have worked with. They have
taught me how labels such as autism do not limit our beliefs or
experiences. While it may be hard, choosing to embrace these

differences makes each step forward all the more courageous.



Editor’s Introduction

Most Chinese people are unfamiliar with autism, a

serious neurological and developmental disorder.
When trying to help a child on the autism spectrum they feel
unprepared and overwhelmed. There are millions of autism
patient in China. Survey shows parents of autism children have
qualms about the future, stressing over whether their child
may achieve independence when they reach adulthood. How
to complete a smooth transition from adolescence to adulthood
is an important step in integrating individuals with autism into
society.
Compared to developed Western countries, China is
in its initial stages of autism acknowledgement, treatment,
recovery, education, employment and social security. In the

United States, education professionals and scientists have



been researching the best methods for autism intervention and
therapy since the 1940s. The results of their studies prompted
governments and institutes to establish an intricate system
which offers comprehensive support to individuals on the
spectrum, such as early intervention, enrolling autism children
in public elementary and middle school, then vocational school,
even for college.

The young author of this book, Michelle Liu, is a Chinese-
American. For a long time, she has worked and volunteered
with autistic youth. Not only has she helped build their
confidence, but she has also coached them to embrace life with
positivity. Michelle not only is the founder of Ambassadors
for Autism at her high school, but she also is involved with
several New Jersey autism advocacy groups. From raising over
a thousand dollars to support autism research to organizing a
summer camp for autistic children, she is an active member in
the community. During this period, as Michelle interacted with
families impacted by autism, she collected information about
their individual cases. In this book, she has selected seven
representative stories. Her work provides precious information

to parents and interested people who hope to understand autism.



Autism is no long to be scared of, and no one should feel
unprepared or overwhelmed. With more attention and love from
society, children with autism will better be able to transition to

adulthood.
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James

ames is a 33-year old with Asperger's-he's juggling a job

J at Shoprite, a relationship with his boyfriend Mark, and a
potential singing career. James is also eloquent-his vocabulary is
tantamount to an English professor's-and fluid with his words. But
as a disabled dependent, a victim of PTSD, social anxiety, and
depression, James's life was not always happy-go-lucky. In fact,
most of it, he says, has been plagued by suppression and abuse.

In 1982, James Albright was born as the son of two strictly-
Catholic, Irish parents in Staten Island, New York. On the surface,
he lived a modest lifestyle-his father was a stockbroker at Morgan
Stanley, and his mother was the caretaker of James's two younger
sisters and older half sister. Past this facade, James was suffering
deeply.

Even “suffering” might be an understatement, however.



/
NE: /

38 /W‘m;,m‘nj Transitions
--%‘ s/ R A

On the eve of his first birthday, James burnt himself when a
pot fell from a kitchen cabinet, splattering hot coffee onto his skin.
The incident scarred his left hand, right in the area between his
thumb and third finger.

Although he doesn't recall the exact sensation he felt, James
replays this traumatic moment over and over as an adult and
recognizes the accident as a predecessor to his future pains. “I
learned to live in abject fear and severe vulnerability,” James
says.

From a young age, despite being “very spoiled,” James
developed a rocky relationship with his parents and grew to
despise their large trust fund. In fact, his father showed no
understanding of his emotions, revering him as a paragon of
virtue, providing his son a slew of toys and games.

“My family was toxic,” James admits, “they thought I
was some trophy they could revere. In a sense, | was dehumanized;
everyone around me was wiping away the down parts that made
me human. They would deny I had any flaws and they would spoil
me regularly. They put me so high up that they couldn't even see
who I was anymore. Once, my father spent a $1000 DJ kit for me

when I was 12 and experiencing with mixtapes. In another case, on
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our first family trip to Disney World, I wanted this foot-tall Eiffel
tower from Epcot. So, since I pretty much inherited my father's
narcissism, I sat there and refused to leave the store without it. [
think my parents expected me to follow them after they left the
store, but to my surprise, my father came back and said to me, ‘I'll
get you the tower.” [ said, ‘Are you sure? Do you really want
to do this?” and he replied, ‘I hate to refuse you.” He should
have never [bought me the tower] in hindsight. And what upsets
me is that my father never taught me the values of hard work; he
just plopped everything right into my hands, hoping 1 would just
cooperate with him and basically, agree with whatever he said.
Spoilage.”

James's father was also incredibly stubborn, adamant that his
son takes on a “respectable position” similar to his own. James'
father brought him to work, introducing his son to his office above
Wall Street. To appease his parents' wills, James said “yes” to
stockbroking. Consequently, he experienced Stockholm Syndrome,

“the psychological response in which captives begin to identify
their captors closely.”
“They would make me feel guilt, shame, and fear as if [ was

doing something wrong whenever I disagreed with them on even



/
/
o

L&
& avigating Transitions
RUFR Jel #

the most subjective topics. They would portray sex, for example,
as evil.” James claims.

His father, in particular, would blackmail him emotionally,
convincing James that “he would do nothing to harm his son now,
would he?” Essentially, if James's opinions deviated even slightly
from his elders, he was reprimanded.

“In Catholicism, you are taught to be very, very obedient
and to succumb to your parent's demands.” James says, “But
respect is a two-way street. So, for most of my youth, [ was denied
of my opinions. I was living in a nightmare, but at the same time,
a fantasy world where I was sheltered-naive-and wasn't exposed
to the real world. My entire family handled me like china, but they
held onto me so tight, that I eventually shattered. Their treatment
is also a huge part of why they dismissed so many of my struggles-
especially with Aspergers-they thought I was perfect.”

As a loquacious and socially active child, few adults
suspected James possessed any form of autism, however. When he
was a toddler, he attended a Montessori daycare and made many
of his most precious memories at the school. But in elementary
school, his disability surfaced.

James vividly recalls his confrontations with Mr. Paulson, a



narcissistic middle school teacher. “I've always had many specific
interests throughout my childhood-that's a common autistic trait,
we fixate on a specific subject and devote 110% of ourselves to
learning about it and enjoying it. So, at the time, I was obsessed
with the Superman logo. And I was spending most of the days in
computer class drawing it on the computer. And at one point, Mr.
Paulson said to me that he wanted me to try out something else.
Well, I didn't feel like trying out something else, so I redid it.
What did my teacher do? He banned me from the computers for a
few minutes and told me to write down what I did wrong. And he
said to me, ‘I am very disappointed in you,” among other things.
But how dare he force me to give up what I wanted at that moment
and implore me to do something I did not want to do. In another
incident, every week we would go swimming at the YMCA. One
day, I did not feel like going swimming, and I tried to explain that
to Mr. Paulson. And what did he do? He threatened to take away
some of the classes I enjoyed, like computers and what not. That
got me in the pool. He blackmailed me, just like my father. People
realized | was too perfect for that school and they were jealous of
me. So, I think much of the experience I had in the public academy

was pretty traumatic.”



