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    n 2004 I walked through the gates  of 

Lockhart field to watch a football game, just 
as I had a few  dozen times before on a cool, 
September evening. Sitting near the 
entrance,  cross-legged on the grass, was 
my  high school principal, Matt Stapleton, 
with his daughter sitting in his lap.  Issy  was 
wearing a bright pink shirt,  and had on 
headphones. He introduced us, and I smiled 
and replied, “hello,”  but she stared right past 
me as  if I wasn’t there.  I was puzzled and 
intrigued, but left with a simple “goodbye,” 
and ran off with friends. 
 A few  months later, Matt and his  wife,  
Kelli, recruited me to work with Issy. At their 
house Issy  and I laid on her bedroom  floor 
facing each other and colored pictures. The 
only  sounds in the room were the crayons 
on the paper,  and me occasionally  trying to 
break the silence. Things went well I 
thought. 
 On the next visit Kelli took me upstairs  to 
show  me some “tasks” they  were working on 
with Issy. Kelli left us alone in the room and I 
placed 3 buckets in front of Issy: one for 
blue bears,  one for red bears, and one for 
yellow  bears. We sat close,  and I took  Issy’s 
hand and helped her match the pile of bears 
in front of us to their appropriate bucket. As 
time went on we advanced from placing 
bears in to buckets, to her showing me 
what’s “bigger,”  what’s  “up,”  and the color of 
certain objects. We started watching 
“Signing Time”  videos and instantly  had our 
favorite songs that we would sign and sing 
together. Issy  learned how  to sign the 
colors, words about family, and words about 
her daily  routine. Thankfully  she was able to 
begin using words verbally, and we rarely 
used her signs...but we still sang all the silly 
songs.

 Most days Issy  was happy, and she 
always kept me on my  toes. She would 
engage in ritualistic behaviors, such as the 
“Dora the Explorer Yogurt Experiment,”  as 
her Dad referred to it.  She lined up a 4-pack 
of Dora yogurts,  removed the lids, placed a 
spoon in each one, took  one bite from each 
cup...  and then walked away. This lasted for 
a few  months and she would regularly  insist 
on having Dora yogurts to perform this 
“experiment.” 
 She would spend hours writing the 
names  of all my  family  members and 
friends. If she spelled someone’s  name 
wrong, it only  took one correction and she’d 
never make the mistake again. Her memory 
is amazing.  For several years, she never let 
my  poor sister forget about her dead cat, 
Papamia, and she’d laugh every  time Kristin 
or I would respond to her question, “Where’s 
Mia?”  with,  “Mia’s in Heaven.”  She loved if 
we answered her questions  in silly  voices,  or 
sang to her the answer.
 During the school year I would spend an 
occasional weekend with Issy  and her 
siblings so her parents  could take a break. 
We would watch Thomas the Train,  Annie, 
and Veggie Tales  on repeat. At night she 
would often fall asleep on the couch right 
next to me, and if I was lucky, fall asleep 
curled up on my lap. 
 Issy  and I spent several summers 
together. We played with my  cats,  played 
with her cats, ate “Cool Spot ice cream,” 
went to the “little beach,”  “big beach,” 
“Stieve’s  beach,”  and then always back to 
her house- “the big blue house.”  At times, 
things  weren’t always  easy. Sometimes  we’d 
go in to the bakery  with only  4 quarters, yet 
Issy  wanted a “Kelly  doughnut”  and a 
“cookie.”  She had no concept of money,  but 

did know  what “No,  only  one”  meant and 
often let me know  right away  she was upset 
with me by hitting or kicking. 
 As Issy  got older, like most pre-teen 
girls,  hormones affected her. Except unlike 
most pre-teen girls, she wasn’t just facing 
hormones; she was facing a limited ability  to 
verbalize how  her body  felt. In addition,  she 
was taking medications to help stabilize her 
(often) severe mood swings  and medication 
to help her sleep at night. She had a 
jumbled mess going on inside her body,  with 
no way to tell anyone how she felt. 
 When I left for college my  time with Issy  
dwindled down to only  summers. As she got 
older and progressed further through 
puberty  her mood swings got more severe 
and her aggression worsened.  One summer 
day  while I was driving Issy  to her other 
aide’s house I got lost along the way. Issy, 
who is extremely  bright, knew  exactly  where 
we were; but had no ability  to tell me how  to 
get there. She became increasingly 
frustrated, and eventually  very  physical with 
me. Issy’s dad came to help me because 
her severe behavior was out of my  control 
and I could not calm  her down. Although 
pretty  shaken up, I walked away  thinking: 
She can’t tell me what she wants to tell me. 
I’d be frustrated too.  
 For the seven years  I worked with Issy  
and her fami ly  her behaviors got 
increasingly  more difficult to handle. Her 
family  struggled to keep staff due to her 
severe aggression, and they  struggled to 
find adequate resources due to the location 
and small size of our town. Her family 
struggled to find resources  at all. Yet, 
through everything, Issy’s family  continues 
to fight for her. Continues to provide for her. 
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And above all else continues to love and 
care for her and her siblings. 
 Issy  is a child affected by  autism. She is 
among an estimated 730,000 people in the 
U.S. affected by  an autism  spectrum 
disorder... and is one of many  who may  not 
ever get adequate services because 
insurance companies deny  payment for 
help. Autism is  not curable, but it is 
treatable. There are 11 established 
treatments proven to decrease the severity 
of autistic-like behaviors, and 21 emerging 
treatments.  It is estimated by  the National 
Conference of State Legislatures (NCSL) 
that families may  spend more than $50,000 
per year on autism-related therapies to try 
and help their children affected by  this 
disorder. 
 When a child is diagnosed with a severe 
medical condition, (most) insurance 
companies will pay  for treatment to help 
cure a child... even if treatment takes 
several years.  It is a scary  reality  families in 
our nation face, when current estimates 
show  that 1 in every  88 children is affected 
by  autism, yet many  families cannot get 
appropriate treatment. 

 Issy  is  currently  enrolled in an inpatient 
care facility  under the direction of board 
certif ied behavior analysts  using a 
technique known as  “applied behavioral 
analysis,”  or more commonly  referred to as, 
ABA. This  is one of eleven established 
treatments,  with more than 300 studies 
conducted, to prove its  effectiveness...yet 
insurance companies  deny  payment for this 
treatment. If insurance companies  continue 
this trend, many  families will face the scary 
reality  of institutionalizing their child due to 
untreated aggression and severe behaviors. 
For years our nation fought for the rights of 
those with disabilities, and shut down 
institutions around the U.S. so we could live 
in an integrated society.  If we don’t keep 
fighting that fight, and helping those effected 
by  severe autism,  we will be back to where 
we started and will live in a segregated 
world.
 Issy  is a beautiful child who happens to 
be affected by  autism. She loves her family. 
She loves cats,  and dogs,  and for each 
person she meets  can remember the name 
of all animals  in one’s lifetime. She 
remembers all birthdays, favorite colors, 

places  of employment,  family  members 
names  and may  always ask the color of 
one’s painted, or non-painted fingernails. 
She has her own, undiscovered voice,  that 
is buried deep inside. With appropriate care 
and therapy  there is a chance we could 
hear her voice soon.  When 1 in 88 children 
is diagnosed with autism, a child like Issy 
could be your child, grandchild, niece or 
nephew. If treatment for autism continues to 
be minimally  covered by  most insurance 
companies,  and denied by  many  others,  we 
face a scary  and daunting future.  Please 
help raise the awareness, and fight for 
families with autism. ! ! !

   In the seven years I worked with Issy and her family I witnessed the daily struggle her family endured helping her 
with her autism. Through my work with her I often experienced the same difficulties they faced... but the only 
difference was, at the end of the day I had the ability to walk away. Working with the Stapleton’s helped me to realize 
what families truly face who have a child with autism, or any other challenging disability. Issy is an incredible and 
mesmerizing young girl, who needs help. Watching she and her family battle autism day after day, has inspired me 
and has lit my passion within for being a contributor in autism education and advocacy. Children like Issy can get 
better, if we can provide them with appropriate therapy and care. I urge each and every reader to continue fighting for 
those affected by autism. 
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