Good morning. My dad works for Autism Speaks and since he couldn’t be here today he asked me to speak to you. Autism Speaks is the country largest non-profit autism research and advocacy organization. Their mission is to give hope to all families affected by autism. Recently, the Center for Disease Control found that 1 in 110 children are now diagnosed with some form of autism. That’s a shocking 600% increase in the last two decades. That’s why I’m glad so many of you are here today to help raise funds and awareness.

I also have a personal story to tell. My family has been members of Temple Beth Rishon since I was an infant. Today, I’m a 15 year-old high school freshman. I’m just like many kids my age. I love following sports and playing soccer, I try hard in school and I’m involved in BBYO. But there are some things that have always been different about me. For one, I have Asperger’s Syndrome. Asperger’s is part of the autism spectrum. For many people, those are scary words.  But for me, it just means I have certain strengths and weaknesses.

My strengths include a fantastic memory and a great sense of direction. Asperger’s kids usually have very strong interests in certain subjects and we can’t always understand why other kids don’t too. For instance, I love aviation. If you want to know anything about planes or the airline business, I’m the person you want to talk to. However, if you don’t, I may not be that great about starting a conversation about other stuff that kids my age typically talk about…like music, girls or even Facebook. I’m also never sure exactly what to wear so I’ll fit in. That can be frustrating because sometimes I feel like a total nerd…but really I’m just a 15-year old trying to make his way through his teenage years.

What’s natural for many kids my age, is a mystery to me. I have a hard time reading social signals, but it doesn’t mean I’m not trying. But it sure makes it difficult to make good friends. I haven’t been invited to a party since I don’t know when, but then again, my parents don’t ever worry about what I’m up to on a Saturday night. 

I’m not complaining. I’m just trying to create awareness. I agreed to speak here today because I think our whole community needs to be more aware of autism spectrum disorders. The truth is, I’m one of the lucky ones. I’ve been mainstreamed since my elementary schools days and I have a bright future ahead of me. I may find it difficult to connect with my peers but I know my talents will serve me well in the future. I’ve already been told by senior people at Continental Airlines and the New York Stock Exchange that I understand their businesses better than some of their employees. However, today, that still doesn’t help me make friends and I know I’m missing out on some fun times.

There are many other people on the autism spectrum who are less fortunate than I. They are more severely affected and their families face a lifetime of difficult challenges. And they may not have the resources to get the help they need. So, I’m thankful that my temple, Temple Beth Rishon, has chosen to help create awareness and raise funds for a cause that is becoming a bigger and bigger challenge for our community. 

Thank you for listening and enjoy the walk.
