Tina Fougere, President CNAF

is honoured for her dedication to her community and autism
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A Tribute To Service A

Mom becomes advocate
for autistic children
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BY ABIGAIL CUKIER
Special to the News

ina Fougere says she doesn’t

know the meaning of the word

‘No’ And families from across
Canada and the United States are
benefiting from her determination
and perseverance.

Founder and CEO of the Canadian
National Autism Foundation, Ms.
Fougere helps parents of children
with autism to understand the disor-
der and develop learning strategies.
She also helps parents prepare for
meetings with school staff.

Ms. Fougere volunteers at Winona
Public School, where her twins
Nathan and Tasha are in Grade 5 —
helping with everything from hot dog
days to assisting children with learn-
ing difficulties.

Ms. Fougere's concern for children
with autism and their families stems
from her own experiences with her
10-year-old son, Nathan, who has
autism.

“Although Nathan was accepted
into his school in kindergarten, he
was not wanted in the classroom,”
Ms. Fougere said. “The first years
were unbearable. But then in Grade 2,
he got his (educational consulant),
Dorothy Lewis. She is amazing. She
has been with him ever since. Before
her, he didn’t know how to sit still.

“If parents see how my son is, it
gives them incentive to be a stronger
advocate for their own child.”

A strong advocate for inclusion,
Ms. Fougere grins as she reports that
Nathan is in his classroom all day and
tackling a workload that includes a
modified Grade 5 program.

But getting here wasn't easy. That

is why Ms. Fougere
wants to help other fam-
ilies.

“If you can save

somebody’s agony, why  [f somebody needs

not? I know what it’s like
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Tina Fougere is founder and CEQ of the Cana-
dian National Autism Foundation, Ms. Fougere
helps parents of children with autism to
understand the disorder and develop learning
strategies. She also helps parents prepare for
‘meetings with school staff.

ondary school students about chil-
dren with special needs and to school
staff about inclusion and modifying
programs.

“There is  not
enough money or sup-
port in the school sys-
tem, so we have to vol-
unteer. But parents
shouldn’t have to advo-

having a child with spe- help, I was cate as much as they

cial needs. I did not geta brought up to help do, to get the same

lot of help,” she said. rights as every other
them. child.”

In 2000, when parents
of children with autism
started asking  Ms.
Fougere for help, she
decided to start the
foundation, which now
has five on its board of
directors. Ms. Fougere
not only helps parents from the
Hamilton area, but also drives all over
the province, helping families. She
also advises parents right across the
country and the United States.

Ms. Fougere and the other direc-
tors also plan fundraising events and
education sessions, directing money
to autism research in Canada. Its
recent silent auction and brunch on
June 8, raised $4,800.
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Although the foun-
dation is almost a full-
time job, Ms. Fougere's
desire to help the com-
munity burned long
before her experiences
with autism and still
reach beyond children with special
needs.

She volunteers for the Heart and
Stroke Foundation of Canada and has
always helped out seniors in her
neighbourhood — shovelling, clean-
ing, cooking extra meals for them and
just paying them a visit.

“I don’t really think about it. That's
just what you're supposed to do. If

somebody needs help, I was brought
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