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Mom teams up
with Tiger-Cat
to tackle autism

Ticat coaches
Winona students
on helping kids
with the disorder

By JOANNE McDONALD
Special to The Hamilton Spectator
WINONA

Seven-year-old Nathan Fougere figures
out how to interact socially much the
same - way that Hamilton Tiger-Cat
player Corey Grant tackles strategy on
the football field.

They both have to study the formula
and while success for Grant is mea-
sured by a touchdown, success for
Fougere, who has autism, can mean
making a friend.

Children with autism are trying the
best they can and it’s up to other chil-
dren and adults to reach out in friend-
ship, Grant told 400 students last week
at Winona Public School.

“Our differences make us unique.
Find out what makes these ki
and get to know them,” Gran

The wide receiver for the Tiger-Cats
has been gaining ground in raising
awareness of autism and was a big hit at
the school assembly organized by
Nathan's mother, Tina Fougere.

Kathy Pierce, a family resource con-
sultant at the Chedoke Child and Fami-
ly Centre, urged students to celebrate
the strengths of their peers with
autism.

Some are good at math, others can
read by the age of two, and many have
phenomenal memories. Yet those same
children “may find it difficult to even
sit beside another student because of
their sensory disorder. It’s important
that you're not afraid. They're different
... that makes them special ... It’s a dis-
order that will affect their entire lives
and you can make things better by try-
ing to be their friend,” Pierce said.

Principal Kenn Kracker welcomed
the chance for his students to learn
about autism. “All of us to a certain ex-
tent have learning disabilities. We learn
at different rates, we have different in-
rests,” Kraeker told the students.

There are two students with autism
at the school. Kraeker said these stu-
dents bring an opportunity for others
to be accepting, “to incorporate them
into the school family,” and to under-

stand the meaning of the paradox “dif-

ferent but the same.”

Autism is a lifelong disorder that af-
fects every aspect of an individual’s life.
It impairs understanding of what is
heard and seen and how other senses
suchas smell and touch are incorporat-
ed.

These individuals often have above-
average intelligence, but have difficulty
interpreting the world around them
and relating socially to other people.

Successful treatment depends on ear-
ly intervention and integration.

Fougere’s passion for helping her son
at home and school has launched her
on a quest to establish a Canadian-
based foundation to raise funds for re-
search and education, similar to the
Flutie Foundation established in the
United States.

“People with this often life-destroy-
ing disorder can’t communicate and in-
teract with others in'ways that are con-
sidered normal or typical. It affects all
aspects of functioning and places ex-
treme demands on family members,”
Fougere said. She’s determined to help
not only her son, but families across the
country,

“We need to find out the cause and
support treatments,” she said, crediting
Grant for his enthusiasm as a local
spokesperson. She said the incidence of

Autism/Pervasive Developmental Dis- |

order (PDD) has escalated to about one
in 500 births, with children now being
diagnosed earlier.

“The government is taking more
every year from our helpless children
by cutting funding from research and
programs. This is extremely unfortu-
nate because these children are the
next generation and should be treated
with equality and offered the support
and help they deserve,” Fougere said.

Nathan was diagnosed at age three
with PDD after a succession of ear in-
fections, Tina said her husband Duane
isagreat support and Nathan's twin sis-
ter Tasha, who also attends Winona
Public School, “is his protector and an-
gel, He just adores her”





