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i have Autism and i need Your help:
Cultivating Believers
“ThEY CAn BECAuSE ThEY Think ThEY CAn.”1  

by Teresa and Erik hedley

An Inuksuk Offering* by Erik Hedley in the 
style of British-Canadian Yukon artist Ted 
Harrison who passed away earlier this year.

Note: Teresa’s voice is the main body of the 
article. Erik’s voice is indicated in script font. 

I Have Autism and I Need Your Help: 
Cultivating Believers is the 11th article in the 
mother/son series by Teresa and Erik. The 
series aims to draw out the voice of autism 
– Erik’s perspective – and to interpret and 
teach – Teresa’s voice. The articles move from 
general to specific and offer strategies for 
building resilience and supporting autism. Up 
Next: ”I Have Autism and I Need Your Help: 
Setting and Achieving Goals.”

*The word inuksuk  means “something which acts 
for or performs the function of a person.” The word 
comes from the morphemes inuk  (person) and suk  
(substitute).

“Sometimes when I feel I’ve had enough
And I feel like giving up
You willed me to be all I can be
Now nothing can stop me.”2

Teresa

I Believe
Ten years before Vancouver 2010 came to the international 
stage, there was a meeting. It was all about a message. What 
was this Olympiad to be about? What would set it apart from 
others? What would people remember, years later?

Turns out, two words: direction and belief.
First, the inuksuk. If you visit Whistler mountain you will 

meet two colossal inuksuks. Legend says that inuksuks are di-
rectional markers, there to guide the weary traveller, to spur 
him on, to provide focus and direction. I suppose you could say 
that these stone sentinels represent a form of silent faith in the 
journey. They encourage, and they point the way. 

And then there is the song, “I Believe,” the hallmark of the Olympics and of 
CTV’s Olympic coverage. Close your eyes and you may be able to summon the in-
strumental version, the one that introduced each telelcast. You may also be able to 
conjure up the image of diminutive Nikki Yanofsky, delivering the song, at first in 
delicate tones and then full force, as belief flooded though her. The song still sends 
shivers. The International Olympic Committee hit the nail on the head with both 
the symbol and the sound track. “I believe.” What stronger, more inspiring message 
could be sent?

An entire Olympic campaign grew from the theme. It seems, then, that some-
thing this powerful could be borrowed and successfully inserted into a variety of con-
texts – a confidence-booster and a directional marker of sorts. Let’s investigate.

“I Believe:” Whistler Mountain Inuksuk; Nikki Yanofsky; Vancouver 2010 Symbol; Insertion into 
other contexts.
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I Could Draw Better
You may be familiar with Dilbert, a polit-
ical cartoon read by millions worldwide. 
What may come as a surprise is that 
Dilbert very nearly did not exist at all. 
His is a story of belief, and it is a potent 
reminder that words create and change 
paths.

His creator, Scott Adams, tells a tale 
that, like the Olympic theme song, stirs 
the soul. He explains that in trying to 
become a syndicated cartoonist, he sent 
his art portfolio to dozens of cartoon edi-
tors. He waited. He heard nothing at all. 
He was told he ought to consider taking 
drawing lessons. And then one day, a 
respected editor called him and offered 
him a contract. It was the first bit of be-
lief that had been extended his way, and 
the effect it had on him was enormous. 

“Her confidence in me totally 
changed my frame of reference: it altered 
how I thought about my own abilities. 
This may sound bizarre, but from the 
minute I got off the phone with her, I 
could draw better.”3 

He could because he thought he 
could. He could because he was told he 
could.

Belief. It is in each of us to give.

Dr. Carlock: Yes You Can
If you are familiar with the story of 
Temple Grandin, you will recall Dr. 
Carlock, the patient and attentive high 
school science teacher who observed 
something in Temple that others had 
missed. While others saw a young wom-
an out of control and out of touch with 
those around her, he noted a rare focus 
and a brand of curiosity that is the hall-
mark of outstanding scientists. His was 
not a decision to take her under his wing; 
rather, it was a reaction, an instinct. His 
support grew from his belief that she had 
something extraordinary and remarkable 
to offer. He understood, however, that 
he had two hurdles: he must convince 
Temple that she was worthy of salvage, 
and he must convince others that Temple 
was something that merited their belief.

Those who know the story know 

that Dr. Carlock was successful on both 
counts. Today Temple Grandin is a 
world-wide authority in the study of ani-
mal science and in the understanding of 
autism.

But what if someone had turned off 
the tap too soon? What if Dr. Carlock 
had not seen what everyone else had 
missed? What if he had not acted upon 
what he had seen? In the words of 
Malcolm Gladwell, “Whenever we find 
a late bloomer, we can’t but wonder how 
many others like him or her we have 
thwarted because we prematurely judged 
their talents.”4 

Dilbert and Temple may never have 
surfaced. 

Belief. It is ours to offer.

Rosenthal Reasoning
Before heading back into the classroom, 
let’s pause and look at what science has 
to say. In her book, The Autism Story, Dr. 
June Pimm speaks of the significance of 
Dr. Robert Rosenthal’s landmark 1968 
study and what is recognized as The 
Rosenthal Effect: positive expectations en-
able positive outcomes; deficit-based ex-
pectations accentuate challenges. 

“The problem for educators teach-
ing children with autism is that they may 
change their behaviour with a child based 
on an autism diagnosis. This can result in 
negative and deficit-based expectations.”5 

If the label shapes the teacher’s ex-
pectations, then the domino continues to 
fall: the teacher’s expectations define the 
instructional approach, and the child’s 
behaviour and performance directly mir-
ror diminished expectations. In short, 
you get what you project.

But what if, Dr. Pimm speculates, 
parents and educators focus not on the 
struggles which define the diagnosis, but 
on the child’s strengths and capabili-
ties – at the child’s developmental level? 
Would this positive focus yield positive 
results? One would expect so.

Mindset
Stanford University psychologist Dr. 
Carol Dweck has extended this notion 
of projected expectation into what she 
terms, simply, mindset. If we view oth-
ers – and indeed ourselves – through a 
fixed lens, we see intelligence as innate 
and as something we either have or lack. 
Through this fixed lens, there are few 
opportunities for growth and change. A 
growth mindset, on the other hand, val-
ues hard work, and it views intelligence 
as something to be cultivated, very much 
a work in progress. A growth mindset 
welcomes challenge and failure as an op-
portunity to lurch, stumble, reflect, move 
forward, learn and grow.

“Teachers with the fixed mindset 
create an atmosphere of judging. These 
teachers look at students’ beginning 
performance and decide who’s smart 
and who’s dumb. They give up on the 
“dumb” ones. “They’re not my respon-
sibility.” These teachers don’t believe in 
improvement, so they don’t try to create 
it.”6

Sound familiar? Rosenthal. You get 
what you project.

Dweck goes on to discuss stereo-
types, and we are reminded, again, that 
labels and expectations create and change 
paths.

“This is how stereotypes work. 

The Power of Belief: Dilbert, Dr. Carlock + Temple Grandin; Dr. Robert Rosenthal + 
‘Experimenter Expectations;’  Warren: Our Mastermind
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Erik

Stereotypes tell teachers which groups 
are bright and which groups are not. So 
teachers with the fixed mindset know 
which students to give up on before 
they’ve even met them.”7 

And the growth mindset teachers? 
They are our investors, our cultivators 
and our believers in growth and change. 
They give us our Dilberts and our 
Temples and our Olympic athletes.

Let’s return to the classroom now, 
and observe belief, positivity, growth and 
mindset in motion.

The Boy in the Blue Hoodie
The story of Warren is a powerful story 
of belief. It illuminates what is possible 
when it seems as though everything is ut-
terly impossible.

Warren is a tall, handsome boy, black 
hair often askew, eyes dark and penetrat-
ing. He rarely smiles, and his face is often 
blank, as though a curtain is drawn. He 
stares out but no one is permitted to see 
in. The school psychologist strongly feels 
that Warren lies on the high-functioning 
end of the autism spectrum. 

“I would like to work with him,” 
I said. I wanted to join the handful of 
educators who saw promise and ability 
behind the mask of disability and indif-
ference. From my perspective, I wanted 
to see whether a growth mindset could 
peel back the layers and reach this trou-
bled teen. Could it be that the missing 
piece was as uncomplicated as belief? We 
were about to find out.

One day after a lengthy discussion 
about one of his fascinations, I sat back 
and I said to Warren, “What if you are 
the brightest kid in this school, and no-
one knows?”

He was flabbergasted, embarrassed 
even. He was not used to compliments.

“I mean it. You’re intelligent. You 
think about things deeply; you know a lot 
about many topics, and you are a strat-
egist, an inventor-type. Tell you what, 
the next professional development day, 
I’ll bring in my son Scott, and I’ll prove 
to you that you’re bright.” The deal was 
struck.

Fast forward two months. Scott – a 
year older than Warren and in a district 
gifted program – comes in. The two 
boys, both in blue hoodies, square off 
over a game which is a favourite of them 
both – Mastermind. After an hour of in-
tense mind-matching, they are at an im-
passe. Warren, for the first time, smiles. 
He is starting to believe.

The next session I arrived with a 
visual. It was a small, laminated card 
with a photo of Warren hunched over 
the game board, index finger to tem-
ple, deep in thought. The caption read, 
“Our Mastermind.” I made five copies 
– one for him, one for me, one for the 
Learning Support Teacher, one for the 
principal and one for his mom and dad. I 
asked them all to display the card so that 
Warren could see – really see – how we 
felt about him, every day.

This time he did not scowl and tell 
me “this is dumb.” He fingered the card, 
and our eyes met. It was one of those 
moments when you feel something 
shift, change. He was starting to believe: 
a team of professionals could not be 
wrong, and these cards were not fleeting. 

They were real and they were out there 
for all to see. As kids filtered in and out 
of the school office and the LST’s of-
fice, they saw the cards and one by one, 
bought in. Warren’s parents started to 
see their child in a different light, too. 
It took a handful of people to say, “wait, 
this kid is worth it.” It was a tip of the 
hat to Rosenthal, and for Warren, it 
completely changed the way he thought 
about himself.

Seeing Beyond the Deficit Bias
Like most stories, Warren’s could have 
taken quite a different turn. What if 
teachers and administration had con-
tinued to be blinded by the deficit bias 
– that is, by all that defined Warren ac-
cording to his probable diagnosis? What 
if the handful had not looked beyond the 
frustration and the scowling and the wilt-
ing self-esteem? While we all crave and 
need believers in our lives, those who are 
defined by a diagnosis need them even 
more. 

What if your words were the only 
positives a child heard? 

Belief. It is ours to express.

Who are your believers? Growing Potential; Sharing the Good; Asking; Listening

Who Are Your Believers? 
So, what does belief feel like from my perspective? 

Mostly, it is about the way teachers look at me 
and the way they make me feel about me. It is 
about believing that my potential can grow. Instead 
of thinking, “He has autism, this can’t be done,” 
they say, “I know you can do it. I’m going to meet 
you where you are and together we’ll move forward. 
Let’s make a plan for growth.” 

It is also about making me feel appreciated. It is 
about how I am made to feel about who I am. What 
good things about me can be shared? My curiosity? 
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Your thoughts? If you would like to offer your thoughts, suggestions, or ideas, please connect with us 
via son_mom@live.com. While we do not promise to return e-mails, we welcome your feedback. 

Reference: Artwork windows by Erik Hedley, ©2015. Erik chose to draw and colour in the bold style 
of British-Canadian Yukon artist Ted Harrison Erik enjoys illustrating in the style of famous or familiar 
artists who were original thinkers. Ted Harrison is featured for his vivid and colourful depiction of 
Canada’s north.

What do teachers ask me? Does 
my teacher listen to what I have 
to say? Is there a smile? Laughter? 
Positivity? Encouragement? 
Interest? Is difficult work seen as 
an opportunity for me to learn 
and to grow? Does the teach-
er understand that my ability to 
learn depends upon their ability to 
communicate information? Good 
throw? Good catch? All of these 
characteristics produce a feeling, 
and we all know what it is. It’s be-
lief. We really need to show it to-
wards one another.

 
I Believe: How Do You Show Belief? 
Here is how teachers and parents 
might show belief:
1.  I prefer to be known for my-

self and not a label. “Don’t be 
afraid of what I am called; 
know me for who I am.”8

2.  Remind me of a talent that is 
mine in particular and that I 
am known for. This makes me 
feel appreciated and skilled.

3.  Show me how you learn from 
me – maybe a talent, a qual-
ity, an outlook that you ad-
mire in me and would like to 
develop in yourself.

4.  Talk about something I told 
you. This shows you were lis-
tening and that you remember 
what I said.

5.  Thank me for something I did 
for the family or for the class.

6.  Ask me what way of teach-
ing works best for me. Ask me 
how we could build onto what 
we are already doing. Is there 
anything I can be doing to 
make things work better?

7.  Encourage me and praise how 
hard I am working. Write it 
down so that I can see your 
praise. If I can’t see your 
words, they evaporate. It’s like 
they were never said. Praise 
my hard work and tell me not 
to give up. Never giving up is 

a quality I can achieve, and it 
is great advice. Praise a failing 
test for the half that I got cor-
rect. See it as a glass half full 
and not a glass half empty.

8.  Give me lots of practical advice 
and then show me exactly how 
I can use it to improve, grow 
and change each day. 

9.  We learn from each other. Like 
Buddha’s hands, a teacher who 
believes holds one hand up (the 
sending hand) and one hand 
out (the receiving hand). Good 
teachers are good learners. 

10. Understand my learning style. 
I know a teacher believes when 
they take the time to teach 
me the way I learn best. They 
wouldn’t do that if they did 
not believe I could do it.

11. Give me a statement of belief 
that I can live by. My poppa 
once said to my parents, “Erik 
will surprise you,” and we say 
this nearly every day. Give me 

words of belief that I can re-
peat when I need them.

You Believe: How I Feel 
When someone shows me that 
they believe in me, I feel differently 
about myself. 

If you think I can do it, then I 
think I can do it.

Your belief is also a way of tell-
ing me that you appreciate me 
and what I can do. This makes me 
feel like we are part of a team and 
together we can do more than we 
can do separately. Like the Olympic 
song says, we can help each other 
to be the best that we can be. We 
both feel good, and I like that.

I also like that we are work-
ing together. You are like my inuk-
suk, showing belief in my journey 
through life and guiding the way 
for me. 

When you believe in me, I be-
lieve in me.

Believe and I will succeed. 
Believe and you will receive.

How Can You Show Belief? See the person, not the label; Praise hard work; Learn from each 
other; Provide a belief statement.

Footnotes:
1Poet Publius vergilius Maro, Virgil: October 15, 70 BC – September 21, 19 BC
2“i Believe,” Property of CTv; words and music by Alan Frew and Stephan Moccio; sung by nikki Yanofsky; vancouver 
2010 winter Olympic games.
3Scott Adams and Dilbert: http://web.dsbn.edu.on.ca/~jim.black@dsbn.org/S0717BA96.18/Profile%20Scott%20Ad-
ams.pdf 
4Malcolm gladwell: What the Dog Saw and other adventures; 2009; p. 305.
5Dr. June Pimm: The Autism Story; 2014; p. 16.
6Dr. Carol S. Dweck: Mindset; 2008; p. 197.
7Dr. Carol S. Dweck: Mindset; 2008; p. 197.
8Alice in wonderland: https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/2933712-alice-s-adventures-in-wonderland


