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neighbors giving back

I N S P I R E D  B Y  A  M O M ’ S  D R E A M  F O R  H E R  S O N

Content submitted by Tanglewood resident Denise Hazen
Written By Karen Koerner, Sta! Writer 
Sponsored by Hidden Cove Outdoors

When Nicholas Hazen was diagnosed with an autism spectrum 
disorder at age 2, the doctor’s prognosis was grim. “The doctor 
told me all the things he would never do,” recalled Nick’s mother, 
Denise Hazen. “One of the things he told me was that he would 
never be a contributing member of society.” Proving the doctors 
wrong became Denise’s mission. 

In the decades since that diagnosis, Denise developed Aspire 
Accessories, an artisan hand-crafting outlet that suits Nick’s 
precision and creative skills. In doing so, she also created a voca-
tional home for dozens of others with intellectual and develop-
mental disabilities (IDD). After Nick’s diagnosis, Denise and her 
husband, Charles, sought extra help for Nick. Society didn’t have 
a full understanding of the autism spectrum at the time, so Nick’s 
parents learned as they went. 

“When he was 10, his teacher noticed he had a fine eye for detail,” 
Denise recalled. That teacher suggested putting Nick in touch 
with a leather crafter. A series of referrals led the Hazen family 
to Peter Main, a world-renowned leather crafter from Australia 
living in Texas. “The fact that Peter even opened his doors to let 
Nicholas come in was such a beautiful thing,” Denise said. 

Hidden Cove Outdoors
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Call Cli!ord at 832-473-5387
www.HiddenCoveOutdoors.com

Aspire Accessories started small in 2011, with Nick and Denise 
making and selling hand-crafted jewelry in their Tanglewood 
home. “We started with our little bracelets, and we were mak-
ing them in our house. Word spread, and we got many orders,” 
Denise recalled. By the time Nick entered his teen years, Denise 
had realized their simple venture was becoming more than she 
and Nick could handle alone. “I started having his classmates 
come and help with pre-production, production, and post-produc-
tion. I was paying them. They had a purpose,” she said. 

Denise collaborated with Social Motion in 2016, a move that 
enabled her to focus on the creative aspects of the workshop 
while enjoying the advantages of being a 501-(c)(3). Social Motion 
is a nonprofit organization serving Houston-area residents that 
also was founded by a mom supporting her child. Social Motion 
Executive Director Wendy Dawson founded the Houston-based 
nonprofit in 2010 for her stepson and other young people to teach 
social and vocational skills to individuals with autism and similar 
developmental disorders. 

Operating as a distinct program within Social Motion, Aspire 
Accessories began to train and employ more people. They 

expanded their products to create baby accessories, cups, laser-
etched items, and other gifts. “We sell online. We sell wholesale. 
We were doing a lot of shows, but because of COVID, we were 
not able to do a lot of that. We’re really trying to break into the 
corporate market,” Denise said. 

Aspire Accessories has paid more than $300,000 in wages to 
about 75 young people, all due to Denise’s commitment and the 
kindness and mutual support of others. The program has experi-
enced almost constant growth, and this summer, they expanded 
even more through a valuable alliance with The Center for 
Pursuit (TCFP). 

That alliance will bring a physical move, as well as greater visi-
bility. TCFP and Social Motion announced in April that they were 
forming a strategic alliance to bring expanded autism and life 
span services for those with neurodiversity and intellectual and 
developmental disabilities in the Houston community through 
the “Center of Excellence.” Each organization remains focused 
on serving its core clientele, while the alliance allows expanded 
services to be provided to a broader range of clients. 

As part of the collaboration, Aspire Accessories became a 
program of TCFP and will move to the Harrisburg campus 
in February of 2022. This will allow for a more modern and 
expanded workspace for the Aspire artisans. 

Collaboration and kindness have been part of Aspire’s suc-
cess from the beginning. Denise said it exemplifies the value of 
individuals supporting each other. She noted that Peter Main’s 
support was one key to Nick’s progress as an artist. “He was so 
compassionate and kind. He recognized that Nicholas had a gift.” 
The fact that Wendy Dawson was inspired by her stepson’s needs 
to build a similar center was another example of collaboration for 
good. Contributions by volunteers and support by clients all work 
together to build opportunities for members of society who once 
were considered to have no meaningful role. 

Nick hand tooling leather bracelets

Nick and Denise working together to create Aspire products

Nick and Denise using the heat embosser

The Aspire Artisans at work!  |  Gittings Portraiture

Denise and Nicholas Hazen  |  Gittings PortraitureThe Aspire Team
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HERE IN TANGLEWOOD

Most of the Aspire artisans are in their 20s, with the youngest 
being 19 and the oldest 38. Each is unique. Some live on their 
own with support. Some have other jobs besides Aspire. “There 
are so many jobs that need to be done in our workshop. There 
is something for every skill to do,” Denise said. New employees 
undergo a skills assessment and proceed from level one and up. 
“We find jobs for them according to their abilities.” 

“I’ve had 75 artisans through the program,” Denise said. “I can’t 
imagine another group of people I’d rather spend my time with.” 

Denise said there has been a noticeable social change in how 
people view persons with autism since Nick’s doctor told her he 

Do you have an event or cause you support and would like to have 
highlighted? Please email TanglewoodLiving@N2Pub.com!

had no future. “Definitely, there is a change,” she said, noting 
that services for Nick when he was young were not covered by 
insurance because it was a developmental disability. “We were 
spending thousands of dollars a month on schooling and treat-
ment. I do think that now insurance companies are covering more 
therapies; speech, occupational, etc. Doctors are realizing there 
are other options out there.” 

An important driver of those changes comes from moms like 
Denise and Wendy, who took concrete action to build programs 
for their children and the children of other parents searching for 
meaningful work for adults with IDD. 

“Every human being has the right to feel wanted and to 
feel that they have a purpose in life,” Denise said. 

Denise encourages groups and individuals to support programs 
like Aspire Accessories because it builds community. 

“Purchase with a purpose,” she advised. 

“As a society, sometimes we don’t look at the big picture. 
By providing these young adults with opportunities, we 
have allowed many talented individuals to become con-
tributing members of society. By shopping their goods, 
you give them a purpose.” 

Learn more about Aspire’s products and services at www.
aspireaccessories.com.

A huge thank you to Denise and the Hazen family for sharing 
their story and continuing to inspire and support our community!

Nick receiving his "rst paycheck! The Aspire Artisans with leather maker, Peter Main.


