
 

 

 
Stories of Autism Awareness Weekend 

April 16 & 17, 2011 
 

Thank you for your interest in the first annual Stories of Autism weekend. My name is 

Charlie Cotugno and I’m a portrait photographer in Woodinville, WA, just a few miles east 

of Seattle. In 2001 my son, Jackson, was diagnosed with autism. As my wife spent years 

scheduling and driving him to therapies all over the area I decided I wanted to do 

something to help raise autism awareness in my community. What started out as a small 

portrait project in 2005 quickly grew to become something much bigger; it now includes 

over fifty portraits (and growing) and is in almost constant exhibition around the Seattle 

area.   

 

In September, 2009, Stories if Autism was formed as a non-profit corporation to meet the 

growing number of requests for participation and exhibition. In early 2010 we were 

granted 501(c)3 tax exempt status and have since been working toward our mission of 

increased awareness, acceptance, and inclusion of people with autism spectrum disorders. 

 

This month we’re launching a very ambitious project called Stories of Autism Awareness 

Weekend. On the weekend of April 16 and 17, during Autism Awareness Month, we’re 

bringing together photographers and people with autism spectrum disorders to create 

unique portraits that will become part of the Stories of Autism collection. This includes a 

special gallery on our website and inclusion in some of our exhibits. (We hope to bring this 

exhibit to cities around the country in the not too distant future.) 

 

For years we’ve seen the amazing generosity of the photographic community, helping a 

number of foundations work towards their mission of improving their communities. In 

that spirit, we’re asking you and many other generous photographers around the country to 

participate in our first annual Stories of Autism Awareness Weekend to help further our 

mission of awareness, acceptance, and inclusion for the millions of families dealing with 

autism spectrum disorders.  

 



 

 Below please find some of the important information about this event and how you can 

participate. I’ve also included some of the portraits and stories currently part of our project 

to give you a better understanding of what the project is all about.  Not only this will be an 

amazing learning experience for everyone involved, we’re looking forward to seeing your 

amazing images! 

 

Event Dates: Saturday April 16th and Sunday, April 17th. 

I know that many of us may already have this weekend booked for portraits, weddings, and 

events. But that doesn’t mean you can’t participate. We’ve chosen a weekend during Autism 

Awareness Month to help promote the sense of a community effort. If for some reason you 

need to create your portrait a little before or after this weekend, that’s perfectly fine as long 

as you meet our submission deadline. 

 

How do I become involved in Stories of Autism Weekend? 

You will need to register to be part of this event.  

 Use the online form at our website, www.storiesofautism.com. 

 If one of your local autism foundations is working with us you can let them know 

about your interest. 

 Deadline for registration is April 1, 2011, at 11:59 Pacific Time!!!  

 

How do I find a subject? 

Many of us know someone with an autism spectrum disorder, whether they are a family 

member, co-worker, or neighbor.  Any of them are potential subjects. If you don’t know a 

potential subject, try asking people in your community if they know anyone who might be 

willing to participate. In addition we’re asking autism service providers around the country 

to help us locate participants. Let us know if you need assistance in finding a subject and 

we’ll help with a search in your area. Soon we’ll have a list of organizations on our website 

that you can contact to help find a subject. 

 

Who qualifies as a subject?   

Any adult or child who has been diagnosed with an autism spectrum disorder is eligible to 

become a subject. Everyone has a story to tell!  

 

How do I ask people to participate? 

Be friendly and direct. Tell them you’re participating in a national awareness effort and 

would like to speak with them about becoming your subject. You can also point them to our 

website, www.storiesofautism.com, where they can find more information. 

 

How do I photograph someone with autism? 

It all depends on the subject. My best advice is to try to speak or meet with the subject’s 

parent or guardian and, if possible, the actual subject just as you would before any portrait 

session. Find out what environment would be best for everyone involved, whether it’s in 

http://www.storiesofautism.com/
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your studio, at the subject’s home, or some other location. Patience, a good sense of 

humor, and a “go with the flow” attitude are the biggest keys to success. You may also be 

required to throw out any rules and techniques you’ve ever learned about photography and 

just fly by the seat of your pants! 

 

What style of portraits are you looking for? 

There’s no requirement on the style of photography you submit. It can be anything from 

abstract to a beautiful headshot, black & white, color, Polaroid transfers, etc. What’s 

important is that you create the photograph in your unique style. Don’t be afraid to 

experiment! 

 

Portrait Due Date: Friday, April 29th, 5:00 PM 

This is a hard deadline and access to our FTP server will be closed at that time. If for some 

reason you need extra time please email charlesc@storiesofautism.com so we can arrange to 

obtain your files. 

 

What about usage rights, copyrights, and releases? 

Each photographer will retain the copyright of their images and may use them in any way 

they’d use an image created for one of their regular clients; including it in their online and 

hard copy portfolios, their marketing materials, their exhibits, social network marketing, 

etc. If there’s an opportunity to mention that the image was part of the Stories of Autism 

project that would be appreciated, but it’s not necessary. 

 

Stories of Autism requires the ability to include the images you submit on our website (with 

credits and a link to your website), as part of exhibitions, and in our marketing campaigns 

and materials. Photographers will be credited for their work either within the image or in 

text around or pertaining to the image. Wherever possible we will include a link to their 

website. 

 

We are currently completing the release forms for both photographers and subjects and 

they will be available to you no later than March 15, 2011. 

 

Is there any fee for participating or submitting images? 

No. Everyone here at Stories of Autism contributes their time on a volunteer basis. 

 

Are photographers required to provide anything to their subjects? 

Yes. We are asking each photographer to provide their subjects a single 8x10 print from 

their session at no cost. We hope you understand that many of these families spend all their 

money on therapies, most of which are not covered by insurance. For some it takes a great 

effort to participate in this event. We feel providing subjects with a small portrait they may 

otherwise never be able to afford is this the least we can do to show our appreciation. 

 

What else can we do to make Stories of Autism Awareness Weekend a success? 
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 Tell your family, friends, and co-workers about the Stories of Autism website, 

www.storiesofautism.com where they can learn more about the event. 

 Join our Facebook group –  click here  

 Follow us on Twitter - @storiesofautism 

 Follow our blog – www.storiesofautism.wordpress.com 

 Invite your friends and colleagues to follow us along with you! 

 

To learn more about our organization please visit www.storiesofautism.com where you can 

read about our mission, check out our gallery of portraits, and watch a short video. If you 

have any questions please send an email to charlesc@storiesofautism.com.  

 

We hope you choose to participate in this unique event, we think you’ll have a lot of fun! 

 

To Register for Stories of Autism Awareness Weekend: 

Visit our website, www.storiesofautism.com   

 

Best Regards, 

Charlie Cotugno 

Founder/President, Stories of Autism 

Woodinville, WA 

www.storiesofautism.com  

charlesc@storiesofautism.com  
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The following pages include some of the portraits and stories that are part 

of the Stories of Autism project. We hope you will take some inspiration 

from these beautiful pieces and join us for the first annual Stories of 

Autism Awareness Weekend. You may register as a subject, photographer, 

or foundation by visiting our website, www.storiesofautism.com. 

 

Thank you!  

http://www.storiesofautism.com/


 

 

 
 

 
 

Sam  
“Writing about Sam is incredibly difficult! Words simply don’t capture his essence. As a baby, he 

was so expressive that I nicknamed him “Sam the Ham.” To this day, it is the best description of 

his personality. He loves singing, dancing and pretending – all while admiring his “moves” in the 

mirror. He’s warm, enthusiastic, sensitive and incredibly smart. Every single day I’m grateful that 

he’s in my life. The day he was born remains the happiest day of my life. 

 

His favorite expression right now: When someone says something funny he says, “Stop…you’re 

killing me here.” 

Last week he lost his first tooth! At bedtime he said, “Mom, I’m afraid the tooth fairy might have 

trouble squeezing through those tiny holes in the screen. Maybe we should leave the window open 

to make it easier for her.” 

 

I don’t really spend much time thinking about it. I choose to focus on this magical little boy, who 

lights up my world each day. He is my reason for being. In my eyes, Sam is perfect.” 

 

Kristin, Mother of Sam 

Kirkland, WA 



 

 
 

 

Madison 
“When Madison was diagnosed with autism a year and a half ago, I had no idea what our future 

would hold.  At the beginning, there were many bleak days, but now I have been able to see all of 

the many ways that we have been blessed. 

We have been blessed with amazing therapists, teachers, friends and family who want the best for 

her.  Every single one of her accomplishments is celebrated by our entire team.  I have also been 

incredibly blessed to meet other moms who understand what I am going through.  I feel like at 

times it is a sorority that I didn’t necessarily want to join, but now that I am a member, it makes me 

appreciate these other mothers immensely. 

Madison has a great sense of humor which has made those hard days much more bearable.  One of 

my favorite memories of her is when she told me, “Oh mommy, you are my best friend.” 

There are still rough days, yet I wouldn’t change her for anyone else.  Although we still aren’t sure 

what the future holds for her, I know it will be a bright one.” 

Amy, mother of Madison 

 Redmond, WA 



 

 
 

 

Patrick 
“When parents have a diagnosis dropped on their child, we usually have a lot of grief about all the 

things he or she will never get to do or be. When Patrick was four, we entered into this dark post-

diagnosis place unprepared and scared.  But what we discovered instead is this non-typically wired 

brain is actually a free pass into some amazing and unexpected gifts. 

It is not typical for seven year olds to use summer break to find out what 2 to the 200th power is, to 

create his own code for numbers. 

It is not normal for an eight year old boy to intervene when larger boys are hurting a small bird 

and not understand the consequences. 

It is unusual that a child can teach himself four different musical instruments and converse with 

the piano tuner about “growlers.” 

It is unprecedented that a fourth grader would stand before his classmates and explain why he is 

not like them and tell them that bullying is wrong. 

We are done grieving all that our child will never do.  Now instead we tell others about our 

amazing boy with autism.  If enough people only knew what we know, his future would be without 

limits.” 

 

Joe and Kristine, parents of Patrick 

Seattle, WA 



 

 
 

 

Nate 
(In his own words) 

“Nate is a sixteen year old who is currently living in Seattle, WA. His plan is to be one day a movie 

actor, film maker and director. His favorite music is rock. His favorite artists are Ozzy Osbourne, 

Queen, and Aerosmith. His favorite school subjects are history and science. He thinks Bill and 

Teds Excellent Adventure and Ted’s Bogus Journey are cool movies. It is about two high schoolers 

who focus on putting together a band, but are flunking history. They then have to go back in time 

and fix it all. 

He also wants to tell other teenagers to be more welcoming of other students, to let them join 

groups and not be so insensitive.” 

 

Nate 

Seattle, WA 



 

 

 
Carrie 

”Our story is a sadly familiar one. Carolina was a beautiful, bright-eyed, typically developing baby 

until somewhere after her first birthday. The changes were gradual, but not to be denied. Her 

diagnosis was not surprising, but it was devastating, because I’d worked in this field and know it 

could be a cruel fate. 

 

Carrie remains significantly affected by autism. We have come to accept that our lives are forever 

changed. A child who cannot talk or understand, is not toilet trained, sleeps poorly, has stubborn 

compulsive behaviors and frequent emotional upsets, no awareness of safety and will always need 

constant supervision. Day-to-day life is unpredictable, a big, bold roller coaster ride. 

 

Yet this doesn’t begin to capture the challenges, nor does it give you the whole picture, for we have 

found countless blessings and lessons along the way. Look closely at that pixie face, those doe eyes, 

and you will see beyond autism, to a free-spirited angel girl, my girl, Carrie.” 

  

Her Mama, Lynn 

Seattle, WA 

 



 

 
 

 

Will 
“Will has taught us so much about life. We have learned to rejoice in all his accomplishments from 

touching clay to shaking hands with another child. He taught us the importance of injecting humor 

in our lives and seeing the bright side of things. 

 

We have also been blessed with wonderful people through our journey: the team of therapists that 

genuinely care for our son and the home tutors that patiently teach him skills for everyday living. 

They all see our son and his potential – not his limitations.  We have also been fortunate to meet 

other amazing parents who are always ready to reach out and help. 

 

Like all parents, we have our challenges. However, he continues to amaze us with everything he says 

and does. Our son is a happy, precocious boy. He is a kind and gentle soul with boundless energy 

and an amazing love for learning. He can read books for hours, swim until the sun goes down and 

run until his parents are out of breath. 

 

Taking care of a child with autism takes a lot of hard work, patience and more patience! But when 

bedtime comes, our son gives us a hug, a kiss and looks straight into our eyes and says, “I love you, 

Mommy. I love you, Daddy”. It is just pure joy.” 

 

Patrick and Yasmin, parents of Will 

Redmond, WA 


