
 

 

 
Stories of Autism Awareness Weekend 

April 16 & 17, 2011 
 

Thank you for your interest in the first annual Stories of Autism Awareness Weekend. I’m hoping 

that you and the many other families participating in this event will help further our mission of 

awareness, acceptance, and inclusion.  

 

Before I get to all the event information, let me tell you a little bit about myself and how this 

project got its start. 

 

My name is Charlie Cotugno and I’m a portrait photographer in Woodinville, WA, just a couple 

miles east of Seattle. I’m also the founder and president of Stories of Autism, a non-profit 

organization with the mission of increasing awareness, acceptance, and inclusion of those with 

autism spectrum disorders.  

 

In 2001 my son, Jackson, was diagnosed with autism. He was three years old. We had seen the 

progression of symptom from the time he was four months old so, at age three, when he was 

diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder it was merely a formality, just another routine trip to 

the doctor. We continued with years of therapy and doing whatever we could to help him 

overcome his challenges. 

 

Now, at twelve years old, Jackson shows barely a trace of his symptoms and has been in a 

mainstream classroom, without an aide, since Kindergarten. He is extremely popular in his sixth 

grade class, has an amazingly sophisticated sense of humor, and seems to have a very promising 

future. We still struggle with his very limited diet but understand we have fared better than most 

people in our situation. Of course, we don’t know what challenges may arise over the next few 

years so we continue to work hard with him and hope he can lead a typical life. 

 

As we became involved with the autism community I couldn’t help but be moved by some of the 

stories I’d heard from other families; struggles at home, lack of understanding from family 

members, and the difficulties in accessing and affording much needed therapies.  

 



 

So in 2005 I decided to start a small community awareness project. I called it Stories of Autism 

and I set out to create a collection of ten or so portraits of kids and young adults on the autism 

spectrum, each to be accompanied by a short writing by their family expressing anything they 

wanted about living with autism. I received some very moving letters to go along with the 

portraits which I displayed in a local coffee shop. I thought that was the extent of this little 

project. But word about Stories of Autism began to spread and more people wanted to participate. 

Several autism foundations in the Seattle area wanted to incorporate the project into their 

awareness and fundraising campaigns. That led to local and national newspaper, web, and 

magazine articles as well as local television coverage. To date there have been dozens of exhibits 

in the Puget Sound area.  

 

In late 2009 Stories of Autism became a non-profit organization and received 501(c)3 tax exempt 

status. Now, with over fifty portraits in the project and its popularity still growing, it’s time to 

invite communities from all over the country to help continue our mission of awareness, 

acceptance, and inclusion.  

 

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. 

 

About Stories of Autism Awareness Weekend 

We’re asking autism foundations, photographers, and families from around the country to put 

some time aside on the weekend of April 16 and 17 and create unique portraits of children and 

adults on the autism spectrum. These portraits will be included in the Stories of Autism project. 

The portraits will be featured on our website and may be included in our upcoming exhibits. 

 

Event Dates 

Saturday, April 16 and Sunday, April 17, 2011.  

We’ve planned this event for a specific weekend to enhance the sense of a national community 

awareness effort. If your portrait can not be arranged over this weekend, you may schedule it for 

another time as long as your photographer meets the deadline for file submission.  

 

How do we 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. 

 Email us at charlesc@storiesofautism.com. 

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

your interest.  

 

Is there a deadline for registration? 

Yes, you must register no later than Friday, April 1, 2011, 11:59 PM Pacific time. 

 

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!  

 

http://www.storiesofautism.com/
http://www.storiesofautism.com/
mailto:charlesc@storiesofautism.com


 

Who will be creating the portraits? 

The portraits will be created by professional level photographers whose work will be held to 

those standards before being accepted as part of the Stories of Autism project. While we are 

extremely confident each photographer will provide us with a beautifully crafted portrait, we will 

not be accepting “snapshots” or any image that will take away from the level of quality already 

present in the project.  

 

How do I get a photographer? 

 We can pair you with a photographer in your area who has registered with us. 

 You can nominate a photographer you know or currently work with to be part of this 

event by using our online registration form. 

 Have your preferred photographer contact us using the same online form. 

 

Where will the portrait session take place? 

The photographers and subjects will mutually agree on a location for their portrait session that 

best meets everyone’s needs. This could be at the subject’s home, the photographer’s studio, or 

at some other location. 

 

What will the portraits look like? 

Each photographer will be using their own unique style and creativity. Some portraits may be 

headshots, some may be very informal, and some may be abstract. We’re expecting to see a wide 

variety of amazing images! 

 

What kind of information do you need about the subject? 

For each subject we will need: 

 Name(s) 

 Parent/Legal Guardian Name (if applicable) 

 Age of subject(s) 

 Address 

 City/State/ZIP 

 Phone Number 

 Email 

 A brief description of the subject and any information or special accommodations that 

can assist throughout the process.  

 

Remember, the deadline for registration is April 1, 2011! 

 

Is there any cost to participate? 

Absolutely not! Photographers are volunteering their services for this event and all of us at 

Stories of Autism are volunteers.  

 

What happens to the information we submit? 

All information received will be kept confidential and only used to match participants with a 

professional photographer in their area. Your information will not be posted online, sold or given 



 

away to anyone. (If you are participating through a local autism organization they will also have 

a record of your information. Please contact that organization to understand their privacy policy, 

Stories of Autism cannot be held liable for their policies.) 

 

Besides being photographed, what is required of a subject and their family? 

 A short writing about an event, feeling, or life in general as a result of living with autism 

must be provided for each subject. Without this, a photographer’s image cannot become 

part of the project. Below we’ve provided several samples of writings currently included 

in the project for your reference.  

 Each participant or their legal guardian must sign a standard release form granting both 

the photographer and Stories of Autism the rights to reproduction, including but not 

limited to their websites, as part of exhibitions, in awareness related events and 

publications, and for marketing purposes.  

 

Do we receive anything for participating? 

Each participant will receive a complimentary 8x10 print from their session.  

 

What if we want additional portraits? 

You will need to work with your photographer to arrange for additional portraits for which you 

may or may not be charged at the discretion of the photographer outside of Stories of Autism 

Awareness Weekend. Stories of Autism cannot be involved in, or be held liable for, any 

agreements or transactions between subjects, their representatives, and photographers. 

 

What else can we do to make Stories of Autism Awareness Weekend a success? 

Tell everyone you know about it! 

 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! 

 

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   

Email all the required information to charlesc@storiesofautism.com 

 

Best Regards, 

Charlie Cotugno 

Founder/President, Stories of Autism 

Woodinville, WA 

 

http://www.storiesofautism.com/
http://www.facebook.com/#!/group.php?gid=19269628927
http://www.twitter.com/#!/storiesofautism
http://www.storiesofautism.wordpress.com/
mailto:charlesc@storiesofautism.com.We
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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 


