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Moraga Grandma Creates
the ABCs of Asperger’s

Syndrome
By Andrea A'. Firh .

Jo Mele with her grandson Nick.

oraga resident Jo Mele has

worked in the education field
for over 40 years. After graduating
college with a degree in elementary
education, she taught kindergarten,
and when she moved to Moraga, she
worked as the art teacher at Rheem
School. After a 13-year stint as the
town’s Director of Recreation, she
now serves as the Executive Director
of the Emeritus College at Diablo Val-
ley College in Pleasant Hill. While
her students are bit older these days—
Emeritus College offers non-credit
classes, tours, trips, and lectures for
those 50-plus—Mele is committed to
helping people of all ages explore and
understand their world.

So when Mele’s 10-year-old
grandson Nick was diagnosed with
Asperger’s syndrome (a mild form of
autism) four years ago, her first step
was to learn everything she could
about the condition. The second step
was to share this knowledge with
Nick’s teachers and classmates. To
make the information accessible,
Mele created the ABCs of Asperger’s
Syndrome, tying the 26 letters in the
alphabet to words that explain the
symptoms and behaviors of the con-
dition. Mele later updated the alpha-
bet to reflect Nick’s personal
experiences as well.

For example, Mele’s ABCs start
with A is for Aloof. Mele notes that
kids who have Asperger’s are often
onlookers, not participants, and when
Nick says that he does not want to
play with other kids he just doesn’t
know how to get included. E is for
Eye Contact, H is for Hyperactive, Q
is for Questions. . . . Mele’s list, which
was recently published in the April
issue of Parents magazine, provides a
comprehensive description of the syn-
drome.

Mele knew early on that Nick
was different from other kids his age.
In preschool he had difficulty organ-
izing his muscles to run, skip, and
throw a ball in a coordinated way. In
kindergarten he wore a striped shirt
every day by choice. Sitting still was
impossible. He had difficulty focus-
ing and was often overwhelmed by
the noise and distractions in the class-
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room. Nick complained that some-
times other kids “‘just didn’t get him.”

“Nick is a nice, bright child. He
just had some quirky behaviors,” says
Mele. She says as students and teach-
ers learn more about Asperger’s syn-
drome, they come to better
understand Nick.

Individuals with Asperger’s syn-
drome can learn the social norms that
are not as hardwired for them, says
Mele. They can work on eye contact,
develop techniques to manage stimuli
(lights, noise, movement), and prac-
tice conversation. But a little less
small talk may not be such a bad
thing, thinks Mele.

When Nick was visiting his
grandmother one day, he seemed very
quiet, so she asked why. “He told me,
‘I don’t have anything to say,”” Mele
says laughing. “I love the honesty in
his response. It makes perfect sense.”

What Mele says she has learned
most from spending time with her
grandson is that we need people like
Nick, because they think outside the
box. She cites Nick’s obsession with
building things as an example. Mele
recalls reading Nick the story of the
Three Little Pigs when he was much
younger.

With the first little pig who built
a house of straw, Nick said, “That will
never work.” In response to pig two
who used twigs as his building mate-
rial, Nick said, “Better, but still not
good.” With the third pig and the
brick house, Nick said, “Finally a
contractor pig who knows what he’s
doing. He should help the other two.”

“My goal with the alphabet is to
familiarize as many people as possi-
ble about Asperger’s syndrome,” says
Mele. She plans to update the ABCs
of Asperger’s as Nick moves into new
developmental stages like middle
school and high school. And Nick
seems on board. “If you want to know
about Asperger’s,” says Nick, “call
my grandma.”

You can read Mele’s complete
“A to Z Guide to Understanding
the Symptoms of Asperger’s” at
www.parents.com/kids/health/au
tism/understanding-aspergers-
syndrome.
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Want
more energy,

less stress,
better health?

Functional Medicine was recently featured on Dr. Oz. It uncovers underlying reasons
foriliness instead of just freating symptoms. It not only honors but also requires active
participation. It supports the mind and body in many ways, usually natural, to heal
itself. Very simply, it's changing the way we understand health and practice
medicine in the 21st century. Are you wanting and ready for better health?

Nathalie Bera-Miller, MD, MPH

953 Mountain View Drive

Lafayette, CA 94549

925.658.2500 | www.drberamiller.com

This coupon is good for a free
half hour Functional Medicine
consultation.  Expires 6/30/12
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Summer
Riding Camp

Learn to ride, care for horses - ponies.
Ages5'/2-13  Week-long sessions starting on:
June 18 & 25, July 9, 16 & 30, Aug. 6
Full Day $570 or Half Day $415

camps@rancho-del-lago.com  925.370.6439
www.rancho-del-lago.com

Let us prepare your roof
and raingutters
for seasons to come.

New Work and Repairs
All Types of Roofs and Gutters
Clean/Screen, Roof Powerwashing.

We do it all!

Over
20 Years
Experience

Lic #793315

All Ramgutters Systems, Inc. 925-381-7620

Students Invited to Play a
Part in History

chool children grades K-12 from

Contra Costa and Alameda coun-
ties are invited to participate in a com-
petition to inspire the design of three
“medallions” which will be displayed
on the outside of the fourth bore of the
Caldecott tunnel. The theme of the de-
sign is “Art Deco Revisited” which
was selected by Bay Area residents via
an online survey and will serve as a
tribute to the original Caldecott medal-
lions, designed by the late Henry H.
Meyers, a prominent local architect.
Students are encouraged to exercise
their creative imaginations around the
Art Deco theme, which is character-
ized by simple and bold geometric

shapes, clean lines and often features
abstract symbols, and to explore ways
that the past and present styles come
together.

To enter, students should go online
(http://www.caldecott-
tunnel.org/index.php/stay-
informed/medallion-design-competiti
on) to download the contest entry
packet and other forms, to review the
contest rules and guidelines, and to
learn more about specific entry re-
quirements. Entries must be mailed or
dropped off by 4:30 p.m. Monday,
May 7. For more information, e-mail
medalliondesign@caldecott-
tunnel.org. —J. Wake

Join 5A at the Car Show ~ May 12"
at the Moraga Community Faire
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May 12, 2012

1M —4 pm
Rheem Valley
shopping Center
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Show off yvour
classic car
or hot rod.
trophies for
fan favorites,%
best of show
and lots more.,

Register now:
www.moragachamber.org/faire

Or 925-147-4629

225 registration fee Includes lunch for 2 and
commemorative photo and DVD of all cars.

UsE our FREE F== t i
VAN TO MOVE _,r‘

I WHEMN YOUu e—— I'

ASK FOR YOUR 2012 NEIGHBORHOOD
COUPOMNS WHEM YOU COME VISIT Us!

SEE WHAT 54 1S DOING ON SOCIAL MEDIA

nzm@smcs -
Store It Yourself & Save

Lk i i falbirar ur on
g

Facebood || buasitbor

FArsif il A
SO EE NG

455 MorAaGA RoaD, SUITE F

(925) 631-7000

WWW. SDASPACE. COM

Rk QLD

,.--""";:h-nvun-l.-l






