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Charity founder France Wallis  
is delighted with the popularity of  
the club and hopes it will continue  
to expand in the next few months.

The club meets once a month  
in Stevenage and is open to young 
people aged 13 to 20 with Asperger 
syndrome. Activities include snooker, 
table tennis and darts, or the teens  
– with or without parents - can simply 
relax with a drink and toast.

Fran, whose son Adam, 14, has 
Asperger syndrome and ADHD, says: 
“Adam loves coming here and looks 
forward to it. In fact, for him, it is 
up there with Christmas and his 
birthday. He knows it is on the

Aspergers 4 Herts  
is celebrating the success 
of its newly launched 
Saturday Morning 
Breakfast Club.

Teenagers admit the 
group has become an 
important part of their 
social calendar, and 
parents say it offers 
them a much-welcomed 
support network.

first Saturday of every month! 
“It is also an unofficial support 

group for parents – you do not have  
to feel you have to explain yourself 
here. I cannot stress how valuable  
it has been.” Adam adds: “It is good  
to get out of the house once in a while 
and I like the fact that there are a lot  
of people to meet. My only objection 
is that it is only once a month!”

Julie, whose son Ewan, 15, is 
a regular at the club, says: “This 
is brilliant, it’s a big thing in our 
calendar.

“He feels comfortable here  
and it is good for his self-esteem.” 
France says: “The Breakfast Club has 
really taken off and we are delighted 
with the positive feedback we 
have had. We hope that even more 
teenagers will come along in the  
next few months and give it a go.”

The breakfast club runs on the first Saturday of every month 
between 10.15am and 11.45am at Bowes Lyon House in Stevenage.  
 
For more information contact info@aspergers4herts.org 

A toast to our  
Breakfast Club! 

Baby Brains  
show earlier  
signs of Autism
page5



Students with Asperger syndrome 
were praised for their hard work  
and dedication at a special ceremony  
to celebrate their achievements.

Actress and celebrity chef Jane  
Asher attended the annual Watford 
StopGap awards ceremony, at which  
TV presenter and comedian Hardeep 
Singh Kohli presented a range of 
achievement certificates to the 
youngsters involved.

StopGap, based in Watford and  
Stevenage, helps people with learning, 
behavioural and mental health 
difficulties to get qualifications, find 
jobs and prepare for the challenges  
of adult life.

Anthony McMurdo, 20, who has 
Asperger syndrome and Obsessive 
Compulsive Disorder, was one of  
a number of learners who addressed 
more than 50 invited guests at the 
presentation. 

He explained how an emotional 
breakdown caused by constant 
bullying forced him to leave school 
prematurely with no qualifications, 
and how StopGap had helped him  
to get on to a performing arts course 
at college.

He added: “They were really the 
turning point in my life.”

Ms Asher, president of the National 
Autistic Society, expressed her huge 
pride in the work of the charity at the 
awards ceremony.

Will Sketches 
Out His 
Future

Case Study

Seventeen-year-old Will says 
his year at StopGap gave him the 
confidence to pursue his dream  
of becoming a cartoon animator.

Will, who is now doing a media 
studies course at Hitchin College, 
says: “It is one of the best choices  
of my life. Everyone at StopGap  
is a lot more accepting of you and 
they understand where you are 
coming from.

“Without StopGap I wouldn’t 
have got this far, let alone have 
hopes of becoming an animator  
one day.”

Will’s dad Steve adds: “Will 
generally found school testing  
and tended to be at odds with a lot  
of other kids.”

“His teachers found his 
behaviour quite challenging at 
times, as because of his condition  
he would say what he was feeling  
at the time and that might not  
be appropriate.

“StopGap taught him to mix 
with other people and to be more 
independent. It really focuses on  
the positives and is all about what 
you can do rather than what you 
can’t do. 

“For Will it was a transformation  
and really put him in the right  
place for moving on.”
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Left: StopGap students with actress  

Jane Asher and comedian Hardeep Singh Kohli

StopGap Learners in the Spotlight
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Helping young people to succeed with HCS StopGap



The sun shone and more than 
eighty people came to the little 
Studio Gallery in Halls Green, Weston, 
Hertfordshire to admire the amazing 
work of Jack Geraghty.

With this, his first solo exhibition 
at the age of 17, the excitement for Jack 
was to see so many people make the 
journey from near and far and to hear 
them congratulate him on his skill  
and obvious talent. I think his hand 
was getting strained from shaking  
so many hands. 

The first ‘WOW’ was heard from 
the very first of the invited guests, 
one of Jack’s early schoolteachers 
who encouraged him from the age 
of eleven to express himself through 
art.  The ‘wows’ just kept on coming, 
from small children to life-long and 
accomplished artists who could see so 
much in Jack’s unique style.

 ‘It’s like seeing a hundred drawing 
lessons hanging on the wall’ said one 

observer, and ‘The sheer complexity 
and accuracy of the illustrative work 
is breathtaking,’ said a local artist who 
himself is at the top of his profession.  

My own feelings were summed 
up by one of Jack’s co-students at the 
evening life class they attend.  ‘We all 
sit at our easels and drawing boards 
working hard to try and achieve  
a better standard each week.  Then  
at the end of the session Jack stands  
back and holds up yet another 
incredible insight into how he sees  
the world – and it is masterful! We  
are in awe of this young man – there  
is nobody quite like him’.

It has been a privilege to give Jack 
this opportunity to show a complete 
body of work in one place.  His  
mother Maria said it was like a dream 
come true for both of them, and Jack 
has the last word…  ‘I love drawing,  
it makes me happy!’   
And long may it continue.

to chat
Click

Jack’s work is currently being produced in a series  
of limited editions.   
 
If you would like to be put on our mailing list to receive  
the catalogue, please contact Val on 07814 019339,  
or Maria on 07967 683464 and we will be pleased to  
send you details. 

Val Cansick

Art 
exhibition 
Success! 

Above: Jack and his art teacher Nigel Markham
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Young people are being urged  
to try out a new web chat service 
which can advise them on problems 
they may be facing - whilst avoiding 
a potentially daunting face-to-face 
situation.

The real time online chat system 
means young people can access  
a one-to-one advice session with  
a Youth Connexions Personal  
Adviser just by logging on to  
www.channelmogo.org and  
clicking the advice button on the  
top right of the home page.

Channelmogo is the website for 
young people in Hertfordshire, and  
is hosting the service on behalf  
of Youth Connexions. The web chat  
is open to anyone aged 11-19, up to the 
age of 25 for those with additional 
needs such as Asperger syndrome.

Karen England, interactive media 
manager at Youth Connexions 
Hertfordshire, tells Aspergers  
4 Herts: “Young people can contact 
our personal advisers for advice, 
guidance and information about 
anything they wish. Many of the 
questions raised are careers-related, 
but they can also ask about any 
personal issues or barriers they  
might be facing.

“Some young people prefer this 
medium, as they feel less inhibited 
using the online communication 
than they perhaps would feel in  
a one-to-one situation.”

Users answer a few questions to 
check their age and where they live, 
and then launch straight into a live 
chat. Out of hours they can leave 
a message, with a reply normally 
provided within 24 hours. 

The web chat is text-based,  
so there is no need for a webcam or 
mic, just access to a computer with  
internet connection. The service is 
available on Tuesdays and Thursdays 
between 3pm and 7pm, and may  
be extended if it proves successful.

Talented artist and  
Aspergers 4 Herts  
member Jack Geraghty, 17, 
recently held his first art 
exhibition. Gallery owner  
and freelance artist Val  
Cansick reflects on its success.
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Maybe a teacher at school or 
college, a friend or carer, or perhaps 
an employer who understands the 
problems you face and goes out  
of his or her way to support you  
and help you get on with the job  
you are doing?

Aspergers 4 Herts  
‘My Helping Hand’ award  
– Please email us: 

Your name  
Your address  
Your phone number/ 
e-mail address  
Name of person you are  
nominating for the award  
Contact phone number/ 
e-mail address of person you  
are nominating 

Why do you think they deserve 
the ‘My Helping Hand’ award?
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Do you know someone 
who really understands 
you and your difficulties, 
helps you out and  
generally makes life  
easier for you?

Aspergers 4 Herts has just 
launched a new award called  
‘My Helping Hand’ and we want  
to hear your stories.

All you have to do is email  
us all the details on the right telling  
us about the person who you  
think deserves the award, to  
info@aspergers4herts.org
 
The winner will receive  
a gift worth £25. We would 
also love to share your 
story with other members 
in our newsletter.

‘MY HELPING 
HAND’ AWARD

‘MY HELPING HAND’ AWARD

Children with Autistic Spectrum 
Disorders could be helped to 
improve their socialising skills  
- thanks to a new iPad app. 

And researchers are now hoping 
to create a variety of other exciting 
apps for ASD children – including 
those with Asperger syndrome -  
to suit a wide range of different  
ages and abilities. 

FindMe, a simple game that 
challenges children as young as 

18 months to find an onscreen 
character in different scenarios,  
is the first ever attempt to fuse 
autism research with iPad gaming.

Education and Informatics 
researchers for the University of 
Edinburgh have collaborated on 
 the game, which was funded by  
the Nuffield Foundation.

The game, which is available 
for download for free from Apple’s 
App Store, is designed to encourage 

players to focus on other people 
and their needs, which people 
with autism find difficult. Players 
are rewarded with animations 
specifically designed to appeal  
to children with autism.

Dr Sue-Watson, Nuffield 
Foundation New Career 
Development Fellow, says: 
“Children with autism are often 
adept with computers and 
thanks to the iPad’s touchscreen 
we can now create games for 
very young children with autism 
when it may benefit them most.

“This is the first output from  
a larger proposed research 
project which aims to create  
a suite of apps for children with 
ASDs across a range of ages and 
ability levels.”

Do you have a favourite app 
that you would like to tell other 
members about?  

Email us at  
info@aspergers4herts.org 

NEW iPAD APP HELPS 
CHILDREN WITH ASD

LEFT:  
The FindMe app –  
a  variety of apps could 
now be created for ASD 
children including 
those with Asperger 
syndrome
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BOOKSHELF
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BABY BRAINS SHOW EARLIER 
SIGNS OF AUTISM
Researchers believe  
it may be possible to  
detect autism at a much  
earlier age than  
previously thought.

The news has been cautiously 
welcomed by autism charities, 
who say identifying the disorder 
at an earlier stage could help with 
treatment.

But it has been stressed that the 
research is in its infancy – and that 
future studies need to be carried out 
before a robust clinical diagnosis 
could be possible at such an early age.

The study, published by Current 
Biology, identified differences in 
infants’ brainwaves from as early as 
six months. Behavioural symptoms 
of autism typically develop between  
a child’s first and second birthday.

The international team of 
researchers looked for the earliest 
signs of autism in 104 children,  
aged between six and ten months.  

Half were known to be at risk  
of the disorder because they had an 
older sibling who had been diagnosed 
with autism. The rest were low risk.

Older children with autism 
can show a lack of eye contact, so 
the babies were shown pictures of 
people’s faces that switched between 
looking at or away from the baby. 
Sensors attached to the scalp looked 
for differences in brain activity.

In low-risk babies, or high-risk 
babies that did not develop autism, 
there was a large difference in the 
brainwaves when looking at each  
type of image. There was a much 
smaller difference in the brainwaves 
of babies who developed autism.

Talking to the BBC, one of the 
researchers Professor Mark Johnson 
from Birkbeck College, University  
of London, stressed:  
“It is important to note it is not  
a 100 per cent predictor. We had 
babies who flagged up warning signs, 
who did not develop autism.” 

There were also babies who did 
develop autism who had low-risk 
brainwaves.

Dr Georgina Gomez-de-la-Cuesta, 
from the National Autistic Society, 
told the BBC: “Early intervention  
is very effective in supporting 
those with autism, so recognition 
in infancy can only be beneficial in 
helping individuals with autism 
reach their full potential.

“However, this important 
research is still in its early stages, 
and larger studies looking at 
several early markers of autism 
will be necessary before a robust 
clinical diagnosis could be possible 
at such a young age.” 

Read more on the research: 
http://www.cell.com/ 
current-biology/abstract/S0960-
9822(11)01469-2?switch=standard  
or  
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/
health-16740758 
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Kevin thinks 
...about Outer Space, Confusing Expressions and the Perfectly  
Logical World of Asperger Syndrome:  Gail Watts

Kevin thinks his mum is ridiculous for saying that he is wasting the sunshine 
and fresh air. As if it would ever run out! Kevin thinks you should always  
do up the top button. Why else is it there? Published 2012, Hardback: £9.99

Helping Children with Autism Spectrum Conditions  
through Everyday Transitions 
Small Changes - Big Challenges: John Smith, Jane Donlan  
and Bob Smith

Facing any type of change can cause confusion and anxiety for individuals 
with autism spectrum conditions. This book looks at the small transitions  
in everyday life that can be a big deal for a child with autism and offers  
simple and effective strategies to make change less of a daily challenge. 
Published 2012 Paperback £13.99



FUN AT AsPi CLUB

Youngsters with Asperger 
syndrome or high functioning 
autism are being urged to try 
out a fun social evening which 
takes place once a month in 
Hertford. Parents say the event 
offers a lifeline for them and their 
children, and some are doing  
a roundtrip of more than  
40 miles to attend. 
 

The AsPi Evening gives children 
and teenagers the opportunity to 
meet up and chill out, with soft play, 
music and electronic games all on 
offer. Meanwhile parents can enjoy 
a cup of tea and offer each other 
support on the issues which have 
been affecting them.

Organised by the HUB, an 
information support service run  
by disabled children’s charity Kids, 
the evenings take place once a 
month at The Pines Shortbreaks  
in Hertford.

Malcolm, who has two children 
aged 12 and 13 with Asperger 
syndrome, drives from Hemel 
Hempstead with his family to  

attend the AsPi evenings.
He says: “There is nothing at all 

for our children in Hemel. I find that 
staff in other places have limited 
understanding of special needs.

“Here they can go bananas 
and everyone feels OK about it – 
you don’t have to apologise for 
their behaviour.”Julie, who lives 
in Welwyn Garden City and has 
a 12-year-old son with Asperger 
syndrome, adds: “Our children 
want to do things that other people 
do and they want to be normal, 
but other organisations look for a 
range of behaviour which we cannot 
always promise they will have. 

“Here we all have a common 
bond and the parents can also share 
ideas. If you are having a tough  
time there is always someone who 
has been there and done it. We 
would not get through it without 
each other.”

Another parent, Sanja, whose 
ten-year-old son has Asperger 
syndrome, added that her son would 
love to go to beavers or cubs, but 
would be unable to cope with 30 
other children running around.

She says:”He has the freedom 
here to be himself and so I can relax 
too. I don’t want him to stick out 
from others. Here, he is just one of 
the crowd.”

Claire Sawczenko, HUB co-
ordinator, says: “We are always 
happy to welcome new families. 
It is a very friendly atmosphere 
here, and it gives everyone the 
opportunity to let off some steam, 
maybe make some new friends and 
just have a bit of fun.”

For more information on the 
AsPi Evenings e-mail Claire at  
claire.sawczenko@kids.org.uk

*Aspergers4Herts will always 
try to give you the dates of 
forthcoming AsPi evenings 
on our monthly Information 
Sharing e-mails.
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Above: AsPi youngsters relax and have fun


