
COURAGEOUS CREATIVITYCOURAGEOUS CREATIVITY
APRIL 2014APRIL 2014POSSIBILITYPOSSIBILITY



“POSSIBILITY IS IMPORTANT BECAUSE IT HELPS US UNDERSTAND 
THINGS IN OUR LIFE. POSSIBILITY IS ALSO IMPORTANT BECAUSE THINGS 
MAY NOT ALWAYS BE THE SAME IN OUR LIVES.”  

“AS THE DAWN BREAKS ABOVE
WE SEE THE LIGHT OF THE DAY
OPPORTUNITY.” 

“PEOPLE GIVE YOU TOOLS 
IT’S, HOWEVER, UP TO YOU
TO TAKE ADVANTAGE.”

“POSSIBILITY IS A MATTER OF BOTH OPPORTUNITY AND MENTAL COM-
MITMENT. NOT EVERYONE HAS ACCESS TO WHAT THEY WANT OR NEED, 
BUT WITH ENOUGH MENTAL COMMITMENT, THEY CAN ACHIEVE THEIR 
GOAL.”

- Jeremy Banks, 10th grade

- Reed Barton, 9th grade

- Garrett Rocks, 10th grade

- Elena Siamas, 9th grade
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EDITOR’S NOTE 
SHAHANA DATTAGUPTA
Shirin Subhani and Shahana Dattagupta were inspired to become curators of stories of courageous 
creativity after experiencing firsthand, the transformative power of creative thinking and expression 
that involve emotional risk and personal vulnerability in a collective forum. For more about Shirin and 
Shahana, please visit the “About Us” page on Flying Chickadee’s Web site: 
www.flyingchickadee.com/about.html and connect with us on Facebook/flying chickadee.
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“POSSIBILITY IS A FIELD – A SPACE – STEPPING INTO WHICH SOME-
HOW CONVEYS TO THE UNIVERSE THAT WE ARE READY TO CO-CREATE, 
TO BECOME ACTIVE PARTNERS WITH LIFE.”

“POSSIBILITY IS A FIELD – A SPACE – STEPPING INTO WHICH SOME-
HOW CONVEYS TO THE UNIVERSE THAT WE ARE READY TO CO-CREATE, 
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Dear Reader,

I still remember the day anxiety and hope cast mixed shadows on my beloved friend and partner Shirin’s face: her 
son, Aadit, who was diagnosed with autism, might just have a chance at being admitted to the Academy of Preci-
sion Learning (APL) in Seattle! As the year progressed and we awaited news, I saw hope give way to possibility. And 
this, friends, is the difference between a wish and a creation, between luck and fortune, between fate and (creative) 
destiny.  Possibility is a field – a space – stepping into which somehow conveys to the Universe that we are ready 
to co-create, to become active partners with life. We have the courage to imagine what can be, to dream. We have 
the open-heartedness and humility to receive gifts into our lives. And we have the fortitude and persistence to make 
something of them. Possibility is at the heart of creativity. 

And so it was. As Shirin stepped into possibility, news of Aadit’s admission to APL followed soon thereafter, and 
there was no looking back. I often observe to Shirin that whenever I am around Aadit, it is I who grow, because my 
limited ways of seeing the world are constantly unveiled and transformed. I wondered, is it he who needs to become 
more like me to “find a place in regular society,” or is it I who am fortunate enough to become more like him, and 
be the change for a new society? Together, we saw APL not as a place that accommodated young people of special 
needs, but a place in which their specialness would be explored to the hilt for what it offered not only to them but 
also to society at large. 

Three years later, we are so delighted to publish this issue on Possibility, in partnership with APL, during Autism 
Awareness month. As Aadit has stepped into his fuller potential, we have together witnessed the school do the 
same. Read on to see how keeping their eye on imagination and possibility has served APL’s founders, partners, 
parents, teachers and students alike, both those on the autism spectrum and their more typically functioning sib-
lings or friends, who like me, have found creativity and joy in discovering and learning together.

Shahana.

P.S. For several years now I’ve said this: If there’s only one book you must read this year, please read The Art of Pos-
sibility by Benjamin and Rosamund Zander!
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“APART FROM THE COLD, HARD FACTS OF THE MAJOR DEFICITS OF 
AUTISM PRESENT IN ALL CHILDREN DIAGNOSED, I FOUND MYSELF 
MORE DRAWN TO THE INDIVIDUAL STORIES. STORIES OF CHILDREN 
OR ADULTS, WHO, IN SPITE OF MAJOR HURDLES IN LANGUAGE, 
COMMUNICATION AND SOCIAL ISSUES, WENT ON TO HAVE ABSO-
LUTELY HAPPY AND FULFILLING LIVES.”

“APART FROM THE COLD, HARD FACTS OF THE MAJOR DEFICITS OF 
AUTISM PRESENT IN ALL CHILDREN DIAGNOSED, I FOUND MYSELF 
MORE DRAWN TO THE INDIVIDUAL STORIES. STORIES OF CHILDREN 
OR ADULTS, WHO, IN SPITE OF MAJOR HURDLES IN LANGUAGE, 
COMMUNICATION AND SOCIAL ISSUES, WENT ON TO HAVE ABSO-
LUTELY HAPPY AND FULFILLING LIVES.”

BEACON OF HOPE
SADAF BHUTTA
Besides her claim of fame being” the mother of triplets plus one,” Sadaf works full time as 
a pediatric radiologist and thoroughly enjoys the challenges and joys of working at a chil-
dren’s hospital. She started running in marathons after she had her babies, as it’s the only 
therapy that keeps her sane!  She enjoys chilling with her kids in the evenings, traveling 
when she can and her guilty pleasure is wasting time on Facebook.
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From a small town in the agricultural heartland of Pakistan, to the thriving city of Seattle USA, I’ve come a long 
way. And the journey has been full of laughter, tears, hard work, long nights, moments of anxiety and jubilation. 

I was blessed to have parents who nurtured me and guided me through all the tough decisions in life. I married 
my best friend and soon after, we moved to the US to seek out our careers. Life, as we knew it, was great and 
working out as planned. 

Our first real test came when we decided to start our family. In spite of a prolonged period of mental, physical and 
emotional frustration and exertion, I was not ready to give up. Hope came in the form of a (in)fertility clinic in New 
York and the doctors there, who literally, had written a book on the topic. We were finally blessed with a beautiful 
baby girl. 

In an urgency to complete our family, we went back to the same clinic and came back with triplets this time! Hav-
ing four babies less than two years of age was a challenge, to say the least. I struggled with the choice of putting 
my career on hold. After much debate, I decided to go back to work and it was probably one of the best decisions 
I made for myself. Even though it is often hard to juggle work and family and give one hundred percent to both, I 
wouldn’t have had it any other way. Work keeps me sane at home, and vice versa. 

And life goes on, right? Well, so do the trials and tribulations. One can plan one’s life as much as one wants, and 
in as much detail as one wants, but certain things are beyond one’s control. The higher and divine power has his 
own plan. 

When he was only two years old, our beautiful, happy, darling baby boy was diagnosed with autism.

“WHEN HE WAS ONLY TWO YEARS OLD, OUR BEAUTIFUL, HAPPY, 
DARLING BABY BOY WAS DIAGNOSED WITH AUTISM...OUR ENTIRE 
EXISTENCE TURNED UPSIDE DOWN...THE DREAMS AND ASPIRATIONS 
THAT WE HAD FOR OUR CHILD WERE ALTERED IN MANY WAYS AND 
NEW REALITIES TOOK THEIR PLACE.”

BEACON OF HOPE
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SADAF BHUTTA

Our entire existence turned upside down. Every moment since that fateful day, his diagnosis weighs heavily on 
our minds and hearts. The dreams and aspirations that we had for our child were altered in many ways and new 
realities took their place. The tears of grief and hopelessness were soon replaced by the urgency of action. 

I was spurred to find out as much about this “disorder,” as quickly as I could. Apart from the cold, hard facts of 
the major deficits of autism present in all children diagnosed, I found myself more drawn to the individual sto-
ries. Stories of children or adults, who, in spite of major hurdles in language, communication and social issues, 
went on to have absolutely happy and fulfilling lives. Not necessarily “normal” or “typical” lives, as we know 
them, but nonetheless, a happy existence. And in the end, after all is said and done, isn’t ‘laughter of pure joy’ 
what we all want for ourselves and our children?

My child holding my gaze for more than a few seconds makes my entire day. I see glimmers of absolute intel-
ligence behind those eyes. The need to reach out and play with his siblings. The shy smile that appears each 
time he knows he accomplishes something. 

My hope for my child is limitless. I want the world for him. I want him to be productive and an independent 
adult. Able to hold down a job and live by himself, in a world where statistics show that unemployment is high in 
adults with autism and that most young adults with autism still live at home with their parents. 

Above all, I want my child to be happy and safe! I want to equip him with as much knowledge as I can impart, 
get him as much help from the best teachers, aides and therapists that I can find. 

Funny how your life has a way of constantly changing. I thought I was comfortably settled down in my life in Ar-
kansas. Good job, great friends, lovely home. However, I am a parent and my choices are often dictated by what

“MY CHILD HOLDING MY GAZE FOR MORE THAN A FEW SECONDS 
MAKES MY ENTIRE DAY. I SEE GLIMMERS OF ABSOLUTE INTELLI-
GENCE BEHIND THOSE EYES... MY HOPE FOR MY CHILD IS LIMIT-
LESS.”



seems right for my children. It took a lot of blind faith and courage, to uproot our entire family in search for the 
best prospects for our son; in knowing that our other children would do great, wherever we put down our roots.  
We simply had to find the best that we could offer our child. So here we are. 

In a new city, trying to find our way. A new city with a school. A school called Academy of Precision Learning 
(APL) that shone like a beacon of hope, in a time when we were searching in the dark. A school that upholds its 
promise to take my child, every day, and teach him not just to read and write, but to also teach him skills to be 
the best that he can be. A school where he is surrounded by teachers, aides and other fellow students that love 
him to pieces, help him, support him and root for him. 

We are so blessed to find this little gem of a school that has taken in all my children and is teaching them, not 
just to be good productive students, but also to be better human beings. That is introducing us to new friends 
every day. That is helping us get to know the child that we knew was always there. 

I can’t wait to see more of the wonderful person that’s rearing to get out and show the world what his true poten-
tial is. I can’t wait for the next chapter of our lives. Oh, the possibilities… 

“WE ARE SO BLESSED TO FIND THIS LITTLE GEM OF A SCHOOL THAT 
HAS TAKEN IN ALL MY CHILDREN AND IS TEACHING THEM, NOT JUST 
TO BE GOOD PRODUCTIVE STUDENTS, BUT ALSO TO BE BETTER HU-
MAN BEINGS.”

BEACON OF HOPE



“THE RIVERS OF OUR LIVES ENCOUNTER CIRCUMSTANCES THAT 
ARE BOULDERS...THE RIVER DOES NOT DEFEAT THESE BOULDERS, 
AND YET THE BOULDERS DO NOT DEFEAT THE RIVER EITHER. THEY 
SIMPLY MAKE THE RIVER CHANGE COURSE. AND THAT IS NOT A DE-
FEAT OR A FAILURE.  IT IS JUST A DIFFERENT PATH.”

“THE RIVERS OF OUR LIVES ENCOUNTER CIRCUMSTANCES THAT 
ARE BOULDERS...THE RIVER DOES NOT DEFEAT THESE BOULDERS, 
AND YET THE BOULDERS DO NOT DEFEAT THE RIVER EITHER. THEY 
SIMPLY MAKE THE RIVER CHANGE COURSE. AND THAT IS NOT A DE-
FEAT OR A FAILURE.  IT IS JUST A DIFFERENT PATH.”

Susan lives in Seattle with her husband of 21 years and their 12-year-old son.  She teaches 
math and volunteers with organizations dedicated to high quality education for all students, 
particularly those with special needs.  Susan is grateful to her parents for teaching her to love 
learning and to cherish compassion.

SUSAN STURMS
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NAVIGATING THAT WHICH REMAINS



I remember a particular afternoon spent with a friend when I was in high school.  During our conversation, I had a 
sudden exhilarated rush thinking about all the possibilities that lay before us.  I was thrilled with how much was in 
our reach to feel, to experience, and to change.  In our teenage years, life stretches before us, and it seems there are 
almost limitless possibilities for our career path, choice of life partner, options for where we will live, and ideas about 
how we will impact our world.
 
I am no longer a teenager sharing my excitement about the fact that anything is possible.  I am now a middle-ager 
maintaining a household and feeling daunted by the prospect of finding time and energy to explore life’s possibilities.  
I have made many choices regarding work, family, home, and contributing to my community.  Now I balance explor-
ing new possibilities with fulfilling the commitments that come with choices I have already made.  I may still explore 
the possibilities of learning to speak Italian, traveling to China, and contributing to the health and well-being of 
women around the world.  However, I will pursue these possibilities while first caring for my home and family, includ-
ing chauffeuring, keeping the family calendar, doing laundry, tending our garden, paying bills, grocery shopping, and 
thinking up the next delicious variation on baked pasta casserole.

When I was a teenager eagerly anticipating all that lay ahead in life, I had neither considered nor prepared for, being 
the mother of a child who is significantly impacted by a developmental disability.  However, that did become part of 
my life’s path when my son Carter was diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder when he was three years old.  The 
diagnosis was not shocking; it was not even particularly surprising.  In fact, my husband and I agree that it was a 
relief to know that we were not crazy for thinking there was something unusual about our son.   After all, he would 
copy whole phrases rather than construct original sentences with the words he knew.  One snowy day in February, 
2004, my son and I returned home after a walk outside.  He began quoting whole passages from books that were 
about snow or that were set in snowy scenes.  So he was making connections; he was talking about being out in 
the snow.  But he only expressed himself by repeating phrases he had memorized.  The autism diagnosis was an 
explanation for our son’s development being on a different trajectory than most of his peers.  If we knew what it was, 
then maybe we could do something about it.

“[CARTER] IS NOT GOING TO SHOP AT A SELF-CONTAINED GROCERY 
STORE, RIDE A SELF-CONTAINED METRO BUS, SEE MOVIES AT THE SELF-
CONTAINED MOVIE THEATRE...HE IS GOING TO LIVE AND WORK IN THE 
COMMUNITY. ”

NAVIGATING THAT WHICH REMAINS



We set about figuring out what to do about our son’s autism.  Early in the journey, one can still harbor hope that 
one’s child is going to “make it.”  Hope is alive that many possibilities still remain; perhaps with the right inter-
vention and in due course of time, the child will not seem disabled so much as quirky.

The possibilities that were lost to us became increasingly clear in our interactions with our friends.  We tried to 
remain close with our long-time friends.  But things changed.  Their children wanted to have play dates, and 
my child didn’t play.  Their children were getting involved in sports and chess clubs, and my child could not 
understand team sports.  They wanted to include us, but it was hard to know how.  We wanted to have them 
over for dinner and let the children play together while we had adult conversation.  On one such occasion, after 
five minutes out of our sight, my son was “connecting” with his friend by pinching the friend’s face.  Carter was 
unresponsive to the other child’s request that he stop.  Our friend’s child was in tears, and I was painfully sorry.  
It was hard to explain, especially when we ourselves often did not fully understand Carter’s behavior.  Our friends 
and their children were living out the possibilities that were now out of our reach, and trying to stay active in our 
social circle made us feel sad and lonely.

Navigating our social circle was difficult and isolating, and navigating the education system was even more 
so.  Carter’s developmental preschool classes had included typically developing peer classmates.  However, his 
public school placement for kindergarten was in the self-contained autism program.  His class of eight students 
receiving special education services was completely separate from the general education classroom.

I wanted Carter to experience some time with his typically developing peers.  Without that, I was sure that his 
only option for middle school would be a completely self-contained program.  I did not agitate for Carter to be 
“mainstreamed” in the general education classroom for the full day.  I only wanted him to have some experience 
in the general education classroom and some exposure to his typically developing peers -  whether it be PE, art, 
music, or a short period of academic instructional time each day.  Sadly, this was simply not a shared value, and 
those experiences I longed for were not forthcoming.  This situation absolutely didn’t work for me.

“THAT SMALL AMOUNT OF INCLUSION WOULD NOT ONLY BENEFIT 
MY CHILD, BUT IT WOULD BENEFIT OTHER CHILDREN AS WELL.  
WE COULD BE PART OF THE CHANGE WE WANTED TO SEE IN THE 
WORLD.”

SUSAN STURMS
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I want Carter to have full and authentic membership in the community.  He is not going to shop at a self-contained 
grocery store, ride a self-contained Metro bus, see movies at the self-contained movie theatre, check out reading 
material at the self-contained library, or eat at self-contained restaurants.  He is going to live and work in the com-
munity.  He is going to want the right and the power to make his own choices, to exercise and experience possibili-
ties.  And he is going to yield to others exercising their choices and pursuing the possibilities presented to them.  He 
is going to live in that ebb and flow of a community life … a real community life.

So, we thought that the Academy for Precision Learning might be the best option for Carter when it came time for 
middle school.  The Academy for Precision Learning, or APL, is a private school that provides an educational experi-
ence for students across the autism spectrum learning alongside their typically developing peers in an academically 
challenging and socially vibrant environment.  

During Carter’s third grade year, my husband asked me one evening, “if APL is going to be the right place for him in 
middle school, why is it not the right place for him now?”  I was unable to come up with a compelling answer.  I had 
been operating under the premise, the belief, and the hope that I could negotiate some inclusion for Carter within 
the public school system.  That small amount of inclusion would not only benefit my child, but it would benefit other 
children as well.  We could be part of the change we wanted to see in the world.  I continue to advocate for improve-
ments in special education services, but I no longer do so from within the public school system. Three years ago we 
applied to APL and got accepted, and then we withdrew from Seattle Public Schools.  Carter is doing well at APL and 
is a valued member of his school community.  My husband and I have also found a community of fellow parents who 
are understanding and accepting of us and our journey.  As a family, we have found belonging at APL. 

It has been quite a journey navigating the choices and circumstances that have shaped the landscape of possibili-
ties in my life.  It seems to me that our lives are like a flowing river.  The river, with its immense force, exercises the 
pursuit of its downhill journey.  Along the way, that river encounters boulders in the middle of its path.  Some boul-
ders are so deeply rooted, so strong, and so immovable by nature, that the river cannot uproot them and wash them 
downstream.  Such boulders influence the course of the river, but they do not stop the river.  At the same time, the 
river does not dislodge these boulders, but it does slowly and steadily affect the boulders as the force of the flow 
wears away at the rock.

The rivers of our lives encounter circumstances that are boulders that block us from pursuing certain paths.The 
river does not defeat these boulders, and yet the boulders do not defeat the river either.  They simply make the river 
change course.  And that is not a defeat or a failure.  It is just a different path.

NAVIGATING THAT WHICH REMAINS
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“...I ASKED HIM WHY HE RAN.  HE SHRUGGED ME OFF.  BUT...
WHEN HE CAME TO HIS ANSWER, HE LET ME KNOW. I AM HAVING 
BIG THOUGHTS.  I NEED TO RUN SO THAT I CAN HAVE THEM.”

“...I ASKED HIM WHY HE RAN.  HE SHRUGGED ME OFF.  BUT...
WHEN HE CAME TO HIS ANSWER, HE LET ME KNOW. I AM HAVING 
BIG THOUGHTS.  I NEED TO RUN SO THAT I CAN HAVE THEM.”

GRIST
LISA WHITLEY
Lisa lives in Seattle with her husband and two wonderful boys, both of whom attend APL.  
She enjoys volunteering in her sons’ classrooms, connecting with the wonderful parent 
community there, gardening, reading, and going on good long walks with her family.



GRIST
I.                
Be unashamed, and without guilt.  What cause have you to hold yourself aloof?  
Simple pleasures, like reading while eating or listening to music loudly while alone, 
or having a slice of pie, should not be parceled out or bargained for.  They are 
already yours.
 
II.              
Outside the window birds are black against the grey sky, but this is no scene of 
mourning.  There they wheel into the wind, tumble against it and up again, like 
children crazy for the corkscrew slide, taking their pleasure in the air.
 
III.            
Henry is running around the house.  There is nothing new in this.  He’s been run-
ning back and forth between the front door and the living room plate glass window 
for years, since he first discovered the pleasure of it, always smiling, loping along, 
into the door, into the glass, back again, sometimes with single-minded intensity 
(Henry, don’t hit the glass!), sometimes with pauses to wiggle the door lock and to 
finger the frayed edge of the curtain.
 
He ran back and forth when he first discovered running, and then to other rooms 
when I discovered games with multi-part instructions to follow (First to the front 
door, then the back door, then to the bathtub, then the living room window – don’t 
touch the window – then back to the front door: Go!).  Then he began timing 
himself – with timers, or sometimes, more pleasurably – by counting.  Is accuracy 
more enjoyable, or counting?  My counting is accurate, says Henry.
 
Just now he is holding the grip of the Hyperdash machine, running for targets he 
has spread around the house.  Five colors, five numbers, and the machine tells 
him which to tag next.  Sometimes there is math, sometimes bonuses, fast clocks, 
penalties.  The whole thing is timed.  It’s all grist for the mill, somehow.  This mill, 
my child, who has ground on gristless, burning with the friction of being himself, 
unable to adjust the sails when the wind blows a storm, panicking when life blows 
quickly, nearly unmovable when the winds are becalmed.



LISA WHITLEY
These programmed set backs, sudden changes, reverses, only make him smile as 
he jogs along the course from dining room to kitchen to dining room to hallway.  
The music is atrocious.  It’s all I can do to block it out as I go about my daily tasks, 
and the announcer’s hyper voice.  Henry never minds.  He’s identified three dif-
ferent tunes, two games, four levels of play, alternate ways to use the games, and 
several ways the manufacturer could improve it overall.
      
Sometimes he laughs, out of the blue.  Sometimes I hate to hear it – that laughter 
related to nothing but his own internal monolog.  Sometimes though, I love to hear 
him, laughing away.  How rich must be that inner life, how clear and colorful and 
real, to bring forth real laughter.  My own thoughts never bring me to laughter.
 
Before Hyperdash, before his running was given the context of a game, a part of 
society, when he just spontaneously ran, and laughed wildly, I asked him why he 
ran.  He shrugged me off.  But, like his father, his brain kept ticking along on the 
question, and, like his father, when he came to his answer, he let me know.
 
I am having big thoughts.  I need to run so that I can have them.
 
And it is true.  He works his intellect as he works his feet.  Engineering and build-
ing ideas, patterns of songs or construction, the meanings of his dreams, what will 
happen next in a chapter book he is reading, why things are the way they are – for 
good or for ill according to his view.
 
It’s a meditation, and a mediation.  It’s a joy for him.  His joy.
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GRIST
And now it is a bridge too, for he has brought Hyperdash to school, where the 
teacher helps him organize a game with his peers.  
 
Peers.
 
Together they negotiate and decide where to put the targets, whether to play com-
petitively (“No,” votes Henry with good insight into himself), and who is responsible 
for cleaning up after.  Disagreements and difficulties arise there, with other people, 
in the middle of his joy, and he grinds, gristless still, along, crying some, but deter-
mined to make it work somehow.
 
He is strong and brave, my boy, as strong and brave as any, harder working than 
most, pursuing his joy and finding it in a simple pleasure.
 
And shall I not follow him?  Finding my small pleasures, and taking my joy there?  
Shall I not follow him?



Courtney is a mother, writer, teacher, and behavior analyst born and raised in Seattle. She is the 
Clinical Coordinator at APL and is proud to call it her professional home since 2010. Courtney 
lives in Greenwood with her two-year-old son Indi. She loves spending time with him, reading, 
writing, and outdoor activities like running, hiking, and camping.

COURTNEY BURNETT
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A PRISM COMMUNITY

“I WORK AT A SCHOOL WHERE EVERYONE AROUND ME IS DOING 
THE IMPOSSIBLE EVERY SINGLE DAY. MY SCHOOL IS CALLED THE 
ACADEMY FOR PRECISION LEARNING, BUT THE P COULD JUST 
AS WELL STAND FOR POSSIBLE. THE PEOPLE AROUND ME DON’T 
THINK OF WHAT THEY DO AS IMPOSSIBLE OR NEARLY SO.”
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I am a single mother. Every day I strive to push every bit of life over the threshold of actualization, to stitch those 
bits together enough to sputter and roll on, because it is paramount to me to make possible a life for my son – in 
every way that life can be possible. 

I am not a perfect mother. I often think about the phrase all parents are doomed to fail. Talk of failure usually 
limits us, narrows our horizons before we can explore them and their peripheries fully. But in this, the always 
mysterious business of parenting, I am relieved to know that I am doomed to fail. It means I can explore. It means 
I can do what feels right instead of what’s in the pediatrician’s printouts or in my textbooks from graduate school, 
where I studied early childhood special education and Applied Behavior Analysis. It means I can stress myself out 
to the maximum in all the ways I am failing and may fail, and then after a few hours of this I can check myself 
and remember that if failure is present already, I can relax. I can work on this, this right now, this present mo-
ment, this minute interaction with my son, this hug or that reprimand or this play volley or that new word. 

One of my best friends, also a parent, recently told me, during a very stressful experience I had, I know that you 
want it to be a different way. I know that you want to be supported by your family and friends differently. But all 
we have is this present moment, and all you can do is deal with that right now.  And I did. I did all the things we 
know to be truly calming and centering in moments of failure or explosion or breakdowns: I breathed. I steadied 
my gaze. I made a decision, and followed through, and committed to dealing with and feeling the consequences 
all the way. All the way of what pertained to that present moment. And then moved on to the next one.

I work at a school where everyone around me is doing the impossible every single day. My school is called the 
Academy for Precision Learning, but the P could just as well stand for possible. The people around me don’t think 
of what they do as impossible or nearly so. They don’t have the time or energy for such things. The teachers and 
students are simply too busy to stop and question what they are doing, and what they are doing is something no 
one else is. Practicing inclusion in a unique way: with everyone in the classroom learning together. 

“TALK OF FAILURE USUALLY...NARROWS OUR HORIZONS BEFORE WE 
CAN EXPLORE THEM AND THEIR PERIPHERIES FULLY. BUT IN THIS, 
THE ALWAYS MYSTERIOUS BUSINESS OF PARENTING, I AM RELIEVED 
TO KNOW THAT I AM DOOMED TO FAIL. IT MEANS I CAN EXPLORE.”

A PRISM COMMUNITY
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COURTNEY BURNETT
Our learners fall in a variety of places along a spectrum of typical and atypical development, learning styles, 
personality types, and past experiences. This is truly a prism community. Everyone’s got a slightly different angle 
and position, but everyone gets the chance to reflect light. In fact, what prisms more often do is to refract light 
rather than reflect it exactly – which means to rearrange the incoming white light and send it back out in a 
cacophony of color. 

The people at my school are doing the things that sound really, highly, super unlikely – but once they decide to 
do it, doubt is pushed away in favor of just doing. It is never perfect. It is always hard. When I was teaching, I 
would have days when everything felt like a mess. My whole team and I would collapse at the end of the day, 
sweaty and exhausted, knowing we had given everything we had and hoping it made a difference. Sometimes 
our executive director, Jennifer would check in with my team after school. On days like that I’d say “Man, today 
just felt really hard. Like nothing went the way I planned or wanted it to go.” Jennifer would blink and say “Well, 
I don’t know about how it felt, but when I was in here earlier, it looked amazing. And I mean, amazing! You guys 
were totally on top of it.”

Now, years later, I sometimes go into classrooms at the end of the day and make it a point to tell the teachers 
this: even when it feels crazy, everything they are working to the point of sweat and exhaustion for, matters. 
Everything means something. Everything they play and speak and act and relate to, on a daily basis is beautiful, 
though it may not always feel that way. Sometimes the moments that feel the most hectic are the most amaz-
ing.

My work is far more personal than I would like it to be sometimes. It stretches me, and that stretching doesn’t 
stay just in the professional realm of my development. It bleeds into the personal realm too. The lessons I learn 
at work have dual meaning; they matter at home as well. The work I do affects the way I parent, and vice versa. 

“THE PEOPLE AT MY SCHOOL ARE DOING THE THINGS THAT SOUND 
REALLY, HIGHLY, SUPER UNLIKELY – BUT ONCE THEY DECIDE TO DO 
IT, DOUBT IS PUSHED AWAY IN FAVOR OF JUST DOING. IT IS NEVER 
PERFECT. IT IS ALWAYS HARD.”



And I like it that way. I would like to think that by taking the never-perfect, always-hard road, we are all (teachers, 
students, parents, and everyone else) better. I believe that we are.

The concept of possibility strikes me as a passive term. I think of possibility as lukewarm dishwater. There, and 
necessary, but just there; not particularly useful and fairly formless to boot. I think that possibility is covering for 
whatever we feel not quite strongly enough about to pursue - or perhaps too afraid to pursue. I would like to press 
on this concept of possibility a bit. I would like to rediscover or reinvent our definition and perception and pursuit of 
it. 

Many of my friends feel the same way about the term hope as I feel about possibility. That hope is just a way to 
cover over fear. That hope is like Tylenol for our emotions. But I think that hope is something different. I think if the 
act of fear is avoidance of the things that bring us fear, then the act of hope must be positive action in the face of 
those things. In the face of already existent failure, perhaps. That this kind of hope is crucial to the times we are 
living in now – that the burden of positive action belongs with us, those of us in the trenches of daily living. And if 
hope is not what it seems, maybe possibility too takes on a different quality when we look closer: the possibility that 
exists within improbable situations. 

In late November of 2010 I had been teaching at APL for just three short months. I will never forget the moment 
when shaking with nerves, I asked Jennifer to sit down with me in her office. I was about to share a secret with 
her and I had no idea how she might react. When I told Jennifer my news – that I was three months into a totally 
unplanned pregnancy – she didn’t skip a beat. She didn’t doubt me for one second when I said I wanted to keep 
teaching through the end of the school year. 

They say that being pregnant is like running a marathon every day. Add teaching a classroom full of kindergarten-
ers and first graders to that marathon, and you can imagine how exhausted I was at the end of each day. But I gave 
it my all. I let the experience change me and I let myself grow from it. I let myself be excited for it. And it was all 
because Jennifer believed in my dedication to APL and created a way for me to explore it. She let me push through 
my failures, personal and professional, to find success. I ended up teaching a week past my due date, and came 
back to work just a month later – this time in a support staff role, to begin fulfilling my dream of training other 
teachers and paraprofessionals. I’ve been at APL ever since, and it only gets better. 

Perhaps possibility is the link between fear or failure and hope: the responsibility to see and take hold of opportuni-
ties to act with hope on the horizon instead of fear. And to explore that – in this present moment.

A PRISM COMMUNITY



“MY DREAM GROWING UP WAS TO RUN AN ORPHANAGE BECAUSE 
I WANTED TO HAVE A BIG FAMILY. MY MOM HAD GROWN UP IN AN 
ORPHANAGE IN ENGLAND AND MY DAD IN FOSTER CARE, SO WE 
HAD A SMALL ONE. BEING THE ‘HEAD’ OF THE APL FAMILY MAKES 
ME REALLY HAPPY AND HAS MADE MY CHILDHOOD DREAM OF 
HAVING A LARGE FAMILY COME TRUE.”

“MY DREAM GROWING UP WAS TO RUN AN ORPHANAGE BECAUSE 
I WANTED TO HAVE A BIG FAMILY. MY MOM HAD GROWN UP IN AN 
ORPHANAGE IN ENGLAND AND MY DAD IN FOSTER CARE, SO WE 
HAD A SMALL ONE. BEING THE ‘HEAD’ OF THE APL FAMILY MAKES 
ME REALLY HAPPY AND HAS MADE MY CHILDHOOD DREAM OF 
HAVING A LARGE FAMILY COME TRUE.”

WHEN SCHOOL MEANS FAMILY
JENNIFER ANNABLE
Jennifer is the Executive Director of APL. She joined APL in July of 2010 after 25 years at 
the Experimental Education Unit at the University of Washington. She has a breadth of expe-
rience working in inclusive settings and a deep commitment to fostering strong community 
for students and staff. During her tenure, APL has developed a wide range of partnerships 
and become a practicum site for local university students. Jennifer has overseen APL’s 
expansion into both middle and high school and looks forward to its continued growth under 
her leadership.
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Four years ago, when members of the APL Board of Directors approached me about joining APL as the Execu-
tive Director, leaving the University of Washington’s Experimental Education Unit (EEU) after 25 years, had never 
seemed to be in the realm of possibilities. I began to consider what else may lie on the horizon.

I had known the founding families since their children were preschoolers at the EEU. I had stayed connected to 
them and had joined the APL advisory board when they started the school. I had watched their dedication and 
commitment to growing the school. 

They asked me to come to APL and help them build a community. They talked to me about how important it was 
to create options for older students on the autism spectrum and how they wanted me to be a part of the school’s 
growth. I was nervous but it all seemed exciting to me, and I decided to take on the challenge! 

I never thought things would progress so quickly.  In just three years, the school grew from 18 students to 90 stu-
dents.  We added a middle school, followed by a high school. These changes have been exciting but also seemed 
daunting at times. The growing numbers of students and families, the increase in the number of typically devel-
oping students and trying to provide the best education possible for everyone, has definitely been challenging.
And yet, I am inspired every day at APL. Inspired by the APL community of students, families and staff; they make 
me want to come to work every day. I like the fact that the families and staff have high expectations and stan-
dards for the kids and the program. They push me and motivate me to keep working to make APL the best school 
possible. 

The staff make me proud at how hard they work and how dedicated they are. I love watching them develop and 
grow as much as the students they teach. They are committed to excellence and are willing to learn. They wel-
come feedback and see it as helping them grow. I enjoy watching them in the classrooms with the kids, and it is 
clear how much they love working at APL.

“I LOVE THAT KIDS FEEL COMFORTABLE COMING TO ME WITH ... NEW 
THINGS THAT WE SHOULD OFFER. IT WAS TWO STUDENTS WHO SENT 
ME THE INITIAL LETTER ABOUT STARTING THE HIGH SCHOOL; THEY 
THOUGHT IT WOULD BE A GOOD IDEA!”

WHEN SCHOOL MEANS FAMILY
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JENNIFER ANNABLE
I love the fact that I have a relationship with all the students and their families, and that we can communicate 
openly. It was a mom who originally told me that I should look into partnering with Broadway Bound since we 
were in the same building. That inspired me to meet with Jimmy, and a beautiful partnership between APL and 
Broadway Bound was born.

All of our students now participate in Broadway Bound Children’s Theater. Sitting in the audience and seeing the 
students up on stage in costume, excited to see their family out in the audience is an incredible feeling. Know-
ing how much they have had to practice and how so many of them have had to overcome their fear and shy-
ness is heartwarming. One of our dads told me it was his proudest moment as a parent when he saw his son 
with autism play Mr. Bumble in Oliver.

I love that kids feel comfortable coming to me with things they think would make APL better, or new things that 
we should offer. It was two students who sent me the initial letter about starting the high school; they thought it 
would be a good idea! 

In just one year, the high school students have become a close knit group who are working hard, earning high 
school credits. They are incredibly supportive of each other and are active in giving back to the community 
through their community service projects. 

It makes me proud when I hear people say that they love APL for their kids and even more for themselves. It is 
great to see families hanging out in the halls; they find a community here that they feel part of as well.  They en-
joy each other and have fun together. One mom came back from the mom’s support group and said “I just love 
this place”. They tell me how good it feels to be able to drop their kids off in the morning and not worry about 
then until it’s time to come back to pick them up; they feel like APL has given them their lives back.

“A HUGE PLUS FOR ME IS TO WATCH MY SON MELVIN GROW AS A 
PERSON AND AS A PROFESSIONAL BY WORKING HERE AT APL AND 
BY BEING A MEMBER OF SUCH AN AMAZING TEAM. TO WITNESS 
MY GRANDDAUGHTER TATUM THRIVING AT APL...”



A huge plus for me is to watch my son Melvin grow as a person and as a professional by working here at APL 
and by being a member of such an amazing team. To witness my granddaughter Tatum thriving at APL, with 
teachers and classmates who are so positive, supportive and energetic and have high expectations. She ab-
solutely loves being at school. I feel so lucky to have been a part of creating such a great school where I get to 
watch both my son and my granddaughter flourish.

I am delighted with other community partnerships that we have developed – partnerships with Yellowwood 
Academy, Whole Foods, the University YMCA, Aspiring Youth and University Heights. These have all strengthened 
the opportunities for our students. We have also added after-school programs, including martial arts, soccer, art 
club, track, social club and basketball. Recently, an APL dad, a former professional basketball player, told me how 
happy he was for his son to participate in the game, something he never thought possible. 

I never dreamed coming to APL would create so many more possibilities—not only for the students and their 
families, but for me personally as well. I have learned so much at APL. Being a part of the Northwest Independent 
School Association has helped me grow professionally. I feel so fortunate to have colleagues who are also heads 
of schools. They provide support to me personally by being there to answer questions, offer advice, and to provide 
me opportunities for my own professional development. I have learned the importance of having a peer group to 
provide you that kind of support. 

People often talk about APL being like one big family. My dream growing up was to run an orphanage because I 
wanted to have a big family. My mom had grown up in an orphanage in England and my dad in foster care, so we 
had a small one. Being the ‘head’ of the APL family makes me really happy and has made my childhood dream of 
having a large family come true.

I look forward to all the possibilities that lie ahead for APL. We are still a pretty new school and it is very impor-
tant to me that families, staff and other community members feel like an integral part of helping us grow. I want 
them to feel comfortable approaching me and I really welcome their feedback and sharing of ideas; my doors are 
always open.

WHEN SCHOOL MEANS FAMILY



“MY NON-PROFIT ORGANIZATION, BROADWAY BOUND, WAS ONE OF 
THOSE ‘I DIDN’T SEE THAT COMING’ MOMENTS IN MY LIFE ... MANY 
GREAT THINGS HAVE RESULTED FROM BROADWAY BOUND, BOTH IN MY 
LIFE AND IN OUR COMMUNITY (15,000 KIDS AND COUNTING!), BUT I 
DIDN’T SEE IT COMING, AND IT’S BEEN MIRACULOUS. ”

“MY NON-PROFIT ORGANIZATION, BROADWAY BOUND, WAS ONE OF 
THOSE ‘I DIDN’T SEE THAT COMING’ MOMENTS IN MY LIFE ... MANY 
GREAT THINGS HAVE RESULTED FROM BROADWAY BOUND, BOTH IN MY 
LIFE AND IN OUR COMMUNITY (15,000 KIDS AND COUNTING!), BUT I 
DIDN’T SEE IT COMING, AND IT’S BEEN MIRACULOUS. ”

After moving from NYC to Hollywood and enjoying a successful 21-year career in show busi-
ness that included Broadway stages, television shows and feature films, Jimmy moved his family 
to the NW settling in Seattle in 1996 and that’s when he founded Broadway Bound Children’s 
Theatre. In the past 18 years, he has led the growth of a company that began as an after-school 
program into a million dollar non-profit organization that serves 1500 young people each year 
and has welcomed over 15,000 children through its doors.  His vision to create an all inclusive 
program has led to many wonderful partnerships. Learn more at www.broadwaybound.org 

JIMMY NIXON
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FUNNY WHERE LIFE TAKES YOU



I feel like my life has been a series of possibilities, some planned for and achieved, some offered up and accepted, 
and some wholly unexpected. The planned and achieved ones are nice, because they reinforce the idea that setting 
goals and working hard to achieve those goals is viable.  The offered and accepted ones are always exciting, be-
cause they are filled with new and thrilling potential. However, it’s the ones you don’t see coming, the ones that “drop 
in your lap,” that are the most satisfying, because they let you believe that anything is possible.

When I was a young man, I set out in the world to accomplish goals in my life that I considered possible to accom-
plish. They were lofty goals, and many people tried to discourage me from pursuing them, as they seemed the “pie in 
the sky” dreams oft pursued by dreamers – aka not possible. 

Well, I accomplished every goal I had set for myself, which then opened up a new world of prospects, those being 
offered based on the success of my set and achieved goals.  Some of those offers were very exciting, so I took a 
chance on a few of them; I imagined the possibilities.  Many of those possibilities turned out to be beyond my expec-
tations, and I greatly enjoyed being a part of them.

And then, on wonderful, rare and inspiring times in my life, I was blessed with miracles.  These are the things I didn’t 
see coming, the things that changed my life and the lives of those around me, the things that fell out of heaven and 
“dropped in my lap.” 

My non-profit organization, Broadway Bound, was one of those “I didn’t see that coming” moments in my life that 
happened almost twenty years ago.  Many great things have resulted from Broadway Bound, both in my life and in 
our community (15,000 kids and counting!), but I didn’t see it coming, and it’s been miraculous.  

My wonderful partnership with the Academy of Precision Learning (APL), the amazing school that moved not just into 
the same building as Broadway Bound, but directly under our studios, is also one such moment. At first, I simply

“I BEGAN TO UNDERSTAND THE OPPORTUNITIES THAT THIS SCHOOL WAS 
ATTEMPTING TO OFFER THESE STUDENTS; THE KIDS AT APL ARE BOTH 
TYPICAL LEARNERS AND KIDS ACROSS THE EVER EXPANDING SPECTRUM 
OF AUTISM.”

FUNNY WHERE LIFE TAKES YOU



looked on with wonder at what sort of a school this was. It wasn’t clear to me in the beginning, but soon, with 
the arrival of their leader, that changed.

Jennifer Annable arrived, fresh from her 25 years of building and running a renowned program at the University 
of Washington called the Experimental Education Unit (EEU). We became friends immediately, and I began to 
understand the opportunities that this school was attempting to offer these students; the kids at APL are both 
typical learners and kids across the ever expanding spectrum of autism.  

I developed relationships with many of the students, interacting with them on a daily basis.  I was amazed at the 
selfless teachers and para-professionals that nurture these special kids, and the incredible staff that supports 
them.  Jennifer and I talked often about the students, teachers and the programming that Jennifer was develop-
ing. I spoke with her about my observations and my theories on what might impact these kids.  

Then it happened. The idea fell from the sky right “into our laps”: the idea of a new partnership, working together 
and creating a new musical theatre program with Broadway Bound and APL.  

We had no concrete plan, we were two people testing the waters, flying by the seat of our pants, no safety net 
and loving every minute of it.  It was exhausting, frustrating, confusing, enlightening, satisfying and exhilarating 
all at the same time. By the end of that first year, we had produced a musical with these terrific kids and pre-
sented it to their parents. The responses from the tear-filled parents included, “but it’s not possible”, “we never 
thought it was possible”, “I never dreamed it was possible.” 

We all cried together because we weren’t sure it was possible either, but we have seen the miracles, and we 
know it is. Four years later, and with an additional 60 kids added to the growing population of APL (93 and 
counting), we are producing four shows and we continue to make the impossible possible.

“WE HAD NO CONCRETE PLAN, WE WERE TWO PEOPLE...FLYING BY 
THE SEAT OF OUR PANTS...AND LOVING EVERY MINUTE OF IT... BY 
THE END OF THAT FIRST YEAR, WE HAD PRODUCED A MUSICAL WITH 
THESE TERRIFIC KIDS AND PRESENTED IT TO THEIR PARENTS.”

JIMMY NIXON
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There is immeasurable good that has come from my friendship with Jennifer, and my association with her staff and 
teachers, and the incredible community partnership that has developed from the collaboration between Broadway 
Bound and APL is thriving. The kids are also thriving - we have seen non-verbal kids talk, shy kids come into their 
own and participate.  

It reinforced in us how very capable these kids are when challenged to step outside their comfort zone.  We ignite a 
part of their brain that allows them to take emotional risks in a safe and supportive environment.  We challenge them 
to think differently about themselves and the characters they are portraying. The idea is to try and stretch them in a 
creative and musical way that might make new connections, new synapses in the brain possible.  It’s a theory, but it 
speaks to the tremendous impact this program, this school and these kids have had on me personally.  I find myself 
thinking about the possibilities often.

I hope that life will continue to surprise and amaze us all, and that possibilities continue to “drop in our laps.”  I finish 
with one final thought, from the late, great Dr. Seuss who proclaimed, “ANYTHING’S POSSIBLE”!

 

“THE IDEA IS TO...STRETCH THEM IN A CREATIVE AND MUSICAL WAY 
THAT MIGHT MAKE NEW CONNECTIONS, NEW SYNAPSES IN THE BRAIN 
POSSIBLE.  IT’S A THEORY, BUT IT SPEAKS TO THE TREMENDOUS IMPACT 
THIS PROGRAM, THIS SCHOOL AND THESE KIDS HAVE HAD ON ME PER-
SONALLY.”

FUNNY WHERE LIFE TAKES YOU



“SOME GROWN-UPS MIGHT THINK THAT KIDS WITH SPECIAL 
NEEDS ACT WEIRD AND THEY MIGHT NOT WANT THEIR KIDS NEAR 
THEM BUT PLEASE DON’T UNDERESTIMATE SPECIAL NEED KIDS, 
THEY CAN SURPRISE YOU.”

“SOME GROWN-UPS MIGHT THINK THAT KIDS WITH SPECIAL 
NEEDS ACT WEIRD AND THEY MIGHT NOT WANT THEIR KIDS NEAR 
THEM BUT PLEASE DON’T UNDERESTIMATE SPECIAL NEED KIDS, 
THEY CAN SURPRISE YOU.”

THE DANCING ANIMAL-LOVER
MAYA BARILE
Maya is eleven years old and goes to APL. She wants to be a veterinarian and also loves to 
dance. Maya has two sisters who are six and a brother who is eleven. Yes! Maya’s mom has 
two sets of twins! They all go to APL. Maya wanted to write about possibilities because she 
feels it is important to know that anything is possible! 
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My dream is to be a vet. I want to help animals all over the world. Animals are my life! I was devastated when 
we recently had to give our cat away to the Humane Society, as she wasn’t getting the attention she needed. My 
mom told me it was the right thing to do. We wrote a letter about all her good qualities and I believe the Humane 
Society can find a good, loving home for her. It is a possibility. 

I want to help animals in need, and I also know I have to work for it. Setting goals and knowing they are possible 
is important! I think APL is a good place for kids to achieve their goals. There are so many teachers in the class-
room that they can help many kids with different abilities learn different things at the same time. 

Some grown-ups might think that kids with special needs act weird and they might not want their kids near them 
but please don’t underestimate special need kids, they can surprise you. Some of them have extraordinary tal-
ents. In my class, one of the kids with autism is the fastest typist I have ever met! Seriously, it’s out of this world!
Being at APL has taught me how to be patient and encouraging with special needs kids. It’s an important skill set 
to have and I wish everyone could have a chance to experience the same thing I did. 

Another important part of my life is that I am on a competitive dance team. My teammates and I work really hard 
on our dances. Our teachers tell us to keep working and never give up. We practice a lot and we work together. 
We’re all best friends and have one thing in common. We just want to dance! Together, we know that we can suc-
ceed in our competitions and reach our highest potential.

I have a friend who wants to be a professional singer and I told her that it is possible. She just needs to set her 
goal and go for it. Having goals and reaching them feels great! It makes life more interesting!

THE DANCING ANIMAL-LOVER



“WHEN I SHOW STUDENTS HOW TO CODE DIFFERENT THINGS ON THEIR 
COMPUTERS, I AM OPENING UP A NEW ABILITY FOR THEM. IN SHOW-
ING THEM HOW TO CODE, I SHOW THEM WHAT THE DIFFERENT CODE 
MEANS AND ITS RELATIONS TO REGULAR LANGUAGE.”

“WHEN I SHOW STUDENTS HOW TO CODE DIFFERENT THINGS ON THEIR 
COMPUTERS, I AM OPENING UP A NEW ABILITY FOR THEM. IN SHOW-
ING THEM HOW TO CODE, I SHOW THEM WHAT THE DIFFERENT CODE 
MEANS AND ITS RELATIONS TO REGULAR LANGUAGE.”

Henry is a 6th grader who lives with his parents and his brother in Seattle. He likes to play 
platformer games. He also likes many other types of video games as well as computer program-
ming. The newest programming language he is learning is PERL.

HENRY SIKORA
TEACHING COMPUTER CODE
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“WHEN I SHOW STUDENTS HOW TO CODE DIFFERENT THINGS ON THEIR 
COMPUTERS, I AM OPENING UP A NEW ABILITY FOR THEM. IN SHOW-
ING THEM HOW TO CODE, I SHOW THEM WHAT THE DIFFERENT CODE 
MEANS AND ITS RELATIONS TO REGULAR LANGUAGE.”

Sometimes at my school, APL, I go from the 5/6 (5th and 6th grade) classroom to the 4/5 (4th and 5th grade) class-
room to help a student on a computer break with some computer code, or mostly to show some code on the projec-
tor. The kids in the 4/5 class like coding. 

When I show students how to code different things on their computers, I am opening up a new ability for them. In 
showing them how to code, I show them what the different code means and its relations to regular language. I also 
explain to them how different effects can combine to make it look like different things are happening and how you 
don’t have to use just the code, but also can put it together to describe things to the computer. When I show code on 
the projector, I usually explain the basis of the code and how it works. Then I show them the effect of the code.

The most widely used programming language at APL is called Scratch. You can use Scratch and get an account at 
scratch.mit.edu. Scratch is a great programming language for coders that are starting out.

Many different things can be done with computer code and in the end, you can do whatever you want with it. It is a 
great opportunity to create things and improve them. Learning code can open up lots of possibilities as you discover 
more and more options of what to do with it. The 4/5 has also been liking to play my video games, and have been 
playing them on my user branch of the Scratch website. My user branch is at scratch.mit.edu/users/Toastache. 

I am glad that I am allowed to go into the 4/5 and show code at APL because I like making things in the world more 
accessible and possible. Computer coding gives you the power to do whatever you want to do on a computer. It 
makes me happy, when I code and develop new video games and I like to share that experience with the 4/5 stu-
dents.

TEACHING COMPUTER CODE



“THIS FALL, SHOVA AND I HAD THE BEST TIME WHEN WE GOT 
TO TAKE PART IN A PETER PAN PLAY, PRODUCED BY BROADWAY 
BOUND, WHICH IS IN THE SAME BUILDING AS OUR SCHOOL; I GOT 
TO PLAY A PIRATE!”

“THIS FALL, SHOVA AND I HAD THE BEST TIME WHEN WE GOT 
TO TAKE PART IN A PETER PAN PLAY, PRODUCED BY BROADWAY 
BOUND, WHICH IS IN THE SAME BUILDING AS OUR SCHOOL; I GOT 
TO PLAY A PIRATE!”

THE BEST SCHOOL EVER
NAVAAL MALIK
Navaal is seven years old and is in 2nd grade at Academy of Precision Learning. She re-
cently moved to Seattle from Little Rock and even though she misses her friends in Arkan-
sas, she has made a ton of new friends in her new school. She lives with her parents and 
her triplet younger siblings.
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APL, the best school ever, is a welcoming school. There are a lot of good teachers. You get to learn and have 
fun. The first day of school, we went to the park. My teacher is Miss Kimmi. My favorite way of learning is using 
M&Ms to count. I love reading novels and writing essays with Ms. Danni but my favorite time is field trips. 

Everyone is friendly at APL. My classmates make me feel included. Big kids talk to little kids. People help other 
people at recess and at class. Everyone being friendly makes me feel safe.

My friends are all nice. I am happy when I play with them. Shova is my best friend. This fall, Shova and I had the 
best time when we got to take part in a Peter Pan play, produced by Broadway Bound, which is in the same build-
ing as our school; I got to play a pirate!

I love that I can go to the same school as my little sister and two brothers. They are all in kindergarten. We have 
recess at the same times so I get to play with them. We also go to martial arts class after school. 

APL is a great school to go to and I am really glad to be there! 

THE BEST SCHOOL EVER
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Liam (12 years old) and Ailey (9 years old) both live in Kirkland, Washington. Liam is a die hard 
Star Wars fan, and although he has never been able to use the force, continues to try daily.  He 
has been at APL for just over a year, and his favorite thing about the school is the wonderful 
staff.  Ailey is a budding artist who loves to draw. She has been at the school since September 
2013, and her favorite thing about APL is all the friends she has made.

LIAM AND AILEY CHAPMAN
THE MANDALORIANS & RIDING TO CAMELOT



RIDING TO CAMELOT

“This blonde haired lass is off 
to fight for her country on her 
chestnut horse.”

- Ailey Chapman

THE MANDALORIANS

“The Mandolorians, from 
the Star Wars universe, are 
a proud warrior society that 
have lasted for generations. 
Their ranks include the duelist, 
power tech and champion.”

- Liam Chapman
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In 2007, parents Samia, Nancy and Erin along with their spouses, teamed up with Alison, a 
behavior  analyst and consultant, to start their own school APL. What started with 4 students 
and a big  dream, has already grown to over 90 learners across 5 classrooms with an incredibly 
talented and engaged staff. The founders share a deep belief in the power and necessity of creat-
ing an inclusive environment that celebrates all styles of learning and fosters meaningful social 
interaction. They hope to demonstrate the power and effectiveness of students on the autism 
spectrum and their typically developing peers growing together in an environment that helps every 
student reach their full potential, and ultimately learn to give back to the greater community.

IN DIALOGUE WITH ALISON MOORS, NANCY 
GORDON, SAMIA MOHAZZABFAR & ERIN BREWER



Shirin – Hi Ali, Erin, Nancy and Samia, thank you all so much for talking with Courageous Creativity! Samia and 
Nancy, you met when your boys were in preschool at EEU. Can you take us back to your conversations then and how 
they conceived the idea of a new school?

Nancy – Samia and I would sit and watch our boys every single day through the one-sided glass.  We became 
friends over the years and would often talk about their options after the EEU.  In those days, they were more like 
dreams.  Samia’s son Kauvel is one year older than Josh and he started kindergarten in Seattle Public schools and 
then Josh started kindergarten the following year at Mercer Island.  Neither of us were happy and it was then that we 
said we have to do it!  

Shirin – What happened next? How did the idea become a reality?

Nancy – I ran into Erin and asked if she’d be interested in starting the school with us.  We all worked with Ali, who 
had long dreamed of starting a school.  We involved the husbands, did our research and ten months later began in 
the basement of a synagogue on Mercer Island with just four kids.

Shirin – Ali, precision teaching is a core principal of APL; can you tell us more about it? 

Alison – Precision Teaching is a data collection methodology and teaching tool with extremely effective benefits for 
all types of learners, not just those with special needs.  Using these tools, teachers have accurate and pinpointed 
data representing their learners’ progress. Teachers who then reference that data frequently are in a position to 
make very sophisticated data-based decisions about both their learners’ progress, and whether or not their teaching 
needs to change as a result.  

To me, if the learner is not learning, then the teacher is not teaching.  Throughout my career, I have worked with 
teachers in various public and private school settings. More often than not, the teachers are doing an excellent job 
and their students are making great progress, there just does not exist a data collection system that is sensitive 
enough to capture progress.  To me, using a Precision Teaching approach is the perfect solution.

Shirin – What do you see as the possibilities for a child at APL?

Nancy – The possibilities are endless. The goal of APL is to realize the potential of all students.  Sky is the limit as 
far as I’m concerned.  Nothing is taken for granted and children are not limited by a diagnosis.

IN DIALOGUE WITH...
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Shirin – Tell us more about the staff and their dedication to the APL model.

Erin – The staff is really everything at APL – they are the ones that embrace our model and drive academic 
excellence at APL.  Beyond that, they have the compassion, expertise, and determination to help each and every 
student to succeed – and that individual attention, coupled with a dedication to the overall mission of APL, is 
what I believe makes APL truly special. 

Shirin – Ali, you also talked about APL serving as a training ground. 

Alison – Because the APL model is so unique, we have always attracted forward-thinking and bright staff with 
a love of learning.  APL is currently a training practicum site for persons studying to be Behavior Analysts as well 
as general-ed and special-ed teachers.  Not only do these graduate students gain invaluable teaching skills to 
apply to their chosen profession, but the rest of the APL community benefits from the enthusiasm and knowl-
edge that these students bring to the table.  I can only hope that the APL culture inspires the next generation of 
educators to achieve high expectations for their students too.

Shirin – APL fosters a very strong spirit of community; can you share more about that?

Samia – As far as the parents, I think those who have entered the APL family often have a history of fighting for 
their kids needs and are greeted by others with similar stories – this immediately creates a sense of bond and 
unity.  The staff community within themselves and with families is what makes us truly blessed and unique.  We 
have such a talented and loving staff who instantly become a member of our family on an individual and group 
level.  Time and time again I see staff celebrate the triumphs as well as carry concerns for “their kids”.  This is 
such an important part of who APL is.

Shirin – What are your thoughts on discovering Possibility, in any situation?

Alison – I think discovering possibilities is an individuals’ own responsibility.  I firmly believe in setting goals and 
making choices every day that lead towards achieving those goals… no matter how ambitious the goal may 
seem.  It took me almost 10 years to get a school started.  It was a journey full of obstacles and bumps on the 
road. 

THE APL FOUNDERS
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While along the journey, I always had my eye on the prize and made sure that I was open to whatever opportunities 
were put in my path.  Opportunities led to experiences, which in turn added to my knowledge and networkng base, 
which finally introduced me to the right individuals to make my dream a reality.  Looking back, I’m realizing that I ap-
ply this mantra to both my personal and professional life with amazing results.  I am a firm believer that “everything 
happens for a reason” …I just don’t always know the reason until after it makes sense!  

Shirin – Erin, what has been the role of Possibility in your life?

Erin – I have always been someone who plans (probably too much!) for what comes next – in the hope that you can 
continue to push and improve for yourself and your family.  I guess for me, possibility means that every new day and 
new experience brings the possibility of learning, progress and hope – that is key in the situation we find ourselves 
in.  

Shirin – Samia, what are your thoughts on dwelling in Possibility?

Samia – Many things are possible if there is a determined will and one puts the time, energy and heart into it.

Shirin – Recently APL held its 7th annual auction. How did it feel to reflect back to the beginnings of the school in 
2007?

Erin – The auction is a great place to both reflect and celebrate.  You are so right – you look around that night, and 
you are filled with awe, gratitude, and a great deal of surprise to be honest to see so many supportive people gath-
ered in one place.  Amidst all the emotions, in the end I felt overwhelmed that our own personal journey had led to 
something that was inspiring and I hope helping so many. 

Shirin – Ali, from the starting sentence in your graduation application essay, ‘I want to start a school…’ to the cur-
rent success of APL, what has it been like seeing your vision evolve? 

Alison – For about two years prior to applying to Graduate School, I had worked in the field as a tutor/para educa-
tor for students on the spectrum. I just kept thinking…”I wish there was a regular school that accepted kids with 
autism, not just a school for kids with autism”.  To me – there was a big difference because the school would need 
to be designed with inclusion as the main mission.  Since my undergraduate degree was in Elementary Education, I 
thought “why not open my own school?” How hard could it be…right? 

IN DIALOGUE WITH...



42

THE APL FOUNDERS
This adventure has definitely been a roller coaster ride of the most thrilling kind!  Words to describe: Rewarding, 
humbling, inspirational and full of hard work with lots of tears, joy, laughter and frustration.  I am so thankful to the 
friends, family and colleagues who have supported me and my vision.  Especially to the Founding Families who not 
only shared in my vision, but who rolled up their sleeves and got down in the trenches to make this idea a reality!

Shirin – How do you see APL expanding and what is your vision for the future of APL?

Erin – I truly believe we are breaking new ground and creating something truly special at APL.   We are working to 
expand in a smart, sustainable way so we grow up (through grade levels) and out (through numbers of students) in 
a way that supports and extends our model.  Ultimately, I envision a vibrant K-12 school full of students at all levels 
learning and growing together – and continuing the welcoming, nurturing community at APL.  



PHOTOGRAPHY
ANNIE ROCKS
Annie is a full time mother of three amazing boys, all thriving at APL.  She has lived in 
Seattle for 3 years moving from Naples, Italy.  She is an active supporter of her husband, an 
officer in the US Coast Guard and enjoys traveling with her family. Annie has many pas-
sions including modern quilting, gardening, hiking with her Labrador, and photography. She 
believes that photography is about savoring each moment, 1/800th of a second at a time.
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