










































22

WAR ON PEACE NITIKA RAJ
"I don't deign to believe in God. I'm deeply grateful that God believes in me."  Nitika was born 
an old soul. It gets in the way of this young life at times. She believes in magic. She is a 
devotee, a dancer, and a poet. She is striving to dis-cover the writer in herself. She loves 
words, meaning, and meaningfulness. She admires food and loves to settle down in front of 
good TV with delicious treats or a cup of ginger cardamom chai. She was born in India, raised 
in Kuwait, and has lived in the United States for ten long years. Home continues to be 
dispersed among hearts.
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“I GREW UP WITNESSING A COMPLICATED, GENERATIONAL, HISTORICAL, 
CONTEXTUAL MICROCOSM OF FAMILY VIOLENCE. I LEARNED TO SURVIVE 
BEFORE I LEARNED TO RIDE A BIKE."



I've absorbed war on peace for as long as I can remember. From shrieking voices to slamming doors. Broken watches 
keeping broken time. Loud sobs underneath louder music. 

I grew up witnessing a complicated, generational, historical, contextual microcosm of family violence. I learned to 
survive before I learned to ride a bike. It was twenty years later that I claimed "survivor" as an identity and then I 
immersed myself in learning all about it. Six years ago my first job in the anti-violence movement found me: sexual 
violence prevention on a college campus.  Then in 2006 I started working at what I now call "my old job". I was doing 
my graduate social work practicum at Chaya, and I was twenty-four years old. That was less than ten months into 
Seattle, and I was still looking for home, friends, community, and myself.

I was fairly new to anti-domestic violence work. I learned a lot. I have been so moved, enraged, and inspired in this time 
that it has shaped me deeply. Rivers of stories flow through my veins, voices run over in my heart and mind. I remember 
her saying, "You will not judge me. And then I slapped him." I remember the art on my walls by INCITE: Women of Color 
Against Violence, against war, that stated "We are not the enemy."  I remember the first time a young man came out 
about child sexual abuse in public, at a gathering I helped conceive. I remember when I faced violence, and turned to my 
coworkers for safety. I remember how seeing my mother in between the lines of a handout on how violence shapes 
survivors, made me stop filing and start crying. I discovered that "grieving period" is a myth.

At the office I learned that the microwave and toaster oven couldn't be started at the same time, or the power would trip.  
I learned about power trips. I learned how complicated it is to hold secrets about violence, and how hard but incredible it 
feels to imagine community accountability. I learned that I am a survivor in more ways than I knew. I learned to survive 
better. I grew up a little, and learned how much more I have to go.  
During this time, I went through a marriage, a divorce, came out, and danced through it all. Then there came a time when 
I stopped dancing: I couldn't move my body the same way anymore. 

“I WAS FAIRLY NEW TO ANTI-DOMESTIC VIOLENCE WORK...SEEING MY 
MOTHER IN BETWEEN THE LINES OF A HANDOUT ON HOW VIOLENCE SHAPES 
SURVIVORS, MADE ME STOP FILING AND START CRYING. I DISCOVERED THAT 
"GRIEVING PERIOD" IS A MYTH."

WAR ON PEACE - NITIKA RAJ
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It was time to leave this relationship, too. Chaya had played a significant role in raising me, and I loved and grew it in 
return. Now it was time to leave home and find my older, wiser self who was dancing to a different tune. It's time to 
discover and grow in unexpected directions.

One turning point was attending a Secondary Trauma workshop, and learning that I may be unconsciously attempting 
"trauma mastery". Secondary trauma is the impact we vicariously absorb from the people we support, who have had 
traumatic experiences. It is painful and draining. Trauma mastery is the phenomenon of unconsciously recreating our 
initial traumas, when we are better equipped to deal with them as adults. The idea is that we are subconsciously trying 
to have a better outcome because we have more skills the second, third, or fourth time around. (Read more in Laura van 
Dernoot Lipsky's book "Trauma Stewardship"). What's striking is that trauma mastery actually has no positive impact on 
healing. This was all new information to me.
 
In addition, I was heartsick at the amount of violence I was experiencing and witnessing in my community over the last 
three years. One major crossroads was at the intersection of being queer and desi (South Asian). The choices we are 
presented with are an illusion of real options: choose to be yourself and to love freely, or to be loved and accepted by 
your family. That is not a choice. True Love is unconditional and infinite. The opposite of true love is not hate, but 
conditional love. A choice that splits my options for loving is a visceral breaking of the heart. The violence that is 
unleashed in the name of love is unacceptable. I have a term for it: Homophobia Verbal Abuse (HVA).  It covers a wide 
spectrum from accusations – of abandoning parents, to "being queer is a choice," to threats of killing or dying.  HVA has 
no boundaries, no time zone, no language barriers, and no cultural preferences. It is a child of patriarchy, and is as 
woven into our social fabric as any other form of violence. Surviving it and still holding on to your authentic self is a daily 
level of emotional, mental, spiritual work that some of us live with. The real choice is a lot simpler: Witness and rejoice in 
our beautiful whole loving selves.

“ONCE I CAME TO THE REALIZATION THAT I WAS OVERWHELMED WITH 
VIOLENCE AND WAS UNCONSCIOUSLY ACTING OUT TRAUMA MASTERY, MY 
HEART TURNED AWAY FROM THIS WORK."

WAR ON PEACE - NITIKA RAJ
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My heart is heavy under the weight of these cracks, and attempts to hold the pieces together. I couldn't control what 
happened in my life and community, but I could limit interacting with violence professionally. Once I came to the 
realization that I was overwhelmed with violence and was unconsciously acting out trauma mastery, my heart turned 
away from this work.  I want to say that I worked really hard and found a way out, but in all honesty, it found me. A new 
job waits. It feels like it was created especially for me, sent as a gift from the universe. 

I worked so hard and so long to create Peace. I looked for it everywhere: in prayer, in homes, in people. I found it 
nowhere, and everywhere: in music, in walks, in love. That's when I realized that building peace was internal work. 
Others may not accept us, but our lives are real and significant. I can live with integrity and dignity, and that allows me 
to offer unconditional kindness, acceptance and respect to others. Peace is an island in the ocean of chaos. It is 
calmness, a sense of being present to the balance between hope and faith. It is believing, but not expecting. When I 
stopped trying to control the outside, the inside stilled, and I found surrender within. Struggle is not a contradiction to 
peace; it is an opportunity, a test designed specially to get us farther along the path of ahimsa (nonviolence). It is a leap 
of faith, the first step towards enlightenment. My war on peace ended when I discovered that peace was inside me all 
along.

"PEACE IS AN ISLAND IN THE OCEAN OF CHAOS. IT IS CALMNESS, A SENSE 
OF BEING PRESENT TO THE BALANCE BETWEEN HOPE AND FAITH. IT IS 
BELIEVING, BUT NOT EXPECTING…MY WAR ON PEACE 
ENDED WHEN I DISCOVERED THAT PEACE WAS INSIDE ME ALL ALONG."

WAR ON PEACE - NITIKA RAJ
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IN DIALOGUE WITH SHANE HERRIOTT AND HEATHER WALLACE

Located in Seattle and started by Shane Herriott and Heather Wallace in 2009, STEPS (Success Through 
Education Play & Support) is a global autism consulting company that provides comprehensive 
educational, social, behavioral, and community services to young children on the autism spectrum. 
STEPS philosophy is that each child has the capacity to learn. This philosophy, in combination with the 
consultants' educational and professional experience in the principles of Applied Behavior Analysis 
(ABA), creates a commitment to serving each child in a way that is positive and successful.
Shirin talked to Shane and Heather about their journey with autism and the launching of STEPS. 
Here are some excerpts.
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"…CHILDREN WITH AUTISM ARE CHILDREN FIRST…THEY ENJOY AND ARE 
ENTITLED TO EXPERIENCE ALL OF THE THINGS THAT OTHER KIDS THEIR AGE 
DO. THEY HAVE SENSES OF HUMOR, THEY LIKE TO RUN OUTSIDE, THEY ENJOY 
READING A BOOK WITH MOM AND DAD AND GOING SWIMMING, THEY DON'T 
LIKE TO EAT VEGETABLES…"



SHIRIN - What led you to decide that you wanted to work with children with special needs?

SHANE - Actually I wanted to be a sports broadcaster growing up. I worked at ESPN right out of college and liked it for 
the time being, but really felt like I needed a job where I would be contributing something to society and could go home 
each night knowing that I had helped out in some way.  After ESPN, I moved to San Diego and started working at a 
school as a one-on-one aide to a second grader with autism. I knew virtually nothing about the disorder, but loved every 
minute of working with him at school.  Additionally, I became close with his family, and often babysat him outside of 
school as well. I decided to return to school (and return home to the Seattle area) in 2004, and get my masters in early 
childhood special education. 

HEATHER - I've always enjoyed working with children. After college I spent a year in South Korea teaching English and 
loved every minute of it. I know I wanted to work with kids but just wasn't sure exactly what I wanted to do with them or 
where to focus. When I returned from South Korea I started [working] with a young girl with autism. She was so much 
fun; I really enjoyed working one-on-one with her. I wanted to learn more about autism. This led me to Seattle, where I 
enrolled in the UW Early Childhood Special Education program. I worked at the EEU (Experimental Education Unit) which 
was a huge learning experience. I met a lot of people and started to focus most of my energy on just kids with autism. I 
enjoyed working in the classroom but really enjoyed working one-on-one or in small groups with children, which led me 
to work with children with autism. 

SHIRIN - How did the two of you meet and what was the motivation behind starting STEPS?

HEATHER - Shane and I met at the EEU. Shane was a year behind me in the program but we became friends. We talked 
about opening up our own consulting company someday. Shane spent time teaching at the EEU and I spent time working 
at the UW Autism Center. The timing was right when Shane decided to stop teaching and I was ready to leave UW. Both 
of us really wanted to 'do our own thing' and have a company where we can decide what to do and how best to serve 
our families.

“I NEEDED A JOB WHERE I WOULD BE CONTRIBUTING SOMETHING TO 
SOCIETY, AND COULD GO HOME EACH NIGHT KNOWING THAT I HAD HELPED 
OUT IN SOME WAY."

IN DIALOGUE WITH - SHANE HERRIOTT AND HEATHER WALLACE
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SHANE- I met Heather right around when I started the Master's program and we have been friends ever since.  It's nice 
that we were educated the same way and have similar philosophies around educating children with autism.  We started 
talking about starting our own practice a few years ago and then at one point, we just kind of looked at each other and 
said "let's stop talking about it and actually do it".  We began the process of starting STEPS in January (ish) of 2009 and 
opened in late July/early August of that same year.  The motivation was that we wanted to help students and family who 
needed extra support and resources.  I think eventually we'd love to make our company more of a leisure based support 
system, to help children find activities that are interesting and fun and then to support them as they learn to participate 
in that activity.

SHIRIN - What have been some of the challenges you have faced as part of your journey?

HEATHER - Umm… there are a lot. Definitely the business side of things! Shane and I had never taken any business 
classes before and knew very little about how to start up a company. We are still learning daily on how to run a 
company. The financial part of starting up a company is hard too!

SHANE - I think not knowing a lot about the business side has been the most challenging part.  We always said that 
Heather and I are both very good at working with children with autism, but not as good at running a business.  It has 
been a steep learning curve, but it has been fun to learn that aspect of having a company. I still sometimes worry if 
we've paid the right bill or gotten the right license from the state, but we have done all the right things so far.  

I think another challenge for me was realizing what a process starting a business is.  Intellectually, I knew it was going 
to take a long time to build the business and gain clientele, but I don't think I truly pictured what that would look like, 
how we would have to market, what that meant for other aspects of my life etc.  It was difficult for me to see the big 
picture until I was actually in it.  

“… EVENTUALLY WE'D LOVE TO MAKE OUR COMPANY MORE OF A LEISURE-
BASED SUPPORT SYSTEM, TO HELP CHILDREN FIND ACTIVITIES THAT ARE 
INTERESTING AND FUN, AND THEN TO SUPPORT THEM AS THEY LEARN TO 
PARTICIPATE IN THAT ACTIVITY."

IN DIALOGUE WITH - SHANE HERRIOTT AND HEATHER WALLACE
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SHIRIN - What about the rewards? Can you think of any particular experiences you might have had that made you feel 
like the struggle has been totally worth it? 

SHANE - Not to sound cliché, but every day is truly a reward.  I love coming to work, I love the children and families I 
work with, and I couldn't have asked for a better business partner.  I can't think of a particular story, but in general I feel 
the most proud when I see parents that begin to understand what ABA instruction is all about and start to use it with 
confidence at home.  Then they come to the next team meeting with an exciting story of something their child did for the 
first time, based on how they have been teaching/interacting with their child.  Empowering parents to feel more 
connected and better able to help their children, as well as seeing a child exhibit a newly learned skill are probably the 
best parts of my job!

HEATHER - There are a lot of rewards. It feels nice everyday to walk into 'your office' - it is our space and we can do 
what we want with it. Shane and I are able to take kids out in the community and really explore their interests. This is 
something I was unable to do at UW.  Another thing I enjoy about owning a company is all the hard work that we put into 
the company we see... for example - this summer we had our second summer of summer camps. Shane and I worked 
really hard on marketing the camps and organizing the camps. We had three full camps this summer as compared to 
last summer where we had two camps and only one was full.  We have come a long way in one year!

SHIRIN - There are a bunch of autism related service providers - consultants, therapists etc. It can be overwhelming for a 
parent sometimes to decide where to go. Why should a parent pick STEPS for their child? What do you think makes 
STEPS different from others?

“A FOCUS OF STEPS IS ON [HAVING A] PERSONAL TOUCH WITH EACH CLIENT, 
AND MAKING THEM FEEL THAT THEY ARE A PART OF STEPS… NOT JUST 
SOMEONE'S CLIENT."

IN DIALOGUE WITH - SHANE HERRIOTT AND HEATHER WALLACE
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HEATHER - A focus of STEPS is on [having a] personal touch with each client, and making them feel that they are a part 
of STEPS… not just someone's client. Shane and I have a lot of experience. We have both taught in the classroom; 
Shane worked as a head teacher at the EEU and I spent just over three years at the UW Autism Center as a consultant.  
We both have our BCBAs [credentials] (Board Certified Behavior Analyst) too. Another thing that stands out about STEPS 
is our ability to take kids on community outings. We hope to have a social skills group this year which just focuses on 
community outings. 

SHANE - In addition to the quality of educational (both Heather and I have our Masters degrees from a top tier program 
at UW and I am currently getting my PhD in special education) and personal experience (Heather and I have worked with 
children for a combined over fifteen years nationally and internationally), we are one of the only companies in Seattle 
that is a two-person firm.  You either have bigger consulting companies or single consultants, yet I feel like having the 
two of us, you get the best of both worlds.  We are small enough that we can [have] really individualized programs, give 
each family the attention they deserve and provide quality services but at the same time having two of us means we can 
constantly collaborate and provide each other with new ideas and that therapy/supervision can still go on regardless of 
if one of us is on vacation or sick.   

Additionally, both of us have classroom experience, which I believe is a key for consultants. We are here to support a 
child as he/she navigates through life and school is a big part of life.  Knowing how a classroom runs, what supports are 
needed within a classroom and what the realistic expectations for both the student and teacher are makes us quality 
consultants. Finally, Heather and I are both active people who have enjoyed a range of leisure experiences and we bring 
that desire for participation to our jobs.  We enjoy going out into the community with our clients to give them functional 
experiences such as playing at parks, going to the grocery store, riding a city bus, and going bowling.  We go beyond just 
working in the home or at our office because we want to give our children the tools they need to become more 
independent in all aspects of their life.

 "I FEEL THE MOST PROUD WHEN…PARENTS…BEGIN TO…USE [ABA 
INSTRUCTION] WITH CONFIDENCE AT HOME…THEY COME TO THE NEXT 
TEAM MEETING WITH AN EXCITING STORY OF SOMETHING THEIR CHILD DID 
FOR THE FIRST TIME..." 

IN DIALOGUE WITH - SHANE HERRIOTT AND HEATHER WALLACE
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SHIRIN - More children than ever before are being diagnosed with autism. Is there something you would like people to 
know about autistic kids, and how the community can help them as well as support their families? 

SHANE - Great question! I think that people who have not been around children or adults with autism really need to 
understand how difficult social interactions are for people with ASD (Autism Spectrum Disorder). When you think about 
contexts that are successful for people with autism, they are usually predictable, routine, discrete, and have salient 
visual supports.  None of these factors are present in a social interaction which is fluid, flexible, and often has multiple 
communication modalities (verbal and nonverbal), making it extremely difficult for a person with autism to process, 
understand, and respond appropriately to.  Thus social interactions can be awkward, strained, or non-existent.  

We have to educate more people in the community about this disorder such that they are better able to understand WHY 
a child might act the way they do.  I think understanding how hard a person with autism works to learn about and adapt 
to their surroundings is key to knowing how to interact with and support people with autism. I also think I would want 
people to know (as my advisor Dr. Ilene Schwartz always says) that "children with autism are children first", meaning 
that they enjoy and are entitled to experience all of the things that other kids their age do.  They have senses of humor, 
they like to run outside, they enjoy reading a book with mom and dad and going swimming, they don't like to eat 
vegetables…we must always keep this in mind as we are interacting with children on the spectrum. 

HEATHER - Autism is touching all people and communities at an alarming rate. My advice is to be patient and don't be 
quick to judge people when you see them in the community or in the classrooms. Everyone is different and it is about 
embracing people's strengths and interests.  As for a community, I think if people listen to one another and accept one 
another we will be okay.

To learn more about Shane and Heather's work, you can visit the STEPS website at www.autismsteps.com

Other autism related websites with more info and resources:                                                             
Autism Speaks: http://www.autismspeaks.org/                                                                               
Families for Early Autism Treatment: http://www.feat.org/

IN DIALOGUE WITH - SHANE HERRIOTT AND HEATHER WALLACE
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MY DREAM SHWETA SINHA

Shweta Sinha is an architect born and raised in India, who has lived and worked in the US for almost a 
decade, fusing her unique aesthetic perspective with elements from both east and west. Currently a full-
time mom to one-year-old Aicha, she paints in her free time.
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“SUBCONSCIOUSLY, I THINK THE PAINTING TAPPED INTO MY FEELINGS OF 
BEING BIG AND BULKY, AND TIED DOWN BY MY PREGNANCY."



"My Dream" was painted when I was pregnant. I had been doing a lot of portraits and still life, and I knew I wanted to paint 
something more dynamic. I was thinking about it one morning as I was contemplating getting out of bed, fell asleep for a 
little bit and that is when I saw the idea. The figure is me riding free with wild horses. Subconsciously, I think the painting 
tapped into my feelings of being big and bulky, and tied down by my pregnancy.
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MY DREAM - SHWETA SINHA

MY DREAM
18” X 24” OIL ON CANVAS
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