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We Americans need
to know each other
L e t ’ s

admit it:
America has
become a
land of
s t rangers .
Even before
headphones,
PCs and
s m a r t -
phones —
all of which
were herald-
ed as break-
throughs in human com-
munication but have
turned out to be instru-
ments of further isolation
— we had begun discon-
necting from each other.

More and more, we
have chosen to reside near
and associate, almost
exclusively, with people
who look the same as we
do, live the same as we do
and think the same as we
do. Polls tell us that
today’s Americans do not
know their neighbors as
well as their parents knew
theirs, and that Americans
trust each other less than
did earlier generations. In
spite of all the public pos-
turing about celebrating
diversity, we Americans
have increasingly self-seg-
regated into our own
social and political com-
fort zones and demograph-
ic niches.

To be honest, I grew up,
went to school, played ball
and worked with people
who were very much like
me. That all changed for
me and millions of my
male contemporaries
when each of us received a
“personal” letter from the
president of the United
States that began: “Greet-
ing: You are hereby
ordered for induction into
the Armed Forces of the
United States...”

Because, more than 56
years ago, I was able to
avoid being drafted into
the Army by first enlisting
in the Marine Corps, I got
to live with and serve with
Americans who were
entirely different from me
— different faiths, races,
backgrounds, languages
and outlooks. But at Parris
Island and thereafter, we
all learned that Marines
take care of their own, that
they take care of their fel-
low Marines before them-
selves, that you can
depend on the Marine next
to you and that other
Marines must be able to
depend on you. Unlike in
the vaunted private sector,
loyalty, Marines under-
stand, goes both up and
down the chain of com-

mand. I
never saw
combat, was
never fired
at, but the
M a r i n e
Corps bond-
ed and con-
nected us, in
shared serv-
ice, to some-
thing much
larger and
greater than

ourselves: our country.
Even though I still

believe it was a mistake,
our nation ended the draft
in 1973. For almost 16
years — which is longer
than the Civil War, both
World Wars and the Kore-
an War combined —
Americans in military
service have been fighting
and dying in Afghanistan.
Fourteen years ago, Amer-
ican troops were first sent
into combat in Iraq. But all
the sacrifice and all the
suffering in those wars has
been done by just 1 per-
cent of Americans. When
some gasbag self-pro-
claimed patriot on a talk
show or at a congressional
hearing demands that we
send “more troops” (or
worse, “more boots”),
does he not realize that we
are sending — time and
time again — the very
same troops who were just
there a few months ago?

Contrary to Ayn Rand,
we all do owe much to
each other and to our
country. And mandatory
two-year national service
— civilian or military —
is imperative to help us
understand the responsi-
bility, as well as the rights,
of citizenship and build
our connections with our
fellow citizens. Two years,
with no deferments and no
exemptions. We could
choose to serve in the
Peace Corps, Marine
Corps, police corps,
teacher corps or another
civil-service organization.
But of this I am sure: Uni-
versally shared service
would make us all better
Americans and our coun-
try a better America. The
alternative: a place where
we do not know each other
or why America really is
exceptional. 

To find out more about
Mark Shields and read his
past columns, visit the
Creators Syndicate web-
page at
www.creators.com.
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As we have written about in past
editions, a wave of autism is sweep-
ing the nation and the world. It is, in a
word, an epidemic, and to call it any-
thing less would be dishonest.

It would be dishonest because in
the span of just a little more than two
decades, autism rates have risen from
1 child in 10,000 to 1 child in 68.
That’s the official number. A govern-
ment survey of parents released in
2015 puts the number at 1 in 45 over-
all, and the government acknowl-
edges that may well be the more
accurate number because the official
numbers record only those receiving
medical or special education services.

What it all means is that about 2
percent of children living in the U.S.
have autism.

Think about that. That’s an
astounding number, and it should be
an alarming one.

True, better diagnosis explains
some of it, but no one seriously
believes anymore that the rapid rise
of the disorder isn’t real and isn’t sig-
nificant, and there’s a raft of peer-
reviewed studies backing that up.

Talk to parents and they will tell
you the same. Talk to law enforcement
and they will tell you the same. Talk to
school administrators and they will
tell you the same. Talk to special edu-
cation teachers and they will tell you,
too: This is different; this is happen-
ing; the wave is coming.

In the past, we have offered our
firm — and we believe sound —
opinions about the causes of autism,
but that is not our point today. The
question today is, What are we doing
for those with autism who are already
here?

Until recently, quite frankly, not
very much, unless you belonged to a
group of families directly affected by
Autism Spectrum Disorder. Else-
where, in the national media and in
government press conferences, there
has been an amazing lack of urgency
about the need to confront the chal-
lenges of educating children with
autism.

And that education must be inten-
sive if these children are to learn, are
to communicate, and are ultimately to
integrate and function in their larger
communities.

The attitude has been quite the
opposite, in fact, as officials and
broadcasters have seemed to go out
of their way to assure the public there
is no crisis — nothing to see here,
move on along. That’s simply not a
rational attitude, and you can bet that
if in a period of over 25 years about 2
percent of our youngest children
developed blindness or a certain crip-
pling form of cancer, there would be
a call to arms and an immediate gov-
ernment effort to tackle the problem.

And so, whatever the reason for
the casual approach, local govern-

ments and local schools districts, and
state governments, and, yes, the fed-
eral government have all acted
accordingly and failed to provide ade-
quate funding for the educational
services that children with autism so
desperately need to lead productive
lives.

There’s a lot of political point-
making these days about the special-
education intentions of the Trump
administration, and the fears might
well turn out to be true, but, as Troy
Flint of the California School Boards
Association said, the federal govern-
ment has been “delinquent on special
education” for years.

In 1975, the Individuals with Dis-
abilities Education Act committed the
federal government to funding 40
percent of special-education costs,
but the federal government has never
forked over more than 18.5 percent,
and the federal budget for special
education allocated fewer dollars in
2014 than in 2012, even as the special
education numbers were ticking ever
upward.

Times are changing, thankfully, as
those teachers, administrators, law
enforcement officers, and parents
make their cases. The sheer numbers
of individuals with autism, both
adults and children, are making this
new awareness happen; after a while
the reality of a public health crisis
simply overwhelms official pro-
nouncements and soothing headlines.

For, as one official at Lionsgate
Academy, the specialized autism
school in Minnesota, told us, for most
people now, there’s no more than 2
degrees of separation between your-
self and someone with autism. In
other words, autism is no longer
something you read about or hear
about on the news; it’s next door, if
not in your own house.

The arrival of characters with
autism in pop culture, such as in
Power Rangers and Sesame Street,
are also signals the nation is becom-
ing aware, and is ready for a solution.

Fortunately, largely because of
determined parents over the past 20
years, we know what a big part of that
solution is. It is, as autism education
pioneer Melanie Schaffran tells us in
today’s paper, the right therapy in the
right educational setting.

That might well be in a main-
stream setting in a general classroom,
but for vast numbers of children with
autism, it is not, at least not in the
beginning. They simply do not and
cannot process information or learn in
the same way as neurotypical chil-
dren, or, for that matter, as children
with other disabilities do.

For these children, it means a spe-
cialized environment, or school, that
emphasizes individual attention,
allows students to make their own
assignment choices within reason and
specific boundaries, that integrates
basic independent living skills into
each class goal, that minimizes visual
overload in the school environment,
and allows students to learn at their

own pace with a curriculum and pro-
gram designed around their unique
needs, strengths, and weaknesses.

Fortunately, our parental pioneers
who have already built schools and
given us the models for future success
have served us all well, and to that a
grateful nation should say thank you. 

We have written before about the
great strides Lionsgate has made in
educating children with autism; we
have seen with our own eyes as chil-
dren locked within themselves and
unable to communicate have, after
their time at Lionsgate, taken the
stage in lead roles in school plays,
and become school project leaders,
and even tour leaders for community
groups.

In today’s paper, we tell the story
of Devereux CARES, a trailblazing
school in New York state established
more than 20 years ago and whose
success continues today. There, many
students more severely on the spec-
trum have also responded, learned,
graduated and taken productive and
enterprising jobs in their communi-
ties.

The models work. The right thera-
pies in the right settings, they work,
as Schaffran says. And today parents
and communities around the nation
are following in their footsteps, open-
ing schools across the national land-
scape to give children with autism the
opportunities they need for produc-
tive and satisfying lives.

The schools all have pretty much
two things in common: determined
parents driving the mission, and the
commitment of their various commu-
nities, through foundations and
fundraising, to have skin in the game.

What has only slowly come
around, with some notable excep-
tions, is public funding, which in
some cases has been forced by the
courts and in others has still not mate-
rialized.

The time is now for that funding.
The truth is, special education fund-
ing is going to have to be increased
dramatically, whether it is spent on
inclusion or on specialized schools
and therapies, or, as preferred, where
both are options.

Society is going to pay up front in
education or it is going to pay on the
back end with increased government
services. The only difference is,
there’s more lost lives and lost pro-
ductivity if we pay on the back end.

Already, it is estimated that the
lifetime cost for a person with autism
averages $2.4 million with intellectu-
al disability and $1.4 million without
one. And an estimated 40 percent of
individuals with autism also have
intellectual disability. That comes to
$236 billion a year. 

As Melanie Schaffran reminds us,
the right therapies have emotional
and human impact, but they have a
fiscal impact, too.

“This is going to affect the finan-
cial state of states and municipalities
and our country over decades to
come, if we have kids who will then
become adults who have no capabili-
ty of being productive members of
society,” she said. 

And so the message today for pol-
icymakers is clear. As Schaffran said:
“This, this is where we start.” 

Indeed, this is where we start, and
the time is right now.
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