SPECIAL LESSON: GROWTH AT ANY AGE
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Raucous singing pours out of a Lesley University dance studio, accompanied by drums and maracas. Down the hall in the art classroom, a gentler tune plays on a CD as graying heads bend over paintings. 

Such adult education would be ordinary except for one fact: Some of the adults are autistic. Codirector Peter Rowan issues one caveat to the Lesley graduate students who devote their Saturdays to the program: "At no point can they be therapists." 

Instead, they are classmates, as are the aides like Michael LoGuidice who accompany the autistic adults. 

LoGuidice, who comes with David Alterson, describes the change he has seen in his friend. When Alterson started Lesley's "Arts Cafe" program, LoGuidice had to cajole him into painting; now Alterson asks about the class during the week and engrosses himself in his work. 

"I do like the fun we're having," said Alterson, a 46-year-old Lexington resident, one of the most verbal participants in the program. 

"It's a blast," LoGuidice said. "I'm learning, too." 

Now in its second year, the program originated when philanthropist Nancy Lurie Marks approached Lesley professor Anne Larkin about bringing together faculty from the school's special education and expressive therapy departments. 

Larkin, whose autistic son, John, is a participant, agreed almost instantly. "These kids have had so many gaps in their lives," she said. The classes meet twice monthly during the school year. 

The NLM Family Foundation (the initials stand for Nancy Lurie Marks) provided three years of funding, including $100,000 this year, according to Larkin. 

"By focusing especially on autistic adults, this program stands alone in developing adult human potential based on the belief that the human brain and mind, heart and soul are plastic and capable of growth at any age," said Foundation officials in a written statement. "In that sense, this program may become a model for helping adults without educational services to more fully participate as contributing members of their communities." 

Last year five adults participated in the visual arts side. This year, those five moved on to music and movement and another six started in visual arts. Next year, the program will take on another five students. 

Many of the participants have discovered creative sides that are new to them. At the holidays, some requested art supplies as gifts. One asked for a camera. Next month the program will hold an open studio to showcase their work. 

"We're really looking for ways to allow them to express themselves in an enjoyable manner," said Susan Gurry, codirector and a professor in Lesley's special education division. 

On a recent Saturday, the painting class produced a mural in ocean shades of greens and blues. Two weeks after the mural was completed art teacher Denise Malis could not identify which sections the autistic students had contributed. 

"You can't tell who did what," she said. "That's the feeling here."
