“Annie O, 24 Years of a Girl’s Life with Autism” Photographic Exhibit Opens at the Northlight Digital Gallery Space

White River Junction, VT — June 1, 2005 — A new photographic exhibit at the Northlight Digital Gallery Space will raise awareness about autism. “Annie O, 24 Years of a Girl’s Life with Autism” will open on Friday, June 10, in the Tip Top Media Arts Building in White River Junction, Vt. An open house and reception is scheduled for 5 to 7 p.m., and the public is welcome to attend.

Autism, a complex developmental disability that typically appears during the first three years of life, knows no racial, ethnic or social boundaries. It impacts the normal development of the brain in the areas of social interaction and communication skills, and children and adults with autism typically have difficulty communicating with others and relating to the outside world.

More than1.5 million people in the U.S. today have autism or some form of pervasive developmental disorder. Its prevalence rate makes autism one of the most common developmental disabilities. Yet most of the public — including many professionals in the medical, educational and vocational fields — are still unaware of how autism affects people and how they can effectively work with individuals with autism.

The photos were taken by David and Dana O’Neill — documentary photographers with extensive newspaper experience — of their daughter Annie. But these are more than just family snapshots. The O’Neills have chosen photos that represent meaningful stages in Annie’s life with autism, and have written captions that “will give a context to the picture and help people understand where Annie was at the time,” says Dana O’Neill. 

She describes a picture of Annie eating a Popsicle — an ordinary event in a child’s life, but when put in context (it was one of the few things Annie would eat for a long time) provides a bigger picture of autism. “This is more than a photo show; these are strong images that will educate others about autism.” Included in the exhibit are photos of Annie at school, with her sister Rose and neighborhood children in the backyard, on stage as Cinderella, riding a unicycle and working as a prep cook at Landmark College.

The exhibit has already gained support from local organizations, including the Children’s Hospital at Dartmouth and ARCH of the Upper Valley, a nonprofit founded in 2004 by a group of parents who aware of the tremendous needs that families have when supporting an individual who has an autism spectrum disorder. “With the CDC now reporting that autism occurs in 1 out of every 166 children, ARCH is working to develop capacity in the Upper Valley area to address this public health crisis,” says Kirsten Murphy, founder of ARCH. “Most people know someone, distantly perhaps, with an autism spectrum disorder. We hope that Annie O’s story will help raise public awareness and inspire people to ask more questions about this disability.”

David O’Neill, owner of Northlight Digital, hopes that the 17x22 photos and supporting information — such as a 1986 letter with Annie’s diagnosis and teacher’s journals — changes public perception about autism and illustrates the need for increased autism services in Vermont and New Hampshire. “These kids are learning; they are learning all the time,” he says. “But there are very few services in Vermont for young adults with autism. Early intervention and education are critical to children with ASD, but continuing education, meaningful employment and independent housing options are just as important for people like Annie when they reach young adulthood.”

The exhibit is free and open to the public. It will be on display until September 5, 2005. For more information, please call Northlight Digital at (802) 280-1888. 

Photos are available upon request to reporters, editors and other media personnel.

ABOUT NORTHLIGHT DIGITAL

Northlight Digital (www.northlightdigital.com) is a small family-owned business serving photographers, artists, businesses and individuals with custom archival large and small format inkjet printing. Specialty services include film and flat art scanning, fine art reproduction printing, wide format and poster inkjet printing, digital photography of artwork of all sizes, PC computer consulting and custom design services. Northlight Digital is located in the Tip Top Media Arts Building in White River Junction, Vt.
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