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September marked three years since our public housewarming event at First Place–
Phoenix. Members from our amazing and ever-growing, supportive community came
together full of hope to support First Place residents, families, staff and partners for this
huge milestone that has set us on a path of building “a diverse community of pride,
purpose and endless possibilities.” These recent media clips are a compelling indicator of
how far we’ve come—but also how far we have to go: about Phoenix “having a moment,”
an Arizona Republic opinion piece and a recent azcentral.com Faces of Arizona profile.
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10TH SYMPOSIUM A
MILESTONE FOR FIRST PLACE
We’re still walking on air in the wake of the 10th First Place Global Leadership
Institute Symposium delivered in person and via webinar October 13–15.
Participants from across the country attended in person or virtually via webinar
(our first “hybrid” event) to benefit from decades of research and communitybuilding know-how, along with experiences and strategies for navigating
opportunities and challenges inherent in real estate and community development.
The powerful, in-depth, three-day program included 24 speakers and 15 videos,
as well as a special screening of the multiple-award-winning documentary about
autism, “In A Different Key: The Movie” and an enlightening Q&A with coproducers and seasoned journalists Caren Zucker and John Donvan. (See page 3
of this brief for more about this groundbreaking film!)
We continue to build momentum through private/public/nonprofit/philanthropic
collaborations. Participation by and positive feedback from so many pioneering
leaders from across the country and around the world are a testament to the
continued interest in—and the pressing need for—fueling a new generation of
housing, healthcare and community options for people with autism and other
neurodiversities.

PEOPLE ARE TALKING…
“The concepts of
localization, the importance
of planning at the
community level, reacting
to the unexpected—and
even failure—were all
covered with real-world
examples.”
– Jim McGinty
Former Vice Chairman
Cambridge Information Group

"I am still ‘high’ from the presentations of the past
two days. I don't even know where to begin
processing all my experiences… I am inspired and
want to see more of what Joan Fallon
[symposium keynote speaker, CEO of Curemark
and author of "Goodbye, Status Quo: Reimagining
the Landscape of Innovation"] describes as
expansive ‘peripheral vision.’ She surely
motivated me to start expanding my sights.”
– Anita Hicks, Clinical Social Worker

“To be in the same space
among such change
agents, visionaries and
strong women was an
absolute honor.”
– Nancy Martinez
Investigative Specialist,
Chandler Police; Coordinator,
BE SAFE Training Program

“It was fantastic and
way beyond my
expectations. I
certainly got many
things out of it and
will be bringing a list
back to our group.”
– Nate Stein
Board Member
Teva Community
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“IN A DIFFERENT KEY: THE
MOVIE” PRIMED TO CHANGE
THE WORLD OF AUTISM
This groundbreaking, full-length documentary co-produced
by journalists and Pulitzer Prize finalists Caren Zucker and
John Donvan is based on their bestselling 2016 book “In A
Different Key: The Story of Autism” and charts the story of
autism starting with the first person diagnosed in the U.S.
The film about the first person diagnosed with autism won a
Donor’s Choice Award for Showcase Feature Film at the
Phoenix Film Festival in August, which followed awardwinning showings at the Oxford Film Festival in Mississippi, the
Sonoma International Film Festival in California and the
Sedona International Film Festival in Arizona.
While “In A Different Key: The Movie” features the town of
Forest, Mississippi—where the story begins—it also highlights
how SARRC and First Place, together with valued
collaborators, have shaped our community to be more
inclusive for those with autism. This riveting film shows how
supportive communities like Phoenix—newly and notably
named the fifth-largest city in the U.S.—and unique
developments like First Place–Phoenix can help individuals
with autism and other neurodiversities thrive. “In A Different
Key” is slated for a multi-city tour starting this fall.

“The documentary movie [In A
Different Key: The Movie] was
magnificent. The stories and
experiences represented by the
‘stars’ were heartwarming and
informative.”
– Dale Larsen, ASU Morrison Institute for
Public Policy Professor of Practice &
Honors Faculty; Director of Community
Relations & Engagement, College of
Public Service and Community Solutions,
School of Community Resources and
Development

A PLACE IN THE
WORLD REPORT
UPDATE

2021: FIRST PLACE FOCUS
ON HEALTH & WELLNESS

It has been a year since the publication of the
groundbreaking report A Place in the World:
Fueling Housing and Community Options for
Adults with Autism and Other Neurodiversities—
produced in collaboration with ASU’s Morrison
Institute for Public Policy and 30-plus pioneering
leaders in the field from across the U.S. With
supportive, committed policymakers and privatesector interests, we are eager to apply the narrative
identified throughout the report to enable all
stakeholders to speak the same language. Whether
for people with autism or other special needs, it's
important to be able to describe, beyond a
diagnosis, what one wants and needs in a home.
We’re also working with Arizona stakeholders to
develop next steps to advance our shared interests
in this all-important space, including Home Matters
to Arizona, a new statewide affordable housing
initiative of which Denise Resnik is a co-founder; she
currently serves as board vice chair.

From the on-site Virginia G. Piper Health Spot
operated by Dignity Health to a collaboration on a
fall elective for Creighton University’s medical
students to the culmination of the First Place
Health & Wellness® curriculum and daily
community life activities at First Place-Phoenix, we
are committed to the good health of our residents.
Through our model programs, we are also
committed to democratizing healthcare, ensuring
no one goes untreated or is medically
misunderstood because of a developmental
diagnosis. The goal of our work with the new
Creighton Health Sciences Campus down the
street is to help empower the next generation of
medical professionals with a whole-person
perspective of and approach to treating adults with
autism and other neurodiversities.
We’re excited to share a trio of brand-new videos
that offer heartening insights into our promising
partnerships with Creighton and Dignity. These
videos serve to enlighten others about our cause—
for health and wellness in particular—including
prospective residents and their family members,
existing and potential donors and the community
at large.
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EXCITING COLLABORATION
WITH AMAZON WEB
SERVICES

Supporting neurodiverse
individuals to live
independently requires a
cross-category approach
to housing, employment,
and health and wellness.

Each area can positively or negatively impact the next—hence a holistic approach that embraces
technology is required to support greater self-sufficiency and independence. Neurodiverse individuals
often require more—more time, more people—to support their independence. Technology can also be
deployed as a strategic support through critical data collection and sharing to prompt actions that can
facilitate real-time decisions, contribute to longitudinal findings and help foster more independent
community engagement.
Working with Amazon Web Services, First Place–Phoenix, Quantified Classroom Lab and Pacific Autism
Centre will serve as beta sites for Phase 1 of DWELL Health—which will collect data from residents on
environment, behavior and biology—to provide infrastructure technology development for the project.
We don’t think twice before asking Siri, Google or Alexa to tell us the weather or direct us to our next
appointment—technology that was initially developed to support individuals with significant disabilities.
We are excited to propose, pilot and create proof points for the next technological advancements that
support individuals on the autism spectrum and are encouraged that these new tech curb cuts can also
be used by their neurotypical peers.
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TRANSITION
ACADEMY
(GOOD!) NEWS

The 2021-22 Transition Academy class is in full swing
with full enrollment. First Place continues its
collaboration with the Southwest Autism Research &
Resource Center (SARRC) in administering the
Learn4Independence® (L4I) life skills curriculum.
We continue to monitor Transition Academy
outcomes, which are helping us to establish proof
points in our ongoing efforts to enlighten and change
public policy for additional financial support for
participants, including a third-party payor option to
help offset the cost of what began as a private-pay,
philanthropically funded program. AHCCCS, Arizona’s
public payor and our state’s Medicaid provider, is now
covering approximately half the cost.
Meet Transition Academy graduate Joe in this
brief video, who shares his experiences—and
successes—after completing the two-year program.

STRONG MOMENTUM IN L4I LICENSING
Licensing of the Learn4Independence curriculum is an active,
ongoing pursuit with three new licensees added to the roster this
year for a total of eight. First Place licensees have a presence in
urban, rural and suburban areas, representing nonprofits, two
universities, a charter high school and a local government
jurisdiction.
Of particular interest—especially for future licensing prospects—is
NextStep at Endeavor Academy. Jackson County hired First Place
AZ to provide guidance in launching the program. First Place
conducted six discovery sessions in the fall of 2020 with nearly 60
Jackson County-area community leaders in autism, economic
development, transportation, business, education, faith,
government and healthcare to plan the program. Jackson County
also received a grant from CareerSource Florida to purchase the
Learn4Independence curriculum. This type of exemplary,
successful collaboration is an exciting testament to the potential
cultivation of future licensees.

FIRST PLACE RESIDENTS
BACK OUT AND ABOUT
With the high vaccination rate of First Place–Phoenix residents and staff, everyone is eager
to participate in group community life activities once again. A recent outing included the
local Immersive Van Gogh Exhibit (with COVID-19 protocols in place). Thanks to the
generosity of a First Place donor, participants enjoyed amazing special effects while being
surrounded by some of the renowned artist’s most famous works—including Starry Night
and Sunflowers—accompanied by music from the Italian pianist Luca Longobardi. This was
their first major group outing in many, MANY months—and a unique way to take in some of
the world’s most iconic artwork.
With desert temperatures finally falling, residents also recently enjoyed their first flag
football session with a local organization that fosters inclusivity in sports so that everyone,
regardless of ability, can experience the joys of accomplishment—especially in a team
setting. For the next eight weeks, participants will practice their flag football skills and
increase their training capacity before a weekly Friday game alongside other neurodiverse
and neurotypical teens and adults. Everyone is ready to bring their A game!
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KIND IT FORWARD
INITIATIVES—
MOVING FORWARD!
Residents and staff have been reconnecting with the
community after (too) much time spent close to
home during the pandemic. Kind It Forward, our
ongoing community kindness initiative, has given
everyone a chance to get back out and make a
difference through group activities with the Arizona
Animal Welfare League (spending time with and
walking furry friends), Ben’s Bells (making ornaments
for the gift shop), Feed My Starving Children (filling
food bags for families) and Child Crisis Center
(delivering healthy meals to children in need). More
outings are planned for the fall and into the holiday
season, thanks to the efforts of our very busy
community life coordinator.

"...MY WORK IS
NEVER DONE."
In Denise Resnik’s latest blog, “Building
Community with All the Right Pieces,” she
explores the importance of continuing to build
supportive communities, ensuring their
foundations are strong and resilient to meet the
needs of diverse special populations—and Legos
figure into the equation!
Learn more at firstplaceaz.org. To share
thoughts, insights and feedback, contact First
Place AZ founder and president/CEO—and
Matt’s mom—Denise Resnik at
denise@firstplaceaz.org.

