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MIDDLETOWN — While the moms of other teens are working on their back

toschool shopping lists, Karen Antone settles down at a laptop at her dining

room table to draft a list of a different sort.

Addressed to her son Phillip’s teachers, the document is an amalgam of

details about the 17yearold: Social interaction is tough for the teen, she

writes, so he should be encouraged to work with his peers.

If he gets a little frustrated, a joke or funny face may bring him back on track

— Phillip’s got a great sense of humor, Antone adds.

It’s among a dozen other fast facts she includes about the boy, who’s autistic.

“Every year I send a letter in,” Antone said.

“Transition was one of the big issues Phillip had;

now it’s focus and attention. By them knowing what

he likes, it helps to motivate him when he could get

stuck at times.”

The teen, a Boy Scout and cross country team

member who’s starting his senior year at
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Phillip Antone, 17, of Middletown and his mother, Karen, pick fresh vegetables from the kitchen garden on the grounds
of the Impact Oasis Trail Center in Monmouth County. / Gannett NJ photo/MARY FRANK
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Did you know?

There were nearly 218,000 students classified
with special needs ranging from autism to visual
impairments, from learning disabilities to brain
injuries, in the state’s public schools as of
October 2011. 
That’s nearly 16 percent of the public school
student population, and does not account for
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Middletown field to see life as host to autism program

A local parents group is working to transform a seven-acre field into a therapeutic learning center for children and 
youngadults with autism.

IMPACT (Improving Middletown’s Program for Autistic Children Together) is leasing from the township a portion of the Ste-
venson tract, off West Front Street, to develop a horticultural program for children with autism, a developmental disorder 
that can have a debilitating effect on social and certain motor skills.“

The goal is to build a model so other people can copy it,” said Mai Cleary, a Middletown resident and a founder of IM-
PACT, who has a 19-year-old autistic son. “I think everybody would like something like this for their kids because it’s such 
a therapeutic lifestyle.”

At the Jersey Shore, where land is expensive and open space is often hard to come by, IMPACT is hoping to set an ex-
ample by creating a working farm and gardening program for local autistic students ages 16 and older, Cleary said.

The program will come to fruition with the help and advice of Bob Sickles (a local entrepreneur who leases an adjacent 
eight-acre tract and whose father farms it) and agricultural experts at Rutgers University. Volunteers with IMPACT will 
plant peach trees, grow strawberries and a variety of other crops to be harvested mostly by autistic children in a summer 
program run by the public schools, Cleary said.

Although some crops may be planted in the fall and a deer fence will be set up during the next few weeks, Cleary said the 
program will go full force next summer. Local teenagers who want to do community service are expected to help out with 
some of the work. Farm animals may become a part of the farm in the future, she said.

The deal for the use of property that was purchased by the township through the Green Acres program is a good one - 
IMPACT is paying $1 a year for a five-year lease, Cleary said. Because of the gravity of the project, a special subgroup of 
IMPACT, called “Impact OASIS” (Ongoing Autistic Success in Society) was created, she said.

The need for support programs for autistic children is growing, data show.

Statistics released earlier this year by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention show that about one child in 150 
develops autism or a related disorder by the age of 8.

In New Jersey, the study indicated the prevalence to be greater - at about 1 in 100 - but researchers with the study said 
the higher rate could be related to a heightened awareness of the disorder.“

Growing and nurturing plants is actually therapy for people,” said Sickles, who runs a market in Little Silver that bears his 
name. “I think that if . . . picking, nurturing and harvesting the crop is the main goal (of this program) - and not production - 
then I think it will work well.”

Cleary said the produce likely would be sold by IMPACT at the farmers’ market in Red Bank.

Research has shown, Cleary said, that there are genetic and environmental components that contribute to autism. Some 
research suggests that vaccines could be one of the culprits.

Cleary sees the horticulture program as a “positive response to the environment” and a way to give those with autism a 
chance at gaining self-confidence and the ability to learn a new trade.“

The kids can’t really get worse, but they can progressively get better,” she said.

And Cleary hopes this program will help them do just that.
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