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WHS’ Alex Jackman’s Autism Advocacy
Culminates in Award-Winning Film
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Ring in the New Year with NJFO
And The Guys and Dolls of Broadway

HELPING OTHERS...WHS sophomore, Alex Jackman, who recently won awards for her short film documentary, "A
Teen's Guide to Autism," is pictured here at age 8 with her friend Jamie Davidge who she credits as her inspiration for helping
those with special needs.

By CHRISTIE STORMS
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and

The Scotch Plains-Fanwood Times

WESTFIELD — For Westfield
High School sophomore, Alexandra
Jackman, it all started with a ran-
dom act of kindness. When she was
eight years old, she noticed Jamie
Davidge a wheelchair-bound child
isolated and alone at lunchtime each
day at camp. One afternoon, Alex
decided to sit with her, which re-
sulted not only in the two becoming
great friends, but ignited Alex’s pas-
sion to befriend and assist others
with special needs.

After many years volunteering
and peer-mentoring with groups
such as Autism Family Times and

Intensive Therapeutic in Fanwood,
Alex’s passion ultimately inspired
her to write and direct a 14-minute
documentary, “A Teen’s Guide to
Understanding and Communicating
with People with Autism” while an
eighth grade student. What began
as an independent project for the
Teddy Roosevelt Scholars Program
in 2012 has become an award-win-
ning film implemented locally in
Westfield classrooms and shown as
far across the globe as Guam.

“I want to get the message across
to everybody that autism and spe-
cial needs aren’t who a person is —
it’s just something that they have,”
Alex said. “You have to look past
the things that seem different on the

outside, and take the opportunity to
get to know who they are on the
inside.”

Alex believes this can be chal-
lenging for teens in particular due to
lack of awareness and understand-
ing. In her film, she speaks frankly
and directly to viewers in a warm,
conversational tone interspersed with
graphic aids. There are clips reveal-
ing students’ perceptions and mis-
conceptions about autism, slices of
student life footage, and brief inter-
views with experts.

Alex also discusses how some of
the characteristic behaviors on the
autistic spectrum, like arm-flapping
or repetitive tapping, are merely

different versions of
common behaviors we
all have, such as twirl-
ing hair or biting nails
when nervous.

A highlight is a pow-
erful supermarket scene
that gives a glimpse into
the sensory overload
those with autism might
experience. Special ef-
fects heighten the sights
and sounds along with
a voiceover narration of
simultaneous thoughts
that might occur.

Alex encourages pa-
tience and compassion,
offering practical, real
world advice on be-
friending those with

special needs. For example, because
these students can be overwhelmed
by too many options and/or lack of
structure, when inviting such a
friend to “hangout” downtown, Alex
recommends simply specifying a
few of the places you may visit as
opposed to leaving it open-ended
or vague.

While Alex’s father, Michael,
works in the film industry and as-
sisted with some shot composition,
Alex was adamant about keeping
the project her own. She personally
oversaw the details from storyboard
conception to the editing process.

She found researching and edit-
ing the most challenging. Because
there was a lot of footage, she asked

family and friends for their honesty
about what worked and what didn’t.

“I realized not all of it made sense
to other people, even if it made
sense to me,” Alex said. “I had to
cut a lot out.”

The film has been extremely well
received. It garnered numerous hon-
ors and awards at film festivals
around the world including Best
Youth Short Documentary at the
Harlem International Film Festival;
Best Student Film, Audience Choice
at the First Glance International Film
Festival in Los Angeles; and most
recently, The Peggy Charren Award
for Excellence at the Boston Inter-
national Kids Film Festival. The
Arc of New Jersey, an organization
for people with intellectual and de-
velopmental disabilities, even cre-
ated a Youth in Action Award for
her film.

While Alex is appreciative and
grateful for the recognition of her
work, she finds the greatest reward
in the way the way educators, fami-
lies, and those with special needs
have reacted.

She spoke about a mother of a
boy with autism who said the video
helped him understand himself.

“Things like that show me that
it’s really helping people…It’s do-
ing exactly what I wanted it to do,”
Alex said.

Her advice to other students who
may be inspired to create a similar
film or help others with their own
creative project is to be passionate
and persistent.

“I didn’t know if professionals
would want to be involved with my
project, but they were happy to do
it,” she said. “If you’re passionate,
you’ll find people who want to help
you…You’re never too young to
make a difference.”

Alex’s film can currently be
viewed online via YouTube (with
more than 32,000 views at press
time).

She continues to pursue ways to
get the film into additional schools
for Autism Awareness Month in
April and raise funds to translate
the film into Spanish for Latino and
Spanish-speaking communities.

WESTFIELD – On Wednesday,
December 31, at 7 p.m., under the
baton of Maestro David Wroe, the
fully professional New Jersey Fes-
tival Orchestra, in partnership with
PSE&G, presents one of New
Jersey’s most popular New Year’s
Eve musical celebrations. This
year’s performance, The Guys and
Dolls of Broadway, promises a su-
perb revue of American musical the-
ater classics presented in glorious
symphonic splendor.

The concert has become a music
event eagerly anticipated by much
of central New Jersey. This year’s
program reads like a Who's Who of
the best of American musical the-
ater - Irving Berlin, Marvin
Hamlisch, Rodgers and
Hammerstein, Lerner and Loewe,
Boubil and Schonberg and Leonard
Bernstein are just some of the su-

perb composers celebrated in the
show which also features interna-
tional guest vocalists direct from
the Broadway stage.

The Guys and Dolls of Broadway
gives insight into the wacky, the
tender, the comic, and the tragic
elements of musical theater. An
event for the whole family, this is a
friendly cabaret–style concert for
adults to reminisce to songs they all
know, for kids to enjoy some of the
more peculiar characters to grace
Broadway’s stage, and for us all to
revel in the musical genius of some
of the world’s finest musical theater
composers and professional per-
formers.

This not-to-be-missed celebration
from has been made possible
through the generous support of
PSE&G. Additional funding has
been received the NJ State Council

on the Arts and The Westfield Foun-
dation.

The performance takes place on
New Year’s Eve, Wednesday, De-
cember 31 at 7 p.m. at Westfield
High School Auditorium, 550
Dorian Road Westfield. Tickets are
$40 for general admission and $70
for preferred seating. The festivi-
ties will conclude by 9 p.m.

The NJFO recommends that au-
dience members make reservations
as soon as possible as tickets are
selling fast and last year’s concert
was a sell-out. Tickets are available
for purchase on line at
www.njfestivalorchestra.org, by
phone at (908) 232-9400.

Alex Jackman at the All American High
School Film Festival at the AMC Theater in

Times Square.

See it all on the Web!
www.goleader.com
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