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Cooking class to aid autism cause
Professional chef reaches out to teach
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CLAREMONT - Leslie Sassaman knows food and what to do with it.
As a highly trained chef and author of 10 cookbooks, she can choose it, prepare it, cook it and display it like the professional she is. However, her true love of the culinary arts comes from teaching what she knows to children.

Sassaman had been a professional chef for Decor more than 10 years when she shed her corporate apron and opened Young Chefs Academy in Claremont in November 2007.

"I love working with the kids," said Sassaman, who has a bachelor's degree in food service from Cal Poly Pomona and is a graduate of the California School of Culinary Arts in Pasadena.

On Sunday, Sassaman and Young Chefs Academy will host a special cooking





Deven Velazquez, 11, a student at the Young Chefs Academy, reads a recipe for strawberries in balsamic vinegar March 18. The academy will teach a free cooking class for autistic kids on Sunday. (Eric Tom/Correspondent)

class for some very special students: children diagnosed with autism.

The hour-long class is free to participants. Included are feel and smell stations to give students a sense of typical cooking ingredients such as vanilla, citrus, basil and rice.

Students also will prepare fruit kabobs and gluten-free cookies.

Sassaman has taught a couple of autistic students in her classes with great success, but she hadn't thought of organizing a class geared especially toward them. That is, not until she met Jessica Block of Claremont.

Block's 3-year-old son, Royce, was diagnosed with autism about a year ago. Block has become informed and involved with the developmental disorder, but she wanted to do more to help those with autism and their loved ones.

While walking around Claremont's Packing House, a refurbished citrus packing plant that now houses fine restaurants, upscale boutiques, artist studios and the Claremont Museum of Art, she spotted Young Chefs Academy and got an idea.

"I went in to talk to Leslie about doing an event," Block said. "She was very positive right from the start."

Sassaman and Block have partnered on a fundraiser that is free for those with autism and their families. Sassaman would donate her expertise, the space and everything needed to prepare the food. Sponsorship is $25 per child with all proceeds going to Autism Speaks, a nonprofit organization that has provided Block with vital support.

"The time of his diagnosis was a low point of my life," Block said. "I was devastated, but I knew it was only going to get easier from that point. I prayed for God to give me the strength to cope with Royce's 12-hour tantrums with grace and dignity. I must have said that prayer 50 times a day."

Thanks to dedicated doctors, therapists, diet change and Autism Speaks, Block got the help, therapies and support she needed to get Royce to where he is today.

"I would have never believed one year ago that things would have returned to `normal' so quickly or that I would be able to put on a benefit, just one year after his diagnosis," she said.

"Organizing this event has been, in reflection, a way to commemorate overcoming this difficult time in both our lives."

Phillip Hain, executive director for the Los Angeles chapter of Autism Speaks, is looking forward to the event. He so strongly believes in this type of local grass-roots effort that he plans to attend and be part of the festivities.

"The Autistic Kids Cooking Class is a wonderful example that shows how one person's creativity and passion raises awareness locally," Hain said. "It's not necessarily about doing something big and splashy, but letting your friends, neighbors and people in the community know about something that affects you and is important for everyone to understand."



YOUNG CHEFS

What: Autistic Cooking Class

When: 4:30 p.m. to 5:30 p.m. Sunday

Where: 514 W. First St., Claremont

Cost: Free for participants

Information: (909) 706-8525, (909) 625-7505 or e-mailJessBlock@verizon.net; www.autismspeaks.org


What autism is all about
Autism is the most common condition in a group of developmental disorders known as the autism spectrum disorders or ASD. It is characterized by impaired social interaction, problems with verbal and nonverbal communication, and unusual, repetitive, or severely limited activities and interests. Other ASDs include Asperger syndrome, Rett syndrome, childhood disintegrative disorder, and pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified. Experts estimate that three to six children out of every 1,000 will have autism. Males are four times more likely to have autism than females.

Signs of autism
There are three distinctive behaviors that characterize autism. Autistic children have difficulties with social interaction, problems with verbal and nonverbal communication, and repetitive behaviors or narrow, obsessive interests. These behaviors can range in impact from mild to disabling.

The hallmark feature of autism is impaired social interaction. Parents are usually the first to notice symptoms of autism in a child. As early as infancy, a baby with autism may be unresponsive to people or focus intently on one item to the exclusion of others for long periods of time. A child with autism may appear to develop normally and then withdraw and become indifferent to social engagement.

Children with autism may fail to respond to their names and often avoid eye contact with other people. They have difficulty interpreting what others are thinking or feeling because they can't understand social cues, such as tone of voice or facial expressions, and don't watch other people's faces for clues about appropriate behavior. They lack empathy.

Many children with autism engage in repetitive movements such as rocking and twirling, or in self-abusive behavior such as biting or head-banging. They also tend to start speaking later than other children and may refer to themselves by name instead of "I" or "me." Children with autism don't know how to play interactively with other children. Some speak in a sing-song voice about a narrow range of favorite topics, with little regard for the interests of the person to whom they are speaking.

Many children with autism have a reduced sensitivity to pain, but are abnormally sensitive to sound, touch, or other sensory stimulation. These unusual reactions may contribute to behavioral symptoms such as a resistance to being cuddled or hugged.

Children with autism appear to have a higher than normal risk for certain co-existing conditions, including fragile X syndrome (which causes mental retardation), tuberous sclerosis (in which tumors grow on the brain), epileptic seizures, Tourette syndrome, learning disabilities, and attention deficit disorder. For reasons that are still unclear, about 20 to 30 percent of children with autism develop epilepsy by the time they reach adulthood.

- The National Institute of Neurological Disorders and Stroke
