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Elizabeth Bonker   

Hi, I'm Elizabeth Bonker, and you are listening to ADA live.  

4 Wheel City Music  

Yo hi, let's roll. Let's go 

Barry Whaley   

Hi everybody. On behalf of the Southeast ADA Center, the Burton Blatt Institute at 

Syracuse University and the ADA National Network, I want to welcome you to this 

episode of ADA live. I'm Barry Whaley. I'm the director of the Southeast ADA Center as a 

reminder, listening audience. If you have questions about the Americans with Disabilities 

Act, you can use our online form anytime, at Ada live.org or you can call the southeast 

ADA Center at 404-541-9001, and those calls are always free and they're confidential. As 

https://adalive.org/speakers/elizabeth-bonker/
https://adalive.org/speakers/barry-whaley/
https://adalive.org/episodes/episode-134/
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many as 40% of people with autism are non speaking. That's more than 30 million people 

worldwide, yet only a small fraction of non speakers are taught how to type to 

communicate. Elizabeth Bonker is the executive director of communication for all, a 

nonprofit with the mission to ensure all non speakers have access to communication and 

education. Elizabeth learned to type to communicate when she was five years old, and 

she entered regular public school classrooms in the first grade. Elizabeth's decade of 

advocacy work includes a book I am in here and a music album. She's given dozens of 

published interviews and keynote addresses, and her story has been featured in three 

documentary films, spellers Understanding Autism and in our own hands. Elizabeth is a 

2022, graduate of Rollins College honors program where she majored in social innovation 

and a minor in English, her valedictorian commencement address went viral with 4 billion 

media impressions propelling her mission onto a global stage. We'll talk with Elizabeth 

about her mission to enable non speaking people with disabilities to find their voice and 

how the ADA helped her share her own remarkable story. So Elizabeth, I want to 

welcome you to the show. 

Elizabeth Bonker   

Hello, Barry, thank you for that kind introduction. 

Barry Whaley   

So Elizabeth, according to the National Autism Society, as many as 40% of people with 

autism are non speaking, as I mentioned, that's about 30 million people worldwide, but 

very few are taught to communicate, as the world heard in your 2022 valedictorian 

commencement address at Rollins. Your mission is to give non speakers a voice. Could 

you tell us about the nonprofit you started communication for all. 

Elizabeth Bonker   

We started communication for all in April 2022 when I was a senior at Rollins College. 

Our mission is to ensure all non speakers have access to communication and education. 

Communication for all has three strategic initiatives. First is c4 Academy, a program of 

internet based instructional videos to teach non speakers to type anywhere in the world 
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free of charge. See foray. Academy also has free written lessons a Facebook community 

with more than 600 members, and ask an expert support based on the 1000s of views of 

our videos and community members, we estimate c4 a Academy has impacted more than 

1500 non speakers so far. Our second strategic initiative is c4 a schools. We are piloting 

typing programs with innovative public and private schools. Our partners train the school 

staff and use our Academy videos to teach their non speaking students how to type. We 

believe c4, a schools create beacons that light the way for all schools. Our third and 

brand new strategic initiative is regulation for all we have partnered with Dr Elizabeth 

Torres, who leads the sensorimotor integration lab at Rutgers University, to create an app 

that measures heart rate variability to help non speakers get out of fight or flight mode. 

We think this could be a game changer for the community, because it is really hard to 

type when you feel like a tiger is chasing you. 

Barry Whaley   

That's a very good point. Thank you. Elizabeth, like many of us with disabilities, you're so 

committed to advocating for yourself and other people who are non speakers, why did 

you decide to become a disability rights advocate? 

Elizabeth Bonker   

Judy human the mother of disability rights, was my cherished friend and mentor. She 

taught me that disability rights are human rights. The blind have Braille and the deaf. 

Have sign language. Now is the time for non speakers to have typing. I know what it feels 

like to be locked in a silent cage and will not rest until every non speaker is set free. The 

best way I have to convey what it feels like is to play a clip from my song, silent cage. I 

wrote the lyrics and the bleeding hearts wrote and performed the music legendary 

guitarist Tom Morello from Rage Against the Machine captures the chaos, 

Barry Whaley   

right? We're gonna hear that clip right now. Elizabeth,  
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Music and Lyrics 

step  inside my silent cage. Can't 

you see I'm on a stage? 

The world says I can't think it pushed me to the brink. They say I lost a dumb 

no voice, no 

choice, no thoughts, no brain. They think that I'm insane. 

Set me free. Please. Set me free. 

Free from anger, frustration, free from boredom, cruelty, free from the word, expectation, 

free from futures I can't pick, free from tradition and rejection, free from death A massive 

range, free from pity and despair, free from 

Barry Whaley   

All right, Elizabeth, that was amazing, beautiful work. And fans of Tom Morello would 

agree that, you know, it's just great, Elizabeth, you learn to type at age five, as I 

mentioned, and having the disability was just so important because it allowed you to 

communicate with others and use your own mind. Can you tell us what life was like 

growing up and how your rights as a person with a disability were challenged after 

Elizabeth Bonker   

I learned to point to letters, my parents fought for my right to be in a mainstream 

education. The public school wanted to keep me in the ABA classroom, but my parents 

knew I had the right to be educated in the least restrictive environment. They knew a 

wonderful aide named Terry who got trained to be my communication partner and a 

teacher, Mrs. Buser, who considered me a blessing. These two ladies worked closely with 

my mother to overcome any challenges I faced. For example, the hum and glare of the 
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fluorescent lights dysregulated me, so they kept them off as much as possible in our 

sunny classroom, I am forever grateful to all the elementary school teachers who believed 

in me when it was time for me to go to high school. The new district wanted to send me 

out of district at great expense, and my parents hired a lawyer to keep me in public 

school. That is the principal who was quoted on the front page of a local newspaper 

telling a staff member, the retard can't be valedictorian. In the end, he got what he 

deserved. Non speaking students around the country are routinely denied the right to 

effective communication of their choice in schools. These rights are guaranteed in the 

Americans with Disabilities Act, and they need to be enforced so non speakers have 

access to mainstream education. Communication for all exists to give every non speaking 

child the opportunities that I had to enter mainstream first grade and graduate from high 

school.  

Barry Whaley   

Yeah and that's that is really a testament to teachers who believe in you and really want 

to see you succeed. So that's that's wonderful. Elizabeth, I mentioned earlier, you're also 

an author. In 2011 you and your mother, Jenny wrote a book called I am in here, the 

journey of a child with autism who cannot speak, defines her voice. Can you tell us a little 

bit more about the book and purpose. 

Elizabeth Bonker   

My mother and I wrote the book to reach families with non speakers and give them hope 

that their children are in there with communication, non speakers can be educated and 

live happy, productive lives. 1000s of typers are showing the world how non speaking 

autism is a motor disorder. Not a cognitive one. We have difficulty controlling our bodies. 

Our minds are acutely aware of the world around us. We desperately want to connect 

with our families and have friends. The book contains 70 of my poems and stories from 

our journey. We hope it encourages parents to believe their children can learn to type 

now they can go to our communication for all website to get the tools to teach them. 

Barry Whaley   
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It's so very important to remember that this is a motor disorder. It's not a cognitive 

disability. I would imagine many people do not even consider that, especially the first time 

they need you. Elizabeth, this is great information. We want to break for a minute. Ada 

live listening audience. If you have questions about this topic or any other ADA live topic, 

you can submit your question online at Ada live.org or you can call the southeast ADA 

Center at 404-541-9001 and now a word from this episode. Sponsor communication for 

all. 

Elizabeth Bonker   

Our non profit communication for all has a mission. It is to ensure all non speakers with 

autism have access to communication and education. We empower families to teach their 

non speakers to type with c4 Academy, our program of internet based instructional 

videos, written lessons and support our c4 Academy community. Facebook group has 

more than 600 members who answer questions, and we also have asked an expert for 

additional support. Please go to our website, communication, the number four all.org to 

learn more about giving non speakers a voice. 

Barry Whaley   

Hi, welcome back, everybody. I'm Barry Whaley. I'm the project director of the Southeast 

ADA Center, and we're having a great conversation today with Elizabeth Bonker, 

Executive Director of communication for all, a non profit organization with the mission of 

unlocking the communication ability of more than 30 million people worldwide who are 

non speaking people with autism. Elizabeth, you told us about your life as a non speaking 

person with autism and the initiatives and programs of your organization. Communication 

for all you. Co wrote, I am in here a collection of poems and stories about your journey. 

Tell us a little bit more about your college experiences. 

Elizabeth Bonker   

Rollins College is a liberal arts college in Winter Park, Florida. They have no particular 

program for students with autism, but my brother, Charles, who also has autism, got 

accepted and had a wonderful experience. Rollins, most famous alumnus is Mr. Rogers, 
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and the campus exudes his kindness. Not only did the professors and students embrace 

my alternative communication, they celebrated my mission communication. For all, I 

majored in social innovation with a minor in English in the Honors Program, I took a wide 

variety of courses, including the law, economics, education and Shakespeare to be an 

effective advocate. There were students and one special professor who put in the extra 

effort to be a communication partner for me so I could type with them. The only academic 

accommodation I needed was extended time on tests due to the slow pace of typing with 

one finger. My honors thesis was over 100 pages long, and it is a blueprint for 

communication for all. 

Barry Whaley   

Thanks, Elizabeth. And I think it's pretty cool that you went to the same college as Mr. 

Rogers. I just got to say we also know you're a lyricist. You produce the record album, the 

band, the bleeding hearts, which, like your book, is called I am in here. What role does 

your music play in your mission as a disability rights advocate? 

Elizabeth Bonker   

Music opens the heart so the head can listen. The Civil Rights Movement showed us the 

power music has to unite us in a common cause. I often use the phrase we shall 

overcome because it resonates with non speakers and their families. The album can be 

streamed on all the major services, and each song has a video on our YouTube channel. 

The songs all have a different story to tell in musical genres ranging from rock to country 

to blues. For example, I wrote the lyrics for hidden treasure from a mother's perspective, 

and the bleeding hearts gave it the feel of an Irish ballad with traditional instruments. We 

played hidden treasure at the end of each of our events in Ireland, and it touched the 

audiences deeply. Can I play it for you? 

Barry Whaley   

I would love to hear that. Yes, thank you. This is hidden treasure, baby. 
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My arms is not yet, too i. Something's not quite right. 

Days of searching bring no relief, just words of pain and fright, scary 

labels at the stage a dismal life they would ride. Doctors are not hopeful. 

Enough. Future isn't right. 

How can I go on? Where is my dear one? She was there, and now she go. World 

is forever changed. The path is unclear and long, but we will not give up hope. We'll prove 

the experts and strap on your battle gear you allow a warrior mom march on despite your 

fear, where is my little girl? She was dead, and now I hold you my arms, and you give me 

stare, telling me to have hope and not to despair. We are joined together, not by words 

we Say, but by Holy silence when we weep. There is my little girl. I must go on. One. 

She's lost, but she's my dear One, she's lost, But she's not gone. 

Barry Whaley   

Wow. Elizabeth, what a fantastic song. Thank thank you for sharing that. As I mentioned 

earlier, your story's been featured in three documentary films, Spellers, Understanding 

Autism, and In Our Own Hands, is there a common theme in these three documentaries? 

Elizabeth Bonker   

All of these films Empower non speakers with autism. Spellers tells the stories of how 

learning to type transforms the lives of eight non speakers. The film won Best 

Documentary when it premiered at the Phoenix film festival, and it can be seen on 

YouTube. Understanding Autism is the brainchild of award winning director Scott 

steindorf, who interviewed more than 100 autism experts. Scott considers autism his 

superpower. I wanted to make. Sure that those who suffer in silence without 

communication were not forgotten in our own hands, included my two year medical 

experiment to get out of flight or fight using heart rate variability monitoring and natural 
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interventions, we are working to get this information out to families through our new 

initiative regulation for all 

Barry Whaley   

great thank you. So this year, Elizabeth, it's the 34th anniversary of the Americans with 

Disabilities Act for the ADA. How has the ADA benefited your life and your work as an 

advocate for others? 

Elizabeth Bonker   

The ADA is critical to our mission to achieve communication equality, the ADA mandates 

that people with communication disorders have communication equally as effective as 

people without a disorder, giving primary consideration to the aid of their choice for 

effective communication, schools routinely deny non speaking students their effective 

communication because they are not permitting these students to type on assistive 

technology with a trained personal aid. We are working with families across the country to 

protect non speaking students from this discrimination, and there is a lot of work to be 

done. Families are exhausted by administrative court proceedings, and they need to know 

about their adjudicating ADA rights. For example, the lil Pape family has fought for more 

than five years, and just this past July, they finally won the right to a jury trial to determine 

their non speaking son's ADA rights. This case builds on the Perez V Sturges Public 

Schools case, and they are huge wins for the disability community if you are an attorney 

or advocate listening to this podcast, please join our mission communication for all wants 

to partner with you to enforce the ADA rights of non speaking students in schools. That's 

Barry Whaley   

great. Thank you. Elizabeth. Elizabeth, you mentioned that schools routinely deny non 

speaking students effective communication rights, denying those students type of 

assistive technology they would need. Do you have any idea how many students annually 

we're talking about? 

Elizabeth Bonker   
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There are more than 5 million children and adult non speakers in the United States. There 

are hundreds of 1000s of students who suffer in silence in schools. 

Barry Whaley   

That's a lot. Thank you. Elizabeth. Elizabeth, what are some of the personal and 

professional barriers to inclusion and accessibility that you and other non speaking people 

face? 

Elizabeth Bonker   

Daily access to communication and education is the starting point for inclusion once we 

break down the barriers for non speakers in schools, there will still be many challenges 

for typers to overcome to have access to civic engagement and meaningful employment, 

but our focus must first be the enormous challenge of communication and education for 

all non speakers. 

Barry Whaley   

Very true. Thank you, Elizabeth, your passion for disability rights also includes volunteer 

activities for organizations outside of communication. For all we know you remember the 

Autism Society Justice Center Task Force and policy, public policy committee, and you 

were recently elected to serve on the board of the Autism Society of Florida, group that 

we have worked closely with for years. Please tell us why your participation is important. 

Elizabeth Bonker   

Communication Equality is a big mission, and we need to partner with established 

organizations like Autism Society to achieve it. Autism Society has more than 120,000 

members across the country, and we are reaching families with non speakers with 

information on their helpline and website. I'm particularly proud of serving on the Autism 

Society of Florida Board as we educate lawmakers about the importance of cameras in 

special education classrooms to protect vulnerable non speaking students. 

Barry Whaley   
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Elizabeth, we hear you have an event coming up in October with Temple Grandin. Do you 

want to tell us a little more about that event? 

Elizabeth Bonker   

I am honored to be keynoting the autism parenting summit with temple on October 12, at 

930 in the morning, Eastern Time. The registration is free for this virtual conference last 

spring, 46,000 people registered, please join us. 

Barry Whaley   

That's excellent. Yep, thank you, Elizabeth, you've given dozens of interviews keynote 

addresses, including presentations at Stanford, medical school neurodiversity summit in 

California, the neurodiversity and Business Forum in London and the India inclusion 

summit in Bangalore. Do you think other countries like England and India are making 

sufficient progress with including non speaking people with autism in their communities? 

Elizabeth Bonker   

Communication equality is a global mission. Okay, the neurodiversity movement is 

helping to create a place for people who have different ways of thinking and expressing 

themselves, but there is so much farther we need to go in all countries to empower non 

speakers with communication. Only about 5000 non speakers have been taught to type 

out of more than 30 million people who suffer in silence having non speaking autism 

carries great stigma in many parts of the world. We are working to change the way the 

world understands non speaking autism with our advocacy trips, films and social media. 

Barry Whaley   

Wow, that's a startling number, 5000 people taught to type out of more than 30 million 

amazing Elizabeth, I want to thank you for sharing with our listeners your experiences as 

a non speaking person with autism. You've told us about your organization 

communication for all about your books, your music, your many activities that are part of 

your ongoing advocacy and work to make communication possible for all people like 
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yourself. Elizabeth, how can our listeners learn more about ways they can promote the 

rights of non speaking people with disabilities? 

Elizabeth Bonker   

Please visit our website communicationforall.org you can read about our initiatives and go 

to our Take Action tab to join our mission for communication equality. 

Barry Whaley   

Our guest today has been Elizabeth Bonker, Elizabeth, I want to thank you for being with 

us today and sharing your story. Listeners, thank you for joining us for this episode. You 

can access all ADA Live episodes and archived audio accessible transcripts and 

resources on our website, at Ada live.org you can listen to our SoundCloud ADA live 

channel at soundcloud.com/ ADA live. You can download ADA live to your mobile device 

go to your podcast app and search for ADA live again, if you have questions about the 

Americans with Disabilities Act, you can use our online form at Ada live.org, or you can 

contact your Regional ADA Center at 1-800-949-4232 and again, those calls are free and 

They're confidential. Ada live is a program of the Southeast ADA Center the Burton Blatt 

Institute at Syracuse University, and a collaboration with the Disability Inclusive 

Employment Policy Rehabilitation Research and Training Center. Our producer is 

Celestia Ohrazda With Cheri Hofmann, Mary Morder, Marsha Schwanke, Chase Coleman 

and me, I'm Barry Whaley. Our music is from four wheel city, the movement for 

improvement. We also invite you to listen to our companion podcast, Disability Rights 

today, for in depth discussion on important court cases that shape disability rights and the 

Americans with Disabilities Act. You can learn more about Disability Rights Day, Disability 

Rights today.org, and as a reminder, Elizabeth had mentioned Perez versus Sturgis 

schools, we do have an episode on disability rights today where we talk with the lawyers 

who litigated that case. So we'll see you next episode on the floor whales. 
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Music4 Wheel City  

They watching. They don't want us be part of the city, man. They put all these steps, man. 

All these curbs we can't get over. All these inaccessible stores. 4 Wheel City. They don't 

want us here. We'll survive and we're going to make our own place. Our own world. The 4 

Wheel City- 

[End of Transcript] 
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