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Imagine if you woke up one 
day and found the child you knew 
yesterday had faded away. Imagine 
that your child’s body was still there, 
but everything that made them who 
they were was gone. No smile, no 
laugh, no acknowledgement that 
you existed, just a blank stare and a 
diaper full of diarrhea multiple times 
a day. That’s exactly what happened 
to the Ackerman family.

“It’s like Jeff disappeared,” said 
Lisa Ackerman. “In June of 1998, he 
was a typical 15-month-old boy, but 
then one day he was gone.”

When the Ackermans went to look 
for answers they received a diagno-
sis of autism and were told there was 
nothing they could do. One doctor 
told them that they would need to 
look for an institution to care for their 
son when he was older as he would 
never improve.

Hit hard by this diagnosis, Lisa and 
her husband, Glen, found no reas-
surance nor direction from doctors 
or other professionals. The support 
groups that they found offered no real 
help. They could find no one to an-
swer their questions. It was this lack 
of resources that led to their founding 
of the nonprofit organization, Talk 
About Curing Autism (TACA).

The Ackermans refused to give 
up on their son. The boy who had 
developed normally and met all his 
developmental milestones suddenly 
had regressed. He lost language and 
social skills. He no longer wanted 
to be held or touched. He stopped 
pointing or waving. Cold and similar 
sensations that should cause pain 
didn’t bother him. His sleep patterns 
changed and he often had trouble 

sleeping more than a few hours at 
a time. His health also deteriorated 
along with his behavior and cogni-
tive skills.

“We spent hours and hours on-
line,” Lisa says. One parent would 
take care of Jeff while the other was 
at the computer until the early morn-
ing hours, searching for answers. 
The Ackermans read books, went to 
conferences and sought out profes-
sionals in the field from around the 
country.

Soon, the Ackermans found that 
they had to address issues regarding 
insurance, education, abandonment 
by friends, lack of understanding 
from family, lack of sleep, finan-
cial concerns, and marital stress. It 
seemed there was no place and no 
one to turn to for answers or sup-
port. However, they met many other 
families who shared the same expe-
riences and were also looking for an-
swers and support. There were also 
families who reported seeing autistic 
symptoms decrease and sleep pat-
terns normalize after specific health 
related issues, outside the autism di-
agnosis, were addressed.

It took two years to gain any trac-
tion, but as the Ackermans gained 
knowledge, Jeff started to get better.

“Our biggest realization in this pro-
cess was that the autism world was 
highly fractured,” Lisa said. “There 
was no strong parent community 
and, most like us, were being told 
the same thing ‘there is little you can 
do.’” The Ackermans knew that was 
not true and so the mission began:  
Families with autism helping fami-
lies with autism. It felt right and it be-
came their daily guide.

This is what led to the first 
TACA meeting. The Ack-
ermans opened up their 
home to share what they 
had learned with other 
interested families seeking support 
and knowledge. Ten years ago, 10 
parents met in the Ackerman living 
room. They were no longer alone. By 
the time the meeting ended, every 
parent had agreed to meet again.

TACA grew by word of mouth. 
Families began to show up with oth-
er families who had children diag-
nosed with autism. Soon their house 
was full of mothers, fathers, grand-
parents, children and other family 
members. Eventually, the house was 
bursting at the seams and the group 
had to move to a larger location. The 
Ackermans found a local church 
that would donate their space every 
month. The church would seat hun-
dreds and meetings were now on a 
regular monthly schedule.

Today, TACA is a leader in the au-
tism community, serving 16,000 fami-
lies across the U.S. It is a nonprofit 
organization dedicated to providing 
families the support and education 
needed most after receiving an au-
tism diagnosis.

“TACA is not a research founda-
tion,” Lisa says. “We are the Real 
Help Now team for families.”

As more families are affected by 
autism than ever before, TACA’s 
services have become critical. Ac-
cording to “Pediatrics,” the Official 
Journal of The American Academy 
of Pediatrics, October 5, 2009, 110 
per 10,000 U.S. children have Autism 
Spectrum Disorder (or 1 in 91).

TACA’s programs and resources in-

clude trained parent mentors, a 
comprehensive website including 
live web chat, 28 chapters across the 
country, informational guidebooks 
and DVDs, annual conferences and 
military outreach. A recent grant 
through Pacific Life allowed them 
to begin translation of guidebooks, 
website and other materials into 
Spanish and hire an attorney to help 
educate families on common legal 
issues. Additionally, TACA operates 
a Families in Crisis and scholarship 
program, which provides financial 
support and treatment scholarships 
to assist with medical care in emer-
gency situations.

TACA provides the majority of its 
programs and services at no cost to 
families. Where there is a cost for 
events, TACA families can apply for 
a scholarship.

With more and more families com-
ing to TACA for help, greater involve-
ment from the community is needed. 
“With the rate of autism increasing, 
odds are that autism has already 
touched your life or will at some 
point,” says Glen. “We are all part 
of the TACA community and TACA 
needs your help and commitment to 
continue the mission.” 

For more information, visit www.
tacanow.org.

A n  A u t i s m  n o n p r o f i t ’ s  C A l l  f o r  A C t i o n
By Lois Evezich

“TACA is not a re-

search foundation, 

we are the Real 

Help Now team 

for families.”

LISA ACKERMAN 
 – Founder Talk About Curing   
  Autism (TACA), Nonprofit 
  Organization
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By Lois Evezich

When Jim Jr. was 3, doctors
told his parents he would need as-
sistance all his life.

He stopped developing normal 
language skills. He did not learn to 
point. He stopped developing like a 
typical child.

“He stopped walking alone and 
needed handholding,” says his 
mother, Sue. “His development 
was stalled.”

Medical professionals gave them 
little hope.

“We had to become our child’s 
advocate,” Sue says. “We had to 
find doctors we could trust. We 
were living under a veil of bleak-
ness, feeling isolated.”

But today it’s hard to imagine that 
this 9-year-old child was ever diag-
nosed with autism. Now in private 
school in a regular classroom, Jim 
Jr. excels academically, interacting 
regularly with teachers and other 
students, and loves to play soccer.

No one would ever guess this 
child had a diagnosis of autism.

“It took about two years to get 
him there,” says Sue. Jim Jr. has re-
covered from his autism.

“Some parents of children with 
autism withdraw from the world,” 
Sue says. “They self-isolate.” Her 
family was lucky, their friends stuck 
by them.

Sue and her husband, Jim Sr., 
spent hours on the Internet and 
reading books, searching for autism 
information that could help their 
child. That’s how they found “Talk 
About Curing Autism” (TACA) and 
met other parents with children af-
fected by autism.

TACA, founded by Lisa Acker-
man, gave them hope. The non-
profit led them through the maze 
of suggested treatments and gave 
them the chance to talk with other 
parents of autistic children. In spite 
of a bleak prognosis, they found a 

way out of the darkness.
Today, the American Academy 

of Pediatrics recommends that at 
18 and 24 months all children be 
screened for autism, whether or not 
there are any signs of developmen-
tal delay. By screening children 
early, those diagnosed with the dis-
order can be treated immediately 
and aggressively.

Jim Sr. remembers his son not be-
ing able to communicate with him 
or Sue. He exhibited a condition 
known as echolalia. “If you asked 
him if he wanted milk or juice, he’d 
say ‘milk or juice.’ He repeated ev-
erything he heard exactly. He never 
learned yes or no. It was frustrating 
for him and for us.”

“He had splinter skills,” Sue says. 
“That means he could do some 
things above what was expected. 
He could read very early, memorize 
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H o w  K e l s i  F o u n d  H e r  V o i c e

Seven-year-old Kel-
si Owen is a champion of 
“Bunny Rescue,” an organi-
zation that helps find homes 
for abandoned rabbits. She 
owns her own bunny, Whif-
fle, who was a gift in celebra-
tion of Kelsi’s progress away 
from autism and her growth 
into a typical 7-year-old.

Kelsi is one success story of 
a child whose family, at their 
lowest point, decided to fight 
for their daughter’s recov-
ery from her autism diag-
nosis. But by no means 
was the journey an easy 
one.

Kelsi was diagnosed 
with autism when she was 
three; however, her parents’ 
concerns started six months 
earlier.

“She slowly became pick-
ier about food,” says Kelsi’s 
mother, Melissa. “At 2½, she 
was using a couple of phras-
es, but suddenly stopped 
talking. She’d have tantrums 
and was frustrated because 
she couldn’t say what she 
wanted, and frequently was 
totally unresponsive.”

Kelsi’s diagnosis devas-
tated Melissa. “It was ter-
rible,” she says. “A doctor 
delivered the diagnosis by 
telling us that Kelsi was ‘out to  
lunch.’ ”

“I thought, how could this 
be happening to our little 
girl? I didn’t know if my child 
was going to come out of this. 
Her symptoms were so hard 
on her and for our entire fam-
ily. You live with it night and 
day.”

Melissa’s husband, Kelly, 
refused to accept that there 
was no hope for his daughter 
and for his family. Together, 
the Owens began seeking 
answers that would help Kel-
si and change the future for 
their daughter.

Kelsi’s uncontrollable tan-

trums made public outings 
impossible. Many families 
that have children on the 
autism spectrum become 
hostages in their own home. 
Countless nights and week-
ends were spent searching 
the Internet, looking for help 
and connecting with other 
families in the same situation.

“We never gave up hope,” 
Melissa says. “I would get 
weak for a moment, but nev-

er gave up hope.”
 

They then 
found a doctor who assessed 
and treated Kelsi from a bio-
medical perspective. “We 
started introducing changes 
in diet and supplements, one 
at a time. Kelsi responded to 
almost everything we did,” 
says Melissa.

The Owens witnessed 
great success with Kelsi from 
a behavioral point of view, 
but noticed that her speech 
was still lagging far behind 
and that she had a limited 
attention span. That’s when 
they tried hyperbaric oxygen 
therapy as prescribed by her 
doctor.

“The improvements we 
noticed were cognitive. Her 
teacher she had last year had 
seen her after being gone for 
the summer. We were prob-
ably around Kelsi’s twenti-
eth hyperbaric treatment. 
I asked, ‘Have you noticed 
any difference with Kelsi?’ 

And her teacher said, ‘Yeah, 
her language is really com-
ing along. Speech therapy 
is amazing.’ I said we hadn’t 
done speech that whole sum-
mer--that we’d put it on hold 
so we could do hyperbarics. 
She said, ‘Wow! ’ ”

“The idea behind hyper-
baric oxygen therapy is to in-
crease the carrying capacity 
of the blood with oxygen so 
more oxygen can be deliv-
ered to targeted organs that 
may not be receiving enough 
oxygen, including the brain,” 
states Jerry Kartzinel, M.D., 
Medical Director of the Cali-
fornia Integrative Hyperbaric 
Center, the autism center 
in Irvine where the Owens 
conduct their hyperbaric  
therapy.

Kelsi’s behaviors and is-
sues improved. By age 4, 
Kelsi could sit at a restaurant, 
color, and eat a meal. Today, 
she attends a typical school 
in the Los Alamitos School 
District and is flourishing.

The Owens emphasize 
how crucial it is for parents 
to get involved in their chil-
dren’s recovery process early 
and to never give up hope. 
Melissa and Kelly reached 
out for each other’s support 
to keep pushing forward for 
their daughter’s sake. They 
also found other families with 
children affected by autism 
to share their story with and 
keep each other motivated 
on the autism journey.

“When you are on the road 
to recovery, you don’t stop. 
You continue,” says Kelly. “We 
need to do whatever it takes 
now, while they are young, 
while the treatments are ef-
fective, while we can make a 
difference. It is today that you 
have to make a difference. 
You don’t have five years, 
you don’t have six years. You 
have to do it today.”

By Lois Evezich

“We never gave up 

hope, I would get 

weak for a moment, 

but never gave up 

hope.”

MELISSA OWEN 
 –Mother of Kelsi Owen
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“Imagine you’re in a 
crowded room, and you can hear 
everything around you at the 
same time,” says Patrick McIlvain. 
“Cars driving by, conversations 
on the other side of the room, the 
clatter of plates or glasses, music 
in the background.”

All are distractions to an autistic 
child.

“Trying to carry on a conversa-
tion is often too much for autistic 

children to handle,” McIlvain says. 
“They actually cover their ears in 
frustration. There’s no filter.”  This 
issue is just one of many affecting 
those with autism that keeps them 
more in their world and less in 
ours.

McIlvain is Vice President of 
Global Sports Marketing at Oak-
ley, Inc. He and his wife, Stepha-
nie, have a 10-year-old son who is 
autistic.

“We hit bottom when we first 
heard the diagnosis when my son 
was a year and a half,” McIlvain 
says. “We were spinning, trying 
different things, and scouring the 
Internet for help. Then we found 
‘Talk About Curing Autism,’ a 
support group for families with 
an autistic child. TACA gave us 
direction. We were wandering 
through the wilderness, and now 
there’s a path.”

McIlvain got involved and is now 
on TACA’s board of directors.

“These children can be 
recovered,” McIlvain says. “The 
team at TACA is dedicated to that.”

Last month, Oakley announced 
its partnership with the launch of 
special-edition TACA sunglasses, 
which come in both a women’s 
style and a men’s style and 
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4 ways to be part

 of taCa’S   Community

2nd Annual

Walka for TACA
April 17, 2010
Location: Newport Harbor High School
Newport Beach, CA

More Info: www.firstgiving.com/walkafortaca

8th Annual

Real Help Now Conference
May 1, 2010
Location: Foothill Ranch, CA

More Info: www.realhelpnowconference.com

2nd Annual 

Jack Open
May 3, 2010
Location: Los Coyotes Golf Club, Buena Park, CA

More Info: www.jackopen.com

7th Annual 

Family Picnic
June 13, 2010
Location: Camp James Hidden Valley, Irvine, CA

More Info: www.tacanow.org







a book I’d read to him, and mimic 
voices on TV or around the house.”

Jim Jr. played, but alone alongside 
other children without interacting 
with them. Sounds frightened him. 
Outings were difficult.

“He had sensory issues,” Sue says. 
“Even a toilet flushing would make 
him cover his ears and become very 
anxious. He would bring objects up 
to his eyes and move them back and 
forth. He exhibited paralyzing anxi-
ety when he saw a dog, even out-
side the window.”

His parents believe that Jim Jr. also 
suffered severe gastro-intestinal 
pain. When she looks back now Sue 
remembers how her son bounced in 
his crib and would push his stomach 
against furniture, apparently to ease 
the pain.

Public school administrators were 
also not helpful during Jim Jr.’s re-

covery process. Jim Jr.’s parents did 
not want their child assigned to a 
special education classroom and 
had to be firm about keeping their 
son in a typical preschool with an 
aide amongst his peers.

His parents eventually found doc-
tors who specialized in treating 
autistic children, and who recom-
mended dietary changes and nutri-
tional supplementation. When Sue 
and Jim Sr. changed their son’s diet, 
removing foods with gluten and ca-
sein, they noticed the improvements. 
He slept through the night, used lan-
guage more appropriately, under-
stood questions and answered them. 
His repetitive behaviors lessened.

Jim Jr.’s parents also aggressively 
sought out appropriate therapies. 
Jim Jr. underwent speech & lan-
guage therapy, and applied behav-
ior analysis (ABA) to help with his 
social interaction, and occupational 
therapy to address his sensory is-
sues and motor skill development. 
“Jim Jr. worked really hard, even 

though the therapies are structured 
like play for the kids,” says his dad, 
and he progressed rapidly.

It’s not uncommon for some profes-
sionals and friends to conclude that 
a recovered child wasn’t autistic in 
the first place. Jim Jr.’s parents em-
phasize his recovery did not happen 
overnight and that it took years of 
therapy and dietary changes. Sue 
kept logs and filled 30 binders with 
notes she took every day, recording 
behaviors, therapies, eating habits, 
and comments from therapists and 
teachers. Those notebooks are a re-
cord of his road to recovery.

The family set short-term and 
long-term goals. But Sue says some-
times they were too close to see the 
changes. Therapists did, however. 
“That’s why the journals are so im-
portant,” says Sue. “It’s a record of 
what is working and what isn’t.”

Treating children with autism can 
include biomedical supplements, 
like calcium, magnesium and zinc. 
Sue makes sure Jim Jr. gets his B 

vitamins, and prescriptions to fight 
yeast and bacteria. She shops a 
lot at health food markets and ad-
mits that Jim Jr. is a carnivore. “He 
loves meat,” she laughs. She also 
doesn’t use many prepared pack-
aged foods. She uses rice and tapi-
oca flour instead of wheat, and soy-
free products. “When first starting 
the diet, it is easier to use packaged 
gluten-free and casein-free (GFCF) 
products, but after a while, learn-
ing to cook GFCF makes the most 
sense,” says Sue. “It’s also better for 
your budget,” she adds.

Jim Sr. and Sue’s research, hard 
work and focus on recovery paid off 
when an amazed professional offi-
cially announced that Jim Jr. could 
no longer be considered autistic.

“We did it,” says Sue.
“Every story has a hero,” Jim Sr. 

says. “It’s usually the moms.”
Note to readers: The family inter-

viewed for this story wishes to re-
main anonymous to preserve priva-
cy. So their names were changed.
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feature a customized “puzzle” 
piece logo – often associated with 
autism awareness. Each sale of 
these special sunglasses means 
$20 from Oakley and its customers 
directly support families affected by 
autism. To purchase these special 
sunglasses, please go to www.
tacanow.org or www.oakley.com.

Oakley may be best known for 
its sunglasses, but the company’s 
passion for innovation and constant 
improvement is channeled into 
its community outreach efforts to 
help those who defy their own 
limits. The company has many 
strong partnerships with non-
profit organizations, including One 
Sight, the Young Survival Coalition 

for Breast Cancer and the Lance 
Armstrong Foundation, to which it 
has contributed over $4 million.

Oakley’s support of TACA began 
long before the launch of this 
collection. The company has been 
sponsoring its annual “Ante Up for 
Autism” Gala for several years.

Oakley also donates in other ways 
to TACA’s efforts. It also involves 
employees in direct services at 
family events. Last year, employees 
began volunteering with TACA at 
its annual picnic for families with 
autistic children. Volunteers served 
food, supervised rides, and helped 
with activities and cleanup.

The company’s athletes are 
also encouraged to support and 

participate in many 
of the events Oakley 
supports. Many have 
donated their time 
and show up to events 
to lend their support 
for TACA.

“I’m really proud of how Oakley 
gives back and supports the 
community,” said McIlvain. “We 
are really hands-on. It’s good for 
our brand, our employees, and our 
athletes to be connected to these 
great philanthropic efforts.”

“We hope that we can inspire 
other companies that they can use 
their business expertise to make a 
difference in the community.”

Oakley’s partnership with Talk 

About Curing Autism (TACA) is a 
double win. As a major supporter 
of the non-profit, Oakley’s contribu-
tions continue to offer opportunities 
for further support of TACA families.

“The puzzle piece for autism is 
like putting the child back together,” 
McIlvain says. “That’s the goal. 
Oakley wants to support TACA 
in helping families put the pieces 
together to make their child whole 
again.”

Oakley
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“We hope that we can 

inspire other companies 

that they can use their 

business expertise to 

make a difference in 

the community.”

Patrick Mcilvain 
 –vice President Of Global Sports 
   Marketing at Oakley, inc.
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