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Barriers and Opportunities
Youth Mentors, Innovative thinking, and Keeping One’s Identity
Good afternoon. My name is Joel Wilson, I have travelled here today from Western Australia as part of the Australian NGO Youth Delegation. In my speech today I will talk about mentoring younger peers; the importance of being innovative, and also the importance of keeping one’s identity.
I have Asperger Syndrome, which is on the autism spectrum. I'm pursuing a career as an advocate not only for myself but also for others on the autism spectrum, the wider disability community and for human rights as a whole.
A short time ago, Lauren spoke about older people with a disability mentoring younger peers. I’d like  to talk about youth mentoring youth. Looking back, I feel that, when I was between 13-16 years of age,  I would have benefited substantially from having a peer mentor, especially one just a little older than me; but there were none around. Well I’m pleased to tell you things are changing. Whilst in New York this week, I was contacted by a parent of a 12yr old boy with autism, they were looking for a peer advocate to help link the boy into the community; by teaching him how to get the bus, go shopping, go to the movies and other social outings. They also wanted someone to provide some support and advice; regarding the transition into secondary school education next year. I’ll be helping him fit into the new school, as well as some informal school aide support. 
I’ve always had problems with being accepted as an individual. Mostly I am seen as disabled first, and a person second. This brings me to the second topic I’d like to discuss today – innovation, and thinking outside the square. I apologise for the abstract language,  here is an example of what I mean. When a major government funded disability advocate role loses it’s funding due to budget cut; We have two options….Option 1: we give in and walk away and our work is over. Option 2: we look elsewhere for funding and other options and continue our work. It’s about thinking differently, and coming up with ideas that haven’t been considered before. As young leaders, we talk daily with media, governments, peak organisations, grass root organisations and other people who may not have the supports or tools we need to be successful. Being able to think of different, non-conventional ways to achieve these supports, tools and goals, to me, is the biggest tool an advocate can be armed with. I wouldn’t be here today if I hadn’t been able to think differently.
The third topic I’d like to talk to you all about is keeping one’s identity. Last year, I attended a workshop where  Professor Temple Grandin (autistic activist, and livestock consultant) spoke about how at these events she constantly has people who are on the autism spectrum come up and ask her what career they should pursue, and the first thing she says is “don’t become an autism activist or advocate”. The reason she explains, is that people with autism and other disabilities are forced to pursue certain careers, and instead they should be encouraged to continue what they are interested in, whether it be art, mathematics, computer science, media, etc. In particular, youth need time to find who they are, and where they fit in in the world, before disability advocacy is pushed on them, and even then, their rights to say they don’t want to become an advocate need to be respected.
As leaders in the disability sector, we also need to remember that whilst we are advocating for our own needs, and rights, that we are also advocating for the needs and rights of others with disability. Sometimes we can get lost in this and in doing so our judgement can be offset.  I suggest that we should always keep in mind  each human being is unique and an individual, and respect and accept persons for who they are, not the label of having a disability.
In closing, I’d like to thank some key people without who’s support our delegation wouldn’t be here today: Rosemary Kayess from the Australian Centre for Disability Law and Therese Sands from People with Disability Australia for leading and mentoring  our delegation.  My fellow delegates from the Australian Youth Delegation here today. My organisations in Australia People With Disabilities Western Australia and the Autistic Self Advocacy Network of Australia and New Zealand. The Australian Human Rights Commission’s Disability Discrimination Commissioner Graeme Innes and his team, the Australian Government and other co-funding organisations for making our attendance possible financially.

Finally, and most importantly; everyone here today for taking the time to come and listen to our side event. If anyone wants to have a one on one chat don’t be afraid to come say hello.

Nothing about us, without us.

Thank you. 
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