About PCAA
Mission
The Pittsburgh Center for Autistic Advocacy seeks to advance the equity of autistic people in all
realms of life. PCAA believes in inclusive education, policy, and community for autistic people and
all people with disabilities. We work to make autistic voices heard in conversations about autism
and empower autistic leaders in our community using principals of the disability rights
movement and intersectional feminism.

Our Goals

Building a robust community and
support system for autistic people in
Pittsburgh.

Training, supporting, and consulting
with local organizations to support
autistic people in our communities
with consideration to autistic
people’s right to self-determination.

Empowering and educating autistic
community leaders.

Working with policy makers to
ensure that autistic interests and
human rights are supported in public
policy.

\\
Our
History

The Pittsburgh Center for Autistic Advocacy was founded in November 2014 as a chapter of the
Autistic Self Advocacy Network (ASAN), a national organization advocating for the rights of
Autistic individuals across the country. We began as a small affinity group of Autistic adults and
allies meeting in Pittsburgh’s Department of Human Services Building. Our goals were far
reaching, even then, and we began to coordinate Pittsburgh’s Disability Day of Mourning in 2015
as well as a myriad of other events celebrating Autistic and disabled life in our City.
By 2016, we outgrew ASAN’s chapter model and became an independent project holding
multiple events each month for people with disabilities and consulting with local organizations on
disability competence. Every year, we speak in university classrooms, meet with and support
dozens of Autistic adults, train providers across the region, work to ensure that legislators hear
the voices of their Autistic constituent, and collaborate with our community allies to achieve
disability justice in Pittsburgh.

Our Leadership
Cori Frazer, LSW // Executive Director // cori@autisticpgh.org
Cori is an Autistic and queer/nonbinary activist and co-founder of the
Pittsburgh Center for Autistic Advocacy. Cori is a licensed social worker,
having received their MSW from Edinboro University of PA in 2018. Cori
received their BA in Social Work and a certificate in Women, Gender, and
Sexuality Studies from the University of Pittsburgh in 2013. Cori’s passions
are disability and trans justice. They are particularly interested in the covert
ways that systems of oppressions are connected and mutually perpetuated.
Jessica Benham // Director of Development // jess@autisticpgh.org
Jessica is an Autistic doctoral student in Communication and a master’s student in Bioethics at
the University of Pittsburgh. She holds a master’s degree in communication
studies from Minnesota State University, Mankato. Her primary research
interest is the rhetorical and ethical constructions of disability in society. Her
thesis, Proud to be Autistic: Metaphorical Construction and Salience of
Cultural and Personal Identity in #StopCombatingMe, presents research on
Autistic self-advocacy through a neurodiversity perspective. A firm believer
in the value of Autistic culture, Jessica is an advocate for Autistic rights,
interested in creating sensory friendly spaces in educational settings,
increasing access to IEPs for Autistic children in public schools, helping non-Autistic people
better understand Autistic people, and reducing barriers to employment for Autistic adults.

What We Do

Peer Support and Advocacy
PCAA provides a wide variety of peer supportand advocacy
services, from regular peer support groups and happy hours to
one-on-one support from Autistic professionals. We support
our community members in everything from apply to jobs, to
finding housing, to navigating difficult relationships.

Community Education
We provide autism and neurodiversity competence all over the
Pittsburgh region. Our trainers have worked with local
museums, schools and universities, after school programs,
service providers, and first responders.

Systems Change
Our philosophy places systems change at the center of our
work. We work with other grassroots organizations to build a
society where Autistic people can thrive.

TheIssues
Issues
The
Employment Rates for
College Graduates

Home and Community Based Services

Autistic adults remain one of the
least employed groups of disabled
people. College educated Autistic
adults are estimated to have an
unemployment rate of 85%.

Filicide
Each week, a person
with a disability is
murdered by their
parent or caregiver.
These deaths are often called mercy
killings in the media, and the deaths
of disabled people blamed on lack of
services. We reject this narrative
and demand justice for victims.

Social Isolation

1 in 3 Autistic young adults report a
very high degree of social isolation,
with Autistic people scoring much
higher on indicators of isolation than
people with other disabilities. There
has been little information about the
social isolation of older Autistic
adults, but it is likely to be similar.

In Pennsylvania, 55,000 Autistic people are receiving services, with an estimated
additional 130,000 undiagnosed and unserved. Despite the Supreme Court’s
1999 decision in Olmstead v. L.C. that all people have the right to live in the
community, over 800 Pennsylvanians with intellectual and developmental
disabilities, including autism, are still living in institutions and nearly 15,000 are
living in the community without full access to needed services.

Access to Organ Transplant Care

Over 85% of pediatric organ transplant programs use neurodevelopmental status
as a consideration for transplant eligibility at least some of the time (Richards,
Crawley, and Magnus, 2009). Only five states protect the right of people with
developmental disabilities to medically necessary organ transplant care. While
this right is generally considered to be implied by the Americans with Disabilities
Act, several highly publicized cases of organ transplant discrimination against
people with autism or intellectual disabilities have shown a need for additional
protections at the state level.

Language
Do

Don’t

Autistic Person

Person affected by autism

PCAA uses identity-first language to refer to
Autistic people in our community, reinforcing
Autistic identity as a dimension of diversity
worthy of celebration.

Person-first language is used by a minority of
Autistic adults. Saying “person with autism” is
okay if that is the language a person uses to
refer to themself.

Talk about the support a person
needs to thrive

Call a person high- or lowfunctioning

Focusing on the supports a person needs to
thrive helps direct conversations about
supporting people with disabilities instead of
pitying us.

Functioning labels perpetuate myths about
disability and disregard the needs of people
who might only need a few supports and the
strengths of people who need many.

Talk about who a person is and
how they spend their time

Refer to a person’s “mental age”

Reinforce the personhood of adults with
intellectual and developmental disabilities by
talking about us like you would talk about
nondisabled people.

Talk to and about Autistic people
Autistic people have interesting stories to tell
and insights into their world and experiences
that many find interesting or surprising. Our
stories often go untold due to negative
assumptions about the insight and experience
of people with disabilities.

Mental age theory is antiquated and
disregards the fact that adults with
intellectual disabilities are adults whose
experience, needs, and desires cannot be
equated to those of a nondisabled child.

Center stories around the way
Autistic people affect families
Focusing on the way we affect our families
disregards our experience and access to
supports. Reinforcing narratives that drive
pity for families contributes to the abuse and
harm of disabled people.

“Despite facing ableism…”

“Despite his autism…”

The things Autistic people do are not despite
their autism, just as non-disabled people don’t
do things despite their eye color. Frame
oppression and bias as the barriers.

Autism is not a barrier to be overcome. The
barriers face by most Autistic people are
directly related to lack of support and
institutional bias.
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