
THE AUTISM AMBASSADORS SMALL GROUP MODELS 

AUTISTIC MENTORING GROUP VARIATION 

(CORE ITINERARY) 

1. Call meeting to order 
2. 3 minute check in (includes Pledge of Confidentiality and Anonymity) 
3. Mutual Support Dialog 
4. Self-Advocacy Worksheet Dialog 
5. Post Meeting social 
 

Mutual Support Group Variation 

(Core Itinerary) 

1. Opening greeting 
2. The reciting of the “Pledges of Mutual Understanding” 
3. Achievement Reports 
4. 10 - 15 minute lesson 
5. Announcements 
6. 5 - 10 minute break to allow members to assemble in their individual small groups 
7. Small Groups 

a. Call meeting to order 
b. 3 minute check in (includes Pledge of Confidentiality and Anonymity) 
c. Mutual Support Dialog 

8. Post Meeting social 
 

MUTUAL SUPPORT GROUP MAIN ASSEMBLY FORMAT 

Pledges of Mutual Understanding: One of the biggest problems that human beings have that hinder their ability to 
resolve their personal disputes involves us not seeing things from the other’s perspective.  Some say that it is impossible 
and use this as an excuse to not even try.  I know as well as anyone how difficult it is, but I also know that it can be done if 
we really value our relationship with that person.  The first thing we need to do is to listen to the person and allow them to 
explain what their situation is and the difficulties that they face.  Then we need to be willing to remind ourselves of these 
things when we get frustrated with them. 

The “Pledges of Mutual Understanding” are recited each week to set a positive atmosphere for each group that is 
mandatory for any kind of constructive dialog to take place between the groups that struggle to understand each other.  
Each pledge starts off with an acknowledgement by the pledging group of the general difficulties that the other groups 
face.   

Autistics/Aspies 

I pledge to my loved ones, friends and professionals who work with me: 

1) I will give them the benefit of that doubt that, although they may not understand me…,  

a. …they are always well-meaning in their actions. 

b. …I will not get upset at them for not understanding things about myself that I’m currently not able to 
explain. 

2) I will endeavor to do all I can to understand my strengths and my struggles so I can… 

a. …explain who I am to others, enabling them to understand me better. 

b. …find solutions that enable me to maximize my independence, while reducing my dependence on others 
as much as it is possible for me to do.1 

3) I will recognize that professionals often have overwhelming workloads, and will therefore give them the benefit 
of the doubt that they may not be able to provide me with the level of attention and assistance that they want 
to provide.  

  

                                                      
1 It is no one’s place to tell you that you how much special accommodations you should or should not need.  However, 
you have no right to demand a level of accommodations that is unhealthy or unfeasible for them to provide.  If you do, 
don’t get mad at them if they feel they have no choice but to deny you. 
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Loved Ones, Friends & Autistic/Aspie Self-Advocates 

I pledge to the Autistic/Aspie that I’m personally invested in: 

1) I will give them the benefit of the doubt that they are sincerely trying their best to succeed at whatever they 
are endeavoring to do. 

2) When they are trying to explain themselves, I will not reword what they are saying to conform to my 
preconceived notions. 

3) I will support the goal that they have for themselves and not just push them into the assembly line solutions 
that the professional “experts” SELL. 

I pledge to the professionals that work with the Autistic/Aspie that I’m personally invested in that I will recognize 
that they often have overwhelming workloads, and will therefore give them the benefit of the doubt that they may 
not be able to provide the Autistic/Aspie I’m personally invested in with the level of attention and assistance that 
they want to provide. 

Professionals 

I pledge to the Autistic/Aspie and those who are personally invested in them: 

1) I will not take it personally when they are expressing their frustration with the situation. 

2) I will recognize that the “official” view of Autism/Asperger’s is derived from the non-Autistic/ Aspie points of 
view, much of which is contrary to the personal experiences of many Autistics/Aspies. 

Achievement Reports: It is important, especially for those who are struggling in any area of their lives, to acknowledge 
any achievements no matter how small. 

10 -15 minute lesson: A short lesson is prepared by a member of the group or outside speaker.  All group members who 
want to take a turn giving a lesson can be given the opportunity to do so.  They can be based on the speaker’s personal 
experience, recently read books or articles, etc. 
 

SMALL GROUP MEETING FORMAT 

3 minute check in: A complaint that some members had when I first started attending New Wine was that not everyone 
would get a chance to talk.  Often times, where they sat in relationship to the facilitator determined whether or not they got 
to share about the issues they were struggling with that week.  The 3 minute check-in solved this problem by making sure 
everyone got a chance to share something before the group started getting into deeper dialog with those who needed to 
share the most.  I like to describe it as a diagnostic tool to determine who needs to share first and the most. 

Pledge of Confidentiality and Anonymity: Who I see here, what I hear here, when I leave here, I will let it stay 
here.  This is a no brainer.  Confidentiality is at the backbone of any group that encourages people who open up 
and share their inner most feelings.  This pledge is recited by every member of the group every week as part of 
their 3 minute check in.  One thing that does need to be clarified up front to new comers is that the group is both 
morally and legally required to report child abuse, suicide, as well as any desire to harm themselves or others to 
the proper authorities. 

Mutual Support Dialog: There are those who say that everyone should have the same time allotment during this portion 
of the group.  However, I am of the view that those who are struggling the most that given week should be given extra 
allotment of the groups time so they can work through those issues.  I do not believe that there is a problem with those 
who are having a good week, based on what they share during the 3 minute check in, not having more time allotted to 
them afterwards.  Otherwise, you defeat one of the most important benefits of the check in, a diagnostic tool to see who 
needs to share the most. 
 

FACILITATORS SHOULD NOT IMPERSONATE PHYCOLOGISTS 

The biggest mistake that I see some facilitators make is modeling their style after professional counselors.  Some lead 
their groups in a way that seems to suggest that the group’s effectiveness hinges on their personal well of knowledge.  
Unfortunately, no one (including professional counselors) has the ability to answer any question that anyone can throw at 
them.  Their attempts to do so hinders other group members with similar experiences as the person sharing from being 
able to interject their insights. 

The group format that Joe and Betty prescribed was to be done after the check in was for the facilitator to ask a group 
member if they wanted to share more.  Then the member would be given uninterrupted time to elaborate on the specific 
issues that they were struggling with that week.  I feel that this is a far more effective method of gaining understanding of  
what is happening to that member than the facilitator asking whatever questions that comes to his/her mind as they try to 
fish for information. 
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I do realize that there are those who may struggle with opening up at this level and may therefore need the facilitator to 
fish for information.  However, I have been involved with the 12 Step meetings for over 25 years so I am beyond this 
need.  Furthermore, it can be very frustrating to want to talk about specific issues that I am struggling with but cannot 
because the facilitator is steering me away from the issues that I want to talk about. 

When it appears that the group member is finished elaborating on their week, the facilitator confirms that they are finished 
by asking them, “Are you ready for feedback?”  If so, then any group member can at that time begin asking questions and 
making comments.  If the facilitator has something that he/she wants to say, then they are just as free to share it as any 
other group member.  If not, then the facilitator gives to whoever does have something to share.  The facilitator’s number 
one job at this point is to make sure that the group remains emotionally safe and focused on the issues that the members 
are struggling with. 

OTHER GROUP GUIDE LINES 

1) If at all possible, having close relatives sitting in the same group.   

a. First, many people are more reluctant to open up in front of close relatives, especially parents and their children.  
Many parents do not want to let down their “wall of invincibility” in front of their children.  Many children, including 
those who are adults, are intimidated by their parents.  Separating them into separate groups would allow them to 
share without the fear of post-group consequences.      

b. The other main reason to separate relatives is because they, especially spouses and siblings, may come to group 
with ill will towards each other as a result of things that happened at home.  This could lead them to antagonizing 
each other during the entire group until their dispute take center stage.  At this point, the group can get hijacked 
and is therefore unable to help anyone else with issues that they need to work on.  Having an autistic or his/her 
parents in the same group as one of the autistic’s educators could lead to similar problems. Having said all of this, 
I know that there are groups that do have relatives sitting together in the same group.  These groups can be very 
effective if all members understand these groups are not “free for alls.”  They must not allow their personal 
emotions and external conflicts to undermine the civility of the group. 

2) Subjects to be discussed 

a. Personal Conflicts with others 

b. Personal Struggles with your day-to-day life 

c. Autism Specific Struggles 

3) Religious & Political discourses are out of bounds. 
 

THE SMALL GROUP CONCEPTS THAT I DEVELOPED FROM  MY EXPERIENCES WITH “NEW WINE” 

I believe that a lot of support groups are too big for their own good.  I have been to traditional 12 step meetings where 
they packed dozens of people into a room.  They gave everyone a chance to introduce themselves and tell how their 
week has been.  By the time everyone has done that, the group’s time is up.  Even though everyone did get a chance to 
talk about their problem, there was simply not enough time for anyone to share anything with them during the meeting that 
would help them.  The hope was that someone will chase them down after the meeting to talk to them.  However, this 
eliminates the ability of the group members to receive the full benefits of the group process.  Furthermore, I do not see 
how a group that size can make sure that everyone who was struggling one week is followed up on the next. 

Joe and Betty Moore1 must have come to the same conclusion when they took over New Wine2 prior to me attending for 
the first time in November, 1986.  They concluded that the ideal size for a support group was six to ten members.  They 
concluded that twelve was the maximum number that a group could have and still be effective.  Any more would lead to 
the problems that I already described.  Having groups smaller than six is better than no group at all, but it does limit the 
“collective well” of experiences and knowledge that the group can draw from.  The model that Joe and Betty developed 
evolved over time as members would express to them difficulties that they were having.  In time, three main types of small 
groups developed… 

                                                      
1 Joe and Betty Moore, along with all subsequent New Wine Directors, gave standing permission to all members to use 

their full name whenever we are promoting the group. 

2 New Wine was a general purpose “Christ Centered 12 Step Program” that was started a Word of Grace Church, Mesa, 
AZ; in the early 1980s.  By the mid-1990s, about a dozen other New Wine groups were started around the Greater 
Phoenix area; Boise, Idaho; Omaha, Nebraska; Elksdale, Utah and the country of Equator.  Once, representative from a 
Philippine church came to observe the group.  However, I am not aware of them ever starting a group there. 
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1) The Open/Non Committed Groups: These groups are for first time visitors as well as those who are not able to 
commit to attending every week. 

2) The Committed Groups: Before these groups were developed, many members complained that they spent too much 
of the meeting retelling the same story every week.  This was necessary because they needed to provide back ground 
information to those who did not attend the previous week(s) before they could start taking about recent 
developments.  Therefore, committed groups were formed so the members would have the same group of people to 
share with every week for four months straight.  After the four months were up, each member had the option to sign 
up for another four months.  The member that chose to do so would be shuffled up, with the addition of any 
newcomers that wanted to join, and new groups would form.  They were allowed to do this as many times as they 
wanted. 

It is understandable that things happen in life and that there are legitimate reasons for a member to miss a week 
every so often.  However, there are also times when the group as a whole feels that one of its members is simply not 
taking their commitment seriously by showing up whenever they feel like it.  If such a case occurs, it is the groups’ 
discretion as to whether they should question that member about their commitment.  The group may even feel it best 
to ask such a member to finish off the commitment period in the open/non committed group. 

Many times, a newcomer would start attending in the middle of a commitment period and would like to be put 
immediately into a committed group.  The policy towards them was to accommodate such requests and allow them to 
join a committed group until the end of the commitment period. 

3) The Segregated Groups: One thing that became painfully clear as the years went on is that there were many women 
that had been hurt by men so badly that they could not sit in a co-ed group.  As the concept of sexual addiction 
became better understood, it was realized that there were men who need the 12 steps to overcome these issues.  
However, these men could not sit in the same group as women because their issues would overwhelm the women. 

It has become painfully clear in the months since I started meeting with a group of fellow autistics that many of them 
have deep seated resentment issues.  Some of them refuse to sit in a group with their parents, teachers or any other 
authority figure.  The idea of making accommodations for such individuals seems contradictory to the mission of the 
Autism Ambassadors Mutual Support Group.  The simple solution is to recognize that there are many segregated 
groups available to them and to simply leave them alone. 

However, the simplest solution is not always the best solution.  I have met many in the 12 step program over the 
years that finally came to a place where they got sick and tired of being enslaved to their past.  They wanted to take 
steps to free themselves from the emotional slavery the suppressed pain and resentment has kept them in.  For such 
individuals, attending segregated groups may feel safer, but it may not bring them the emotional freedom that they are 
seeking.  For them, I believe that there needs to be something different.  I refer to them as “Bridge Building Groups.” 
 

BRIDGE BUILDING GROUPS 

My concept of bridge building groups differ from traditional segregated groups because their goal is to help the members 
of the group overcome the fear and pain that compels them into wanting to segregate themselves.  The concept behind 
this type of group is one I actually learned as a Kindergarten Sunday School teacher at Word of Grace Church in Mesa, 
AZ.  One of my most important duties was to tend to distressed children who were not used to being away from both of 
their parents.  The technique taught to me by the Early Childhood Director, Lisa Ratan, are grounded on the same basic 

principles that have enabled many, myself included, to break 
free of their chains of pain and resentment.  I call it the “Point 
B” technique.  

The technique worked like this; (See diagram to the left) a 
parent would bring their child to the room who was obviously 
distressed over the prospect of being separated from his/her 
parents.  The child would inevitably not want to move out from 
in front of the check in counter which would put them in the 
middle of the incoming traffic.  This area is what I refer to as 
“point A”.  Of course this is dangerous for the child because 
they would be right underfoot of parents who would enter the 
room who would not be able to see them.  This would provide 
me the opportunity to approach him/her in a caring and 
concerned manner.  I would tell them that I understand that 
they want to be alone, but where they are at is not safe.  I then 
point to the side of the checkout counter and ask the child to 
move over there because it is a safe place to be by themselves.  
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This is what I refer to as “point B.” 

This is where the brilliance of Lisa’s foresight, planning and teacher training program paid-off. She set up the classrooms 
so that “point B” would enable the distressed child to see all of the other children happily and safely playing.  This would 
inevitably create a feeling of safety in the child’s environment in usually less than five to ten minutes.  Then the child wi ll 
see something that interested him/her and he/she would just get up on their own and go to it.  Of course we would be 
keeping an eye on the child to make sure that he/she was not getting worse.  So when the child does get up and start 
involving himself/herself, we immediately go over and tell them how glad we are that he/she decided to join us. 

So how does any of this apply to a support group for autistics?  Support groups of any kind need to not only be a safe 
place for its members to deal with their pain and resentment issues, it also needs to FEEL like a safe place.  This requires 
a plan that is grounded on foresight, understanding of the emotional state of the autistics and the right facilitator(s) being 
given the right training.  The(se) facilitator(s) need to understand the benefits that the group members will obtain by 
overcoming their pain and resentments.  Furthermore, they need to understand the difference between gently coaxing and 
pressuring.  The group members may need to be coaxed into reaching outside their comfort zone, but they cannot be 
pressured into doing something that they are not ready for.  This could be done in one or two stages depending on the 
preference of the individual group member. 

1) First Bridge Groups: These would most resemble a traditional segregated group.  All members, including the 
facilitator(s) would be autistics.  However, the facilitator(s) would understand that one of their primary goals is to help 
the group’s members to progress to a point where they no longer feel they need this special accommodation. 

2) Second Bridge Groups: These groups would be led not only by specially selected facilitator(s), but may also be 
supplemented by neurotypicals who would function as special assistant(s).  The number one role of the(se) 
assistant(s) would be to do their best to give the autistic a positive experience with neurotypicals. 

The(se) assistant(s) would be recommended by the autistics in the main committed groups for this special 
assignment.  The autistics that these assistant(s) had sat with in the main groups must have 100% confidence in their 
ability to express their views and observations in a compassionate and nonjudgmental manner.  Once again, the(se) 
facilitator(s) and assistant(s) would understand that one of their primary goals is to help the group ’s members to 
progress to a point where they no longer feel they need this special accommodation. 

The autistic would be allowed to stay in these groups until they are ready to progress a less segregated group.  This will 
only come about with the encouragement of the facilitator(s) and assistant(s).  Therefore, the facilitator(s) and assistant(s) 
need to know when and how to bring up the suggestion of progression to the autistic. 
 

GROUPS CATERING TO YOUNGER AUTISTICS 

1) Teen Groups: Teenagers do not face a lot of the issues that adults face and therefore do not generally sit in the 
same groups with them, even if they are struggling with the same addictions.  Many support groups have been started 
to help teenagers deal with the issues that they face at their stage of life. 

However, the number one reason of the Autistic Ambassador Mutual Support Groups to help autistics come to mutual 
understandings with neurotypicals.   This includes the struggles that autistic teenagers have with their parents and 
teachers. Therefore, not having the teens and adults sit together would be self-defeating, unless the teen in question 
prefers to be in a “Bridge Group” until they are ready sit in one of the main groups. 

2) Grade School Groups: Many people seem to believe that only specially trained counselors, or children’s education 
professionals are qualified to facilitate such groups.  If this is true then only specially trained counselors or children’s 
educators should be allowed to be parents, youth league coaches, volunteers at recreational facilities geared towards 
children, etc.  I believe that an autistic like myself, reporting directly to a trained counselor or children’s education 
professional, could actually be more effective in getting a child to open up about their struggles.  The professional 
counselor or educator can advise me on the best way to handle repetitive issues or other issues that I am not certain 
about how to handle. 

It is understandable that some, especially public schools, might prefer to use specially trained professionals to 
facilitate such groups due to liability issues.  It would be up to the individual fellowships to decide who they would 
prefer for this assignment or if they would rather not host groups for autistics of this age. 

 
CONFLICT RESOLUTION GROUPS 

Conflict resolution is at the heart of the mission of Autism Ambassadors.  When situations occur when there is a conflict 
involving an autistic, parent, teacher, etc., then a special group can be assembled to mediate if all parties involved are 
agreeable to participate.  If the conflict involves two members of the fellowship, then it would be recommended that the 
resolution group be co-mediated by one facilitator of each small group of each member involved. 
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When an autistic and/or parent who are members of the fellowship has a conflict with an educator who is not part of the 
fellowship, then a special group may be formed.  It would consist of the autistic, his/her parent(s) and an educator from 
each of their respective groups.  They would send out an invitation to the educator asking for a meeting to resolve the 
issues in question. 

It would be emphasized to the educator that this meeting is not being set up in order to “gang up on” or “beat up” the 
educator.  It should also be emphasized that there would be at least two other educators who understand how hard 
dealing with these issues in a real world classroom setting is.  They should also feel free if they wanted to bring someone, 
such as their principle or other fellow educator, along with them if it would make them feel more comfortable.  Most 
important, it must be made clear to all the intent of the meeting is to bring mutual understanding about how to address the 
challenges of autism between the autistic, parent(s) and educator. 
 

RELIGIOUS, SECULAR AND MISCELLANEOUS MEETING FORMATS 

Any religious and moral issues that we might dispute are of no relevance in the accomplishment of any of the other goals.  
Although there are core principles in which these groups should be guided by, each group will be given enough 
sovereignty to create special modifications that is to the hosts’ likings.  This is needed to establish a level of flexibility for 
the Mentoring and Mutual Support Groups that everyone can live with.  It is like when you have an ice cream sundae 
party.  You scoop some ice cream in everybody’s bowls and then let them put whatever topping they wish.  This is the 
reason that this material did not start with an “Itinerary” for the different groups; but a “CORE Itinerary.”   

The Autism Ambassadors Groups that will be started at my pro-12 Step Christian church will be inclined to add special 
elements from both the Bible and the 12 Steps.  The public schools would not include such elements, but may be inclined 
to run such groups with special elements that correlate with other activities.  There will most certainly be the need for 
groups to be run in non-English languages (Spanish is not the only non-English language that needs to be 
accommodated).  No matter what kind of discussion format(s) that we might use, we must remember to keep the main 
thing the main thing. 

1) We believe that the problems that autistics, parents, educator and significant other with each other can only be solved 
by direct and constructive dialog amongst those who are having the problem.  Whatever can be done to increase such 
dialog is a good thing and should not be opposed just because someone does not like aspects of a variation that a 
group uses.  It is my hope that enough groups with different variations will be developed that this will become a moot 
point. 

2) Just as Alcoholics Anonymous deals strictly with issues pertaining to helping alcoholics overcome the chains of 
alcoholism, so the Autism Ambassadors Mentoring and Mutual Support Groups should aim to deal only with issues 
that pertain directly to autism.  This may range from disseminating information to instilling dignity, hope, 
encouragement, etc.  Any issue that members want to address that is in no way related to autism should be dealt with 
in other venues. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

CONTACT INFORMATION 

For additional literature, questions or comments; please contact: 

Jason Bunn-Parsons 
aacphoenix@outlook.com 

 www.aacphoenix.com 
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