
April 2, 2017 is the ninth annual 
World Autism Awareness Day. 
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0 
ver the last decade, the prevalence 
of autism, referred to as autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD), has 
nearly doubled. According to the 
Centers for Disease Control and 

'revention, nearly 1 in 68 children are diagnosed 
vith autism. For boys, the likelihood of being 
iiagnosed with autism is 1 in 42. For girls, strangely, 
he chance is 1 in 189. In a lot of ways, autism 
·emains a mystery to many. Families struggle 
o understand those diagnosed, the scientific 
:ommunity endeavors to suss out autism's many 
;ecrets, and therapists constantly tailor their care 
o best help those affected. In its current state of 
mderstanding, autism is a frustratingly nebulous 
iisorder, often leaving those affected isolated 
·rom their communities. Greenwood is different, 
.hough. Unlike nearly anywhere else, Greenwood 
s host to the whole pie; families affected by autism, 
herapists, caretakers, and scientific researchers are 
ill working together within the city to help each 
Jther and pull the curtain back on the disorder 
iffecting the world. 

One such Greenwood family affected by autism is 
he Gunter family. Reverend Drew and Lacy Gunter 
ue no strangers to kids. Drew is a youth minister 
'It Coronaca Baptist Church and his wife, Lacy, a 
'ormer chemistry teacher at Greenwood Christian 
3chool, now has her hands full homeschooling their 
>ix kids. 

Early on, Drew and Lacy began to notice something 
jifferent about their daughter Hannah, now fi ve 
1·cars old. "She had trouble walking and supporting 
nerself when she was really little, so we kne\\' that 
-omething was just off," Lacy said. As she gre\,. 
:ilder, Hannah became more emotiona l and other 
:hallenges became more and more obvious tl) her 
parents. "T think because we have six children and 
she had younger siblings coming up behind her. 
some of those deficits just really started to beCl)ffie 
apparent because she had a younger sibling not tl'X 
far behind her who was reaching mileston ,, -. 
hadn't reached yet," said Lacy. 

Rev. and Mrs. Drew Gunter with Hannah and her sibl ings 

Unlike nearly anywhere else, Greenwood is host to 
the whole pie; families affected by autism, therapists, 
caretakers, and scientific researchers are all working 
together within the city to help each other and pull 
the curtain back on the disorder affecting the world. 

Enco~ragcd by their pediatrician to go to a developmental pediatric group in 
Greenville, Hannah underwent extensive testing and was diagnosed with autism. 
"It was really hard watching her go through the process of being diagnosed because 
the evaluations and tests they do are hard," said Lacy. It's hard to watch your child 
struggle and it's hard to watch them not do well. No parent wants to watch that." 
For the Gunter family, the diagnosis was significant for the family. "One of the 
important steps in our family was for Haru1ah to be diagnosed so we could have 
that conversation with our older children," said Lacy. "For years, it had been this 
very veiled reference to, 'Well, somehow Hannah's different. We have to be more 
pa?:nt."' As parents, having the official diagnosis for Hannah meant gaining an 
ab1hty to better lead their family. "It was really great when we could say, 'This is 
her struggle and this is going to be the struggle for our family and we need you to 
understand this."' 



After diagnosis, the path forward was a bit dau ting for the 
Gunter family. "What struck me the most when she w s diagnosed 
was that with most other things when your child is give a diagnosis, 
there's a medicine that they' ll have to take, there's a tr atment plan, 
or something you're going to do," Mrs. Gunter said. " ith autism, 
you leave the office with this giant folder and a list of p ne numbers 
to call. It was a really weird feeling because there was othing really 
that could be done." The only real option for Hannah was applied 
behavioral analysis (ABA) therapy. Applied behavi ral analysis 
refers to the gradual application of a number of techniq es designed 
to increase useful behaviors and curb behavioral obst des that can 

harm learning and interaction. In regards to autism, ABA therapy is 
extremely well regarded as a safe and effective means of treatment 
for al l ages. Unfortunately, at the time of Hannah's diagnosis, ABA 
therapy was not an option because of the lack of providers in the 
area and Jong waiting lists. "But then, when Hope Reach came to 
Greenwood, it was like all those prayers and all of that agony was 
fixed. It was over and it was answered because they were going to be 
here and they can provide that for her. The thing that we thought was 
really not a possibility was now a possibility." The arrival of Hope 
Reach in September of 2016 was a life changer for Hannah and her 
family. 

The arrival f Hope Reach in September of 2016 
was a life changer for Hannah and her family. 

:;/ Hannah Gunter pictured with Lead Ther pist: Jessie 
Therapist: Samantha Cook, Greenwood link Coord 

~ Supervisor: Niki Porter, Line Therapist: V ctoria 1ot 

Hope Reach is a program created by the Project 
Hope Foundat~on, an organization dedicated 
to helping the wide variety of people across the 
autism spectrum and their families. The Project 
Hope Foundation actively provides a vast array of 
services including ABA therapy, education, training, 
social groups, adult programs, and family support. 
Hope Reach concentrates on providing ABA 
therapy, particularly in the areas of communication, 
behavioral, social, and cognitive skills. Greenwood 
is home to one of three of Hope Reach' s center-based 
services. Also available in Greenville and Woodruff, 
Hope Reach offers in-home and in-school treatment 
in Anderson, Charleston, Cherokee, Greenville, 
Spartanburg, Pickens, and Union counties. 

"Hope Reach's mission is to provide a lifetime of 
specialized services to children who have an autism 
diagnosis," said Niki Porter, Greenwood Clinic 
Coordinator for Hope Reach. "Here in Greenwood, 
we are serving children ages two to ten, currently 
providing close to 40 hours per week of intensive 
ABA therapy." Therapy is structured and staffed to 
appropriately meet the needs of the children. Hope 
Reach has line therapists to interact with the clients 
one-on-one, running the sessions, teaching the 
various skills, a lead therapist to oversee and provide 
ongoing training, and a supervisor who monitors 
each child's personalized plan and sets appropriate 
goals for them. "We cover a lot of different areas," 
said Niki Porter. "We work on everything from potty 
training to social skills, academic skills, preparing 
for classroom and group skills. We help with sleep 
training. 

Really, anything you can think of, we help with." 
The work Hope Reach does is extremely important 
for the future of the children. "Starting intervention 
early dramatically increases the chance for them to 
be able to join a mainstream classroom and interact 
with typically developing peers." 



Greenwood Genetic Center forms the thfrd and final piece of a trinity 1 

indhidual and fami lies_affected by autism, therapists working to treat an 
assist those diagno ed with autism, and the scientific institution dedicated I 

studying, learning. and developing helpful resources for testing and treatme1 
for all affected bY autism. Started in 1974, Greenwood Genetic Center is 
non-profit organi~ation intent on furthering the field of medical genetics ar: 
providing care for all those affected. The main focus of CGC' s research is c 
the area of intellectual disabilities linked to the X chromosome. Autism is or 
such intellectual disability heavily linked to the X chromosome, as indicate 
by the drastically higher probability for males to have autism than femalE 
"Greenwood Genetic Center is a worldwide leader in the study of conditio1 
with intellectual disability related to the X chromosome," said Dr. Luigi Boccut 

Dr. Luigi Boccuto, a clinical geneticist in the research department 
Greenwood Genetic Center, has been hard at work for the last ten years focusir 
on autism, intellectual disability syndromes, overgrowth syndromes, ar 
hereditary cancer. "My projects mainly focus on identifying the genetic caus 
of these conditions, but also to explore the metabolic profiles of cells fro 
patients and try to identify the mechanism underlying these conditions," I 
Boccuto said. The goal for Dr. Boccuto is to eventually identify biomarkers f. 
early diagnosis, early screening of patients, and to ultimately try and find ne 
targets for treatment. "Considering the high prevalence of autism, especial 
in the new generations, it's still an open challenge because we don't know 
lot about what causes autism and how autism unfolds," Dr. Boccuto explaine 
"Therefore, there is a lot to do to provide with potentially a laboratory-bast 
screening or diagnostic test to understand what pathways are to be investigah 
even further and, hopefully quite soon, to provide a treatment approach." 



Greenwood Genetic Center has partnered wit Project 
Hope Foundation to launch "Helix & Hope," a coll boration 
combining both the scientific research and resources of the GGC 
with Project Hope Foundation's numerous services, p ograms, 
and connections with the community. "Helix & Hop " strives 
to develop a blood-based test for autism; a blood te t would 
provide an early, accurate, and scientific means of iagnosis. 
By partnering together to understand more about a ism, the 
project also hopes to establish scientifically sound medical 
treatment strategies. Both institutions are working together 
with each other and with fami lies like the Gunter to help 
children like Haru1ah succeed and give parents like rew and 
Lacy firm answers, options, and resources for the f ture, all 
within Greenwood. • 


