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An autistic
Bellevue girl’s
talent
underscores the
intricate dance
among melody,
harmony and
the brain.

By Joun PITCHER
WORLD-HERALD
STAFF WRITER

Busy holiday shoppers
mostly ignored the young pi-
ano students performing at
the Baker's Supermarket in
Bellevue last month. But few
could overlook Celeste
Pierre.

While the other students
from Bellevue 1ano teacher
Janita Pavelka’'s studio
seemed nervous and fidgety,
Celeste exuded confidence
and charisma.

Avibrantnatural musician,
she happily tossed off her
little songs, playing with
some polish and a whole lot of
feeling. Her memorable ren-
dition of “Danny Boy,” with
its sweet sentiment, forced
shoppers to pause. They
amiled, applauded and gave
the Bellevue seventh-grader
thumbsup.

It was deserved recogni-
tion. Yet the real wonder of
her accomplishment was ap-
parent only when she stopped

layi
i nﬂc end of her set, Ce-
lcstc seemed oblivious to the
applause. People offered
compliments, but instead of
acknowledging them she
mmly repeated their words.

“Good work, good work” and
“Nice job, nice job.” She
never made eye contact.

Celeste has a form of au-
tism called “pervasive devel-
opmental dizorder not other-
wise specified.” The
condition has seriously im-
paired her ability to commu-
nicate. Last year, however,
she discovered another form
of language —music.

“Because of her autistic
traits, Celeste hasa hard time
expressing herself in words,”
said Deanna Pierre, Celeste’s
mother. “But she has no trou-
ble expressing herself at the
piano. She can really make
the mstrumcnt talk, make it
sing.”

Exactly how Celeste is able
to play her music is some-
thing of amystery.

Scientists know some basic
facts about autism — that it
impedes speech, that it is
most likely inherited and that
it is frightfully common. The
Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention cstimates
that one in every 150 children
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Above, Celeste Plarre, 13, plays for shoppers at Baker's Supermarket In Bellevue as part of the Salvation
Amy’s annual fundraising. Below, Celeste and her plano teacher, Janita Pavelka, Kid around after a lesson.
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WHAT IS AUTISM?

A brain developmental disorder that Impairs
communication and soclal Interaction. Often,
people with this disorderengage Incertain
repetitive behaviors—aclassic example Is a child
Incessantly spinning the wheels of a toy car.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
estimates that one In 150 American children
may have some knd of autism spactrum
disorder.

As many as 1,600 Nebraska children batwean
the ages of 1 and 9 may have some kind of
autism, according to the Center for Autism
Spectrum Disorders at the University of Nebraska
Maedical Center.
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in America may suffer from
some sort of autism spectrum
disorder. In Nebraska, as many
as 1,600 youngsters between the
ages of 1 and 9 may have some
formof it.

But experts still don't under-
stand the subtleties and specif-
ics of how the autistic brain
works.

“The autism spectrum has an
incredibly wide range of skill
levels,” said Wayne Fisher, a
paychologist and director of the
Center for Autism Spectrum
Disorders at the University of
Nebraska Medical Center. “We
know that there are some people
with autism who have excep-
tional memories. Some are good
at math, and some arc gifted at
music. We just can't tell you why
they havethese abilities.”

Celeste’s parents are equally
at a loss to explain their daugh-
ter's gifts, especially since she
showed few signs of musical tal-
ent in early childhood.

Born in Ohio in 1994, Celeste
spent the first half of her life
moving from place to place asan
Air Force brat — her father,
Lloyd, retires from the service
this week after 20 years as a doc-
tor and flight surgeon. Celeste
moved to Germany not long after
her first birthday. About a year
later she was diagnosed witm-
tism.

“At first we just thought she
was going to be a late speaker,”
said Deanna, her mother. “But in
the end her speech just never
came.”

The family returned to the
states when Celeste was 4, lived
in Bellevue for a few years and
then moved to Utah. While there,
Deanna decided to enroll Celeste
in Suzuki piano lessons.

Suzuki emphasizes ear play-
ing and technical polish at first,
with students learning to read
music later. But Celeste, who
was about 9 at the time, couldn't
adjust to Suzuki.

“The Suzuki teacher said, ‘1
can't teach her because she can't
follow instructions,’” Deanna
said. “So I thought that was it for
prano.”

But in 2004, the Pierre family
— Celeste i3 the second of five
children — moved from Utah
back to Bellevue, and it wasn't
long after that that Celeste began
showing sure signs of creative
talent. At 10 she began using the
computer to draw cartoonlike
pictures. She has since used
these imaginative renderings to
create a storybook journal.

Then she discovered her true

gift for piano.

About a year ago, Dcanna
heard about Pavelka, who was
using an unorthodox teaching
approach. Her method, which
was first developed in Australia,
is similar to Suzuki in that it de-
lays note reading,.

But the Australian method —
“Simply Music" —takes a visual
approach, rejecting Suzuki's em-
phasis on technical polish. Stu-
dents learnthe keyboard by visu-
alizing shapes, patterns and
sequences.

Celeste, who had already
shown a gift for the visual arts,
graspedthat method.

“The problem with traditional
piano methods is that they re-
quire students to process too
much information at once,” Pa-
velka said. “They're trying to fo-
cus on notation, rhythm, dynam-
ics and technique all at once, and
their brains are like pinball ma-
chines at tilt. With *Simply Mu-
sic’ we're focusing on just one
thing, which isplaying.”

Neil Moore, the Australian
who invented the “Simply Mu-
sic” approach, said he didn't
create his method with autistic
people in mind. But he thinks he
knows why it might work for
some autistic musicians.

“Traditional music education
is very analytical and left-brain
oriented, so it emphasizes such
things as reading and note val-
ues,” said Moore, who now lives
in California. “My method moves
music education to the right
hemisphere of the brain, to the
creative side where I think mu-
sic really belongs. In the very
least, it opens music up to people
like Celeste, whose natural
strengths may be more
right-brain oriented.”

Though perhaps it’s too carly
to say, Celeste’s family and
teachers think the pianist’s re-
cent and intense right-brain ac-
tivitics may be having a positive
impacton her left brain’s wiring.

By all accounts, she’s thriving

Plano
teacher Jan-
Ita Pavelka,
left, works
with Celeste
Pleme on

at Bellevue Mission Middle
School, where she receives spe-
cial assistance in such subjects
as math, reading and history.
She’s doing especially well in
band.

“Because of her piano playing,
Celeste was able to pick up some
pretty complicated percussion
mstruments like the xylophone
right way,” says Mark Benszon,
Celeste’s band director. “She’s a
real credit to our group and our
school.”

Deanna and her husband are
glad — and relieved — to hear
that. Early on, the couple decided
to send Celeste to a traditional
school instead of pursuing spe-
cialized therapy at home.

“It was the right decision, and
now whenever I ask her whether
she prefers being at home or
school, she always says school,”
said Deanna, who home schools
her otherchildren.

Celeste also  flourishes at
home. She enjoys riding her bike
and goes skating with her family.
And she’s become increasingly
self-sufficient — she now makes
her own oatmeal for breakfast.

“Just recently she's started
coming downstairs in the morn-
ing and will look me in the eye
and say, ‘Hi, Dad,’ " Lloyd Pierre
said. “It may just be a coinci-
dence, but before the piano she
never used todo that.”

Above all, Celeste loves her pi-
ano. She received a new Yamaha
electric piano for Christmas, and
she now spends two or three
hoursaday playingit.

Her hard work and love of mu-
sic were apparent at a recent les-
son.

Seated at the piano, Celeste ef-
fortlessly played her easy stu-
dent pieces in various classical,
jazz, blues and contemporary
styles. She oftensings asshe per-
forms — she has a very soft,
sweet voice. And she has a natu-
ral finger technique, which al-
lows her toplay with facility.

Celeste 1s still far from a per-

s beautiful soul

Noted people with
autism spectrum
disorders

Temple Grandin, author and
champlon of humane Iivestock
practices.

Vemon Smith, Nobel laureate In
economics.

Cralg Nicholls, frontman of the
Australlangarage rock band the
Vines.

Heather Kuzmich, rashlon model
and contastant on reality show
*Amerka’s Next Top Model.”
Richard Borcherds, British
mathematician and winner of the
Flalds Medal.

Tim Page, Pulitzer Prize-winning

music crtic and author of more
than a dozen books.

Jason McElwaln, high school
basketball player.

Peter Howson, British palnter.
Alonzo Clemons, American clay
sculptor.

Luke Jackson, author of books
aboutAsperger s syndrome.

Historical figures
speculated to have
had autism

Albert EInsteln, physkist; Glenn
Gould, Canadian planist and
famed Bach Interpreter; Hans
Christian Andersen, author; Bela
Bartok, 20th cantury Hunganan
composer; Charlas Darwin,
naturallst assoclatad with the
theory of evolution; James Joyce,
author of *Ulysses”; Wolfzang
Mozart, 18th century Austian
composer; George Orwell, author;
Andy Warhol, American visual
anist; W.B. Yeats, postand
dramatist.

fect pianist, since among other
things she tends to drench her
playving with too much sustaining
pedal. When corrected, she ex-
claims, “Details, details!”

“She's definitely got that sev-
enth-grade tecnage attitude,”
Pavelkasaid.

Still, Celeste has a remarkable
car, which she readily demon-
strated by transposing some of
her songs from major to minor.

“I had no idea she could do
that,” said Lloyd.

Celeste’s mother, however,
waslesssurprised.

“For the longest time, Ce-
leste's true personality scemed
tobe locked up inside of her,” she
zaid. “Now it’s coming out, and
thanks to the piano we sce that
Celeste's true personality boasts
abeautiful souf. o



