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Anne Donnellan was a powerful advocate, researcher, educator, mentor, and friend to many, a pioneer for the rights and dignity of autistic people and others with disabilities. She started one of the first preschool programs for autistic children when the field tended to dismiss us as unable and unmotivated to learn and relate to people, publishing a guide on how to develop such programs (Donnellan-Walsh et al., 1977). While trained in behavioral psychology and initially promoting positive approaches to managing aggressive and self-injurious behaviors, she became increasingly alarmed about the potential harms of applied behavioral analysis (ABA). This led to an influential book against aversives called Progress without Punishment (LaVigna and Donnellan, 1986; Donnellan et al., 1988). She championed inclusion both in the classroom and the community, actively supporting deinstitutionalization (including successfully advocating for our friend Joaquin Carson: Carson, 2017). From her early days as a practitioner, Anne (Donnellan, n.d.) became acquainted with all the major advocates and writers in the field. She entered and advanced in academia to become a Professor at the University of Wisconsin-Madison. She exercised her privilege, for example, by co-editing the influential, original Handbook of Autism (Cohen et al., 1987). Ever the progressive thinker with a strong voice, she rocked the establishment. This led to some professional fallout with former collaborators, but she continued to rise, later becoming Provost of the University of San Diego and Director of its Autism Institute. A private Catholic university with a mission to foster ethical and compassionate leaders, the University of San Diego appealed to Anne—a child of Irish Catholic immigrants—because it kept her grounded with loved ones (her son John Walsh and his family lived nearby) while nurturing her feisty appetite for making life better for people (Wisconsin State Journal, 2024).

Frustrated with the use of restraints through behavior (including punishments and seclusion) and chemicals (overmedication), Anne became an advocate of augmentative and alternative communication (AAC). She valued that behavior can be a form of communication (Donnellan et al., 1984) but also that autistic people may struggle to control their bodies and need support (Donnellan et al., 1992). For example, with the support of quality relationships (Donnellan et al., 1992; Robledo and Donnellan, 2008, 2016), autistic people may manage their stress to initiate action (Donnellan et al., 2006).

Anne wrote about and discussed invented knowledge (Donnellan, 1999), pairing it with her critical idea of making the least dangerous (and most helpful) assumption so that the person has the most likely chance of functioning as well as they can (Donnellan, 1984). This means presuming competence (especially but not only about non-speaking people), and empowering people with the opportunity to relate and grow that patronizing interpretations might deny. Anne relatedly distinguished between the ability to speak and the ability to think, and actively opposed dehumanization, isolation or seclusion, and abuse. She valued the self-advocacy of autistic people and understood the true meaning of reciprocity, the role of communication partners in supportive relationships: working with people, not on them (as she put it: USD News Center, 2008). Together with Anne's work with Martha Leary on movement differences (Donnellan and Leary, 1995), Anne's body of work helped to explain how some autistic people may be unable to speak but can communicate in other ways (such as through language and typing).

Anne highlighted how the neurodiversity movement most urgently applies to non-speaking people and autistic people with high support needs including those who may have intellectual disabilities. I first encountered Anne's research efforts in 2007 shortly after learning about the neurodiversity and disability rights movements, through my research for a paper for an undergraduate anthropology class on Native Americans in American public life. Anne's study, led by her former PhD student Jeanne Connors, of people with developmental disabilities in Navajo society (Connors and Donnellan, 1993, 1998) greatly inspired my argument that their traditional inclusive, pragmatic approach may fare better for autistic people than Western society's medical model (this later developed into my first published paper: Kapp, 2011). From 2008 to 2013, I attended and was pleasantly surprised to present at Anne's autism conference, which she co-organized with her former PhD student Jodi Robledo; Anne respectfully welcomed speakers from ‘behind the scenes' at the conference and into her home. Anne's simple act of inviting me to be on the panel in 2008 marked my first academic presentation and felt authentic. Anne invited autistic and parent bloggers from the progressive Autism Hub along with leading presenters on the various aforementioned topics and beyond to combine important concepts with practical applications.

Twenty years after co-founding the first social justice organization for all autistic people (AutCom), Anne (with Martha Leary and David Hill) published her first main theoretical paper on the sensory-movement account of autism in 2010. This paper represented the only psychological or biological theory in the first special issue on autism and neurodiversity, primarily featuring leading activists, and scholars (Savarese and Savarese, 2010). Soon after in 2012 Anne and Martha published their second book on this topic (Leary and Donnellan, 2012). In 2013 she co-edited (Torres and Donnellan, 2015b) a Research Topic on Autism: The Movement Perspective (Torres and Donnellan, 2015a) in Frontiers in Integrative Neuroscience with Liz Torres. This special issue included her important contributions on theory (Donnellan et al., 2013) and perspectives (Robledo et al., 2012) of autistic people. This account encompassed not only motor and sensory issues, but also issues related to flexibility, attention, and emotion (differences or difficulties in starting, switching, and stopping). Of course, these differences can also bring strengths or joy, such as through stimming (Kapp et al., 2019) or appreciation for sensations such as colors and certain textures. It was a delight to present my related paper (Kapp, 2013) at Jodi's and her conference to further clarify such nuances, and to stand as just one of the countless lives she touched.

Anne Donnellan's expertise and values have proven to be ahead of her time, with science, policy, and practice helping autistic people to have fulfilling lives in the community.
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