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At the start of class recently, Chase Rosebrugh noticed 
that his friend, Trevor Rudy, didn’t have a pencil. 

Chase, a senior at Charlotte High School, knew he could 
simply hand over a pencil. But he also knew this was an 
opportunity to help Trevor, a fellow senior who has 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD), connect with other 
students in the class. 

Chase participates in the school’s LINK peer-to-peer 
program. Through the program, students who have ASD, 
like Trevor, are paired with general education students, 
like Chase, who are referred to as “LINKs.” The LINKs 
model appropriate academic and social behavior for their 

peers and encourage independence and socialization. In return, LINKs gain 
responsibility, diligence, compassion, and more. 

A Learning Opportunity 

Back in class, Chase encouraged Trevor to ask another student, John, for a pencil. 
Trevor didn’t want to, so Chase asked on his behalf. John gladly loaned Trevor the 
pencil. The same thing happened the next day, and the next. 

One day, Chase didn’t get to class on time. He rushed in, worried he had missed his 
chance to facilitate the pencil hand-off, but Trevor already had a pencil in his hand. 
John explained that Trevor had asked to borrow it. 

It might sound like a simple interaction, but the pencil exchange was a big moment 
between Trevor and John. 

“We shoot for these things we call ‘hinge moments,’” says Chase. “They’re special 
moments with our student that help us connect and bond. You find out if, say, the 
student is comfortable asking another classmate for a pencil. It helps them socially 
interact.” 

When he was in middle school, Trevor rarely attended class. He completed classwork, 
but only tasks he knew how to do. The stress of school overwhelmed him, and he often 
retreated inward. He got in trouble often, he says, and didn’t have many friends.  

But when LINK students from Charlotte High School began supporting Trevor and other 
students in the middle school, Trevor began to slowly overcome some of his anxiety. 



Overcoming anxiety took small steps and hard work. When Trevor started high school, 
he couldn’t bring himself to get out of the car. 

“It used to be that a LINK had to walk out to the parking lot and Trevor had to see that 
person before he would go in,” says Trevor’s mother, Heather Stanton Rudy. “We spent 
all of freshman and a good part of sophomore year doing that. Now he gets out of the 
car and goes in.” 

Trevor now feels comfortable at school, and he has friends who support him when he’s 
having a rough day. 

“I think all schools around Michigan should have this program,” says Trevor. “It’s 
helped me a lot. Before, I used to be a kid with not a lot of friends, and I was always 
lonesome. Now, I don’t feel lonesome and I have a lot of friends who help me. It’s very 
important to me.” 

Students Gain Social Skills, Confidence 

The LINK program started in 1990 at Clarkston Community Schools. Since then, 
Statewide Autism Resources and Training (START) staff members have trained 
educators and administrators across Michigan to recreate the program in their schools. 

In the LINK program at Charlotte High School, each LINK is paired with one or two 
students on the autism spectrum. The LINKs accompany their peers to classes and help 
them with schoolwork if needed. LINKs attend a class, meet regularly to discuss what is 
and isn’t working, and organize outings. 

“And they’re not just our ‘students,’” says senior Rachel Myers, another of Trevor’s 
LINKs. “They’re our friends.” 

This year, about 75 students will serve as LINKs at Charlotte High School, says Lisa 
Spoelstra, the school’s LINK coordinator. Each year, between 75 and 100 students at 
the high school are LINKs. 

“These kids have a superhuman ability to recognize the extraordinary in an ordinary 
event,” says Lisa. “That’s the hinge moment.” 

In the past couple of years, Trevor has grown. He asks to borrow a pencil, orders for 
himself at a restaurant, and initiate hangouts with LINKs. Trevor has also opened up 
more to his LINKs, says senior Haven Hiatt. 

“When I say, ‘Hey, Trevor, how are you?’ he doesn’t say, ‘I don’t know’ anymore,” she 
says. “He actually tells me how he’s doing.” 

Senior Brianna Furgala says she has noticed a closer bond with Trevor as well. 



“We usually ask students where they want to go, and finally Trevor asked me, ‘Hey, 
want to hang out and go to the football game?’” says Brianna. “It’s just good that he 
feels comfortable asking.” 

This year, Trevor was invited to be manager of the school’s Tennis team. Tennis coach 
Tyler McCall and Trevor have known each other since Tyler was a LINK at Charlotte 
High School five years ago. When Tyler returned to the school to take the coaching 
position, he remembered Trevor talking about how he loved tennis, especially the 
rackets and bright, fuzzy tennis balls. 

Mickey Williamson, a senior and LINK on the tennis team, says he initially wasn’t sure if 
Trevor would want to be the team manager. After some hesitation, Trevor decided he 
would take on the role.  

“I was really impressed that he just got out there and did it,” says Mickey. 

As manager, Trevor made sure players could hear Tyler’s instructions. He cleared balls 
from the court and helped make sure practice was running on time. 

“I figured this would be a great opportunity to get him involved,” says Tyler. “Trevor 
didn’t really do much outside of school. I thought, well, if he enjoys tennis so much, 
maybe being surrounded by it would be a great fit for him. He’s done a fantastic job, 
and it was a pleasure having him as a manager.” 

LINK Program Affects School Culture 

Trevor’s LINKs say the program fosters a welcoming school environment. Students are 
friendly and there’s hardly any bullying, says Rachel. 

“The LINK program has a tremendous impact on school culture,” says Principal Bill 
Barnes. “It’s hard to describe how it happens and why it happens, but it’s just this sort 
of aura of positivity that comes out of the entire program. It’s very much purposeful 
planning on the part of Lisa and the kids.” 

Heather, Trevor’s mother, credits the high school for supporting the LINK program early 
on. There are many activities Trevor wouldn’t have done if he hadn’t been part of the 
program: being the tennis team manager, attending an away game, sitting with fellow 
students at a cheerleading competition, organizing a LINK outing to Fazoli’s. The list 
goes on. 

“As a parent, it’s been really neat to watch,” says Heather. “I’ve had LINKs’ parents 
come and thank me. The parents have said, ‘We’ve seen our child change and become 
friendlier to others and learned more about themselves by being a LINK.’” 

Concerns for the Future 

Instead of receiving a diploma, Trevor will receive a certificate of completion. After this 
year, he will also enter a transition program. That means he will be entirely surrounded 



by students with disabilities, says Heather. She’s not sure how Trevor will react to the 
change, so she plans to try to get him out in the community and help him foster 
relationships outside of his program. 

“Our hope for Trevor is that he is a productive member in our society who feels 
connected to those around him and has a reason to leave the house each day,” she 
says. “We hope that he will always have people in his life, beyond his family, who will 
take the initiative to reach out to be part of his life. Being a part of the LINK program 
has been incredible.” 


