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| am fragile like a sunflower.

Like nobody knows how | am blooming.

So high up like someone is pulling me up
from the ground.

Water me. Dry me. Feed me. Sing to me.

Be a beautiful little Sunflower in the sky of
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Hello everyone! My name is Elena Ashmore.

I am here to talk about my life and to express what I am.

On March 21, 1987, in the Year of the Rabbit, I was born in Kawasaki, Japan.

I am the first child of my mom and dad. YES, I'm 30 today!!

I can’t believe my Birth Day is actually today, and chosen to be the World Down
Syndrome Day, the whole world is celebrating my day. I must be a lucky star!!!
When I was 7 months old, my mom took me to Sydney Australia, to receive the
University early intervention program for 10 months, because there wasn’t anything
like that available in Japan at that time.

I received Speech, Occupational and Physical Therapy 3 times a week, and my mother
worked so hard, to follow the same method at home for me.

Because of my father’s job, we moved around Los Angeles, England and Australia over
14 years, and finally in 2002, I came back to Los Angeles.

In Los Angeles, I went to special class in the local high school, and transition
program. I attended UCLA Pathway-years boarding program to gain independency, I
now go to Performing Arts school.

Wherever we were, my parents made sure, that I could grow and meet my dreams and
goals.
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Let me tell you a little more about myself! I am just like other people in so many ways:
Sometimes I'm quiet and shy. And sometimes I'm loud and hilarious. I love going out
with my friends and family. I'm independent but I sometimes need my mom and dad to
guide me. I have big dreams and goals, just like many other young Adults. I got a job
as a barista!! Baking is next task that I want to learn.

I want to lose weight. Oh boy, do I really have to do that?

I am very creative and love art, music, dancing, singing, poetry just for fun,

AND, I want a convertible car to pick up my friends in! (maybe boys... . )
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But I'm different from people in some ways:

I have Down Syndrome, which is a name I don’t like. I call it “UP syndrome”, because
UP is better than depressed, isn’t it?

When I was a child, I was different, because the schools put me in separate classes.

I wish I had the chance to make friends, without disabilities as well, just like I did in
England.

I am also different, because I live in a group home with people who support me.

I really love where I live but, maybe someday I will have my own place, and choose my
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own roommates, just like other people do.

Another way that I am different, is that I'm mixed of Australian and Japanese. I am
very proud that I was born in Japan. I love to eat Japanese food all the time. Soooo
good! I like the language and culture. I love the Japanese hot tub. I also take a
Japanese Taiko drumming class in Los Angeles, which is fun, because the music
speaks to me. I can feel the beat in my heart. And most of all, I love my family who
lives in Japan. Recently I went back to Japan, and I really enjoyed meeting my 4-
month-old second cousin, for the first time. Somehow, I feel very calm and happy
when I am in Japan.
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AND the biggest difference is that, 'm on a TV Reality show called “Born this Way”
featuring 7 young Adult with Down Syndrome, who work hard to achieve goals, and
overcome struggles.

I love being on “Born this Way” because I can express myself. There is no script and
it is all real.

One of the best things about being on the show, is that I have made amazing new
friends that I love so much.

I am so glad that we won an Emmy Award. We made a history that showing what
people with Down Syndrome could do something like that!!

People tell me that I am now a role model, for children with disabilities.

That makes me very happy to know, that I can inspire children and parents to reach
for their dreams. I've never thought that I could inspire other people, so I feel like, my
spirit is lifted and I'm proud of myself.
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It isn’t always easy being on TV, because I have to be Camera ready, whenever we are
filming, and I sometimes don’t feel like to talk, or can not hide my emotions. That
made some people, to talk about me negatively, in the social media. I understand,
I must try hard to show my ability not disability. However, I still don’t like that
comments.

But I have also seen, people write that our TV show, has inspired people around the
world. Parents realize, they are not alone and adults like me, want to reach out to the
stars.

The show also made viewers realize, that they misunderstood about people with Down
Syndrome.

We are no different to them, we have feelings, love, romance, struggles,
disappointment, jealous, frustrations, and also sincere, achievable, intelligent, patient,
funny and happy and we LOVE HUGS!!
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I know that people with disabilities, who live in other parts of the world, don’t have the
same opportunities, that I do. Just like I couldn’t have, early intervention in Japan,
when I was born, and unfortunately, it still not offered.

When I was in Japan recently, I went sightseeing, as well and visited many special
needs program, such as Cookie factory where 83 people were working, and making
delicious cookies and bread. I learned, there are many work places for special needs
people in Japan. Why? My mother told me Because there is a law, that the company
has more than 50 employees, must hire people with disabilities, at least 2% of their
employees.

I visited a day program, and residential facility for special needs. They even have
a restaurant, where locals come to enjoy delicious meal, served by the people with
disabilities. There are many places like that in Japan.

I met Shoko Kanazawa, the world famous Calligrapher with DS, who was a speaker
here 2 years ago, she lives totally independently now, and still loves Michael Jackson.
I visited a 4-year-transition program and met cheerful, happy young adult with
disabilities, some of them can speak English very well. They taught me how to make
Sushi Rolls.

From these experiences, I learned adult services is established very well in Japan,
health care system is great, compare to California, and SSI system is different, and
better than what been offered in California.

I understand that each country has good and bad point, therefore I hope, we can learn
from each other to make the quality of our life better.
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People with disabilities, don’t always get to express themselves. I wasn’t either,
until I met other self-advocate people who inspired me, also being a cast of the show,
encouraged me to think clearly, and speak my opinion.

So I want to say this;

Friends, speak up, tell your opinion, don’t be shy. Unless you tell what you think,
nobody knows about you,

You are the one in control of your life.

Friends around us, "Please don’t judge us, just because how we look” ”"Don’t give up
on us, just because we can’t do how you want” “"Watch us who we are!” and "Listen to
us what we need and what we want”

I want to encourage the parents and professionals, that they should help their
children, follow their dreams and goals, and get a good education.
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I want to make this world, a better place for both, people with or without disabilities.
Because I have my roots in Japan, and now live in America, I can see the difference in
the two countries.

For example, early intervention is advanced in the US, however Adult services are
better in Japan. So I want to be the “Rainbow Bridge” over these countries, to help all
of us to sparkle and shine.

I can brainstorm people, by speaking up about this difference, through social media
and maybe in the show.

At last but not at least, I'd like to thank “Down Syndrome International”
for allowing me to talk about myself. Without your dedication and support, we would
not have an opportunity, to be able to speak up and stand on our own feet like now.
Thank you for your support and effort.
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