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Diane Brown: Linwood 

Boutique lets autistic adults buy into world of work as benefits vanish 

Diane Brown 

dmbrown@comcast.net 

Posted 2/17/11 

Kyle beams in welcome as I walk into Linwood Center Boutique, which hides just behind Ellicott City's Main Street. He 

looks smart and crisp, a far cry from the days when he just wore sweats. Hey, he's a working man now.  

Kyle was once a student of the Linwood School for autistic children. Now he's 20-something and works under the school's 

adult services program.  

"He wants to look good," says store manager Dan Flannery, a former Linwood board member, whose dream to create a 

shop that is beyond your average thrift store is now real. 

It's looking good, looking upscale. There are even consignments of original art and jewelry, but all other things old and 

new are donated. Dishes, pottery, baskets, luggage, books, clothing, oak chairs, a retro dining set. 

A proud Fletcher rushes through the room with a plastic bag full of trash. 

"Look what I have," he calls out. "I'm going to take it outside and put it in the trash can!" 

"You want to hire these people," says Kim Manning, former executive director of the Howard County Autism Society and 

current community outreach director for Linwood. "They won't sit around loafing, don't call in sick, and they won't be on 

their cell phones." 

"They have a need for structure and routine," adds Bill Moss, Linwood Center's executive director. 

Let's call the boutique a marriage between staff and workers that works well. Look around and see an integrated 

environment of workers with autism and workers without. Reaching out, the boutique partners with the Howard County 

school system and with Howard Community College. 
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In comes Tia, a Wilde Lake High student who is in a work-study program. Today, she buttons up clothing on the rack that 

shoppers had left undone, and she makes sure the clothing sizes are in their right places. Following her is an Ecuadorian 

student from HCC. He is learning retail, and he is improving his English.  

"Our goal here is to create an integrated environment," Manning says. "Here they get those soft skills, how to interact with 

others and customer service." 

Autism is a complex neurological disorder characterized by impaired social interaction and communication. According to the 

Centers for Disease Control, it affects one in 110 Americans, and so far there is no cure. Recognizing a need for an 

alternative to institutionalization, Jeanne Simons, a pioneer in the field of autism, founded the Linwood School in 1955. 

Linwood, Moss says, may have been the world's first residential school for autistic kids. And now, "We provide services 

through the lifespan." 

"The disabled child is entitled to so much until they are 21," Manning says. "At 21, the entitlements end. They have no job, 

no opportunities. They sit in the basement, depressed. The unemployment rate for people with disabilities is over 75 

percent. 

"We, as Americans, have not been outraged by that. They want to be working, but as a society, putting them to work has 

not been a priority." 

Through Linwood's nonprofit program, the adults work at the boutique, as well as at Sears, Walmart, Burger King and 

several other businesses. 

"They are contributing to their own well-being," Moss says. "There's respect, self-determination, dignity." 

The boutique is at 8307 Main St., behind La Palapa. Donations are always welcome, Flannery says. To arrange a furniture 

pickup, call 410-988-5192. 

 


