
Whitby North
taunton rd. at Garden

905-430-5377

Whitby South
Consumers Drive
at hwy. #401
905-668-1296

See service for details *Cannot be used in conjunction with any other offer. Shop early for greatest selection. Sorry, no rainchecks Assortment may vary by store. Offer ends Thursday November 2nd
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SAVE
10%
Sale, from 25.18

Reg, from 27.98
Brake Pads. OE-matched
friction formulations.
13-0799X/16-0201X/113-3458X.

SAVE
20%
Sale, from 47.98

Reg, from 59.98
Brembo Ceramic Brake Pads. Set of 2.
3-year/60,000km or lifetime warranty
when installed at Canadian Tire. 113-2600X.

Reg, from 49.98
Brake Rotors.
2-year/40,000km warranty.
16-0500X.

buy 1
GEt thE 2ND

1/2 off†

®

4 Alloy Wheels & 4 Motomaster Winter Edge
Package, from $721.00 Reg, from $932.0015

16 Package, from $816.00 Reg, from $1056.00

17 Package, from $988.00 Reg, from $1280.00

WINTER EDGE
WINTER

35996
15month

XXX XXX XX XXX XXX XX
XXX XXX XX XXX XXX XX

XXXX XXXX XXX

promo

8999
XXXX XXXX XX
XXXX XXXX XX

oN SELECtED
motomAStEr WiNtEr EDGE

UP
TOSAVE 25%
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NOWOPEN

Whitby
905-430-3555

121 Green Street

Or visit: weewatch.com

to A Wee Watch
Child Care Career Now.

Call us, let’s talk: 905-686-3995
Email: whitby@weewatch.com

ewatch.com

905-686-3995
ewatch.com

Look Int
Child Care CareeQuality Licensed

Home Child Care.

I Deserve
HomeThe Best

Child Care.
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Ryan Pfeiffer / Metroland
WHITBY -- Terry Von Zuben, a fire prevention officer with Whitby Fire and Emergency Services, has a learning disorder that places him on the 
autism spectrum. He says he wants to do more to help educate individuals in the community with special needs about fire safety. 

   Whitby fire prevention 
officer uses own experience 
with learning disability to 
better educate others 
     
Parvaneh Pessian 
 ppessian@durhamregion.com 

   WHITBY — Terry Von Zuben stands in the 
centre of the room with his hands held 
out in front of him and his eyes bouncing 
around with childlike intrigue.

National Fire Prevention Week in Octo-
ber has wrapped up but the longtime 
Whitby fire prevention officer continues to 
make his rounds, recently dropping by the 
Abilities Centre for a fire safety presentation 
geared to seniors. There’s a lot of ground to 
cover and Von Zuben’s breathless delivery 
and encyclopedic knowledge of the mate-
rial is intense, reflecting a genuine passion 
for the subject.

“This is the highlight of my day — it’s the 
best thing I get to do,” says the 53-year-old 
Scarborough native who began his career 
with Whitby Fire and Emergency Services in 

2001 and has been involved in public educa-
tion with the department for about 10 years.

When he’s not conducting fire inspec-
tions or assisting with investigations, his 
commitment to promoting fire safety in the 
community has made him a fixture at count-
less events, including the Brooklin Spring 
Fair, Harbour Day, Harvest Festival and 
Santa Claus Parade. Sometimes he brings 
Molly, a six-year-old Dalmatian he adopted 
from a rescue group and has trained to dem-
onstrate fire safety tips to children. 

FIRE OFFICIAL USES UNIQUE APPROACH TO FIRE SAFETY 

See FATAL, page 8

newsroom@durhamregion.com
www.facebook/newsdurham

@newsdurham

newsdurham

BEING BARBRA
Barbra Streisand 
talks about her
life and career 

There are different levels of 
fame in Hollywood – those 
who are just starting to climb 
the ladder, then the stars, the 
divas and superstars. Bar-
bra Streisand is above all of 
them.

See page 21
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Other times, like during this presen-
tation, he sprinkles personal anecdotes 
throughout his talks to keep the audi-
ence engaged.

“I can remember a time when I was 
very young going into the police sta-
tion with my father and the walls were 
just brown with cigarette smoke and 
the smoke hung in the area,” he tells the 
group of seniors and a few nod, know-
ingly.

“Thankfully, we don’t do that anymore 
for the most part but a lot of seniors still 
have that comfort with smoking (and) it 
presents a fire risk, especially for smok-
ing in bed.”

Drawing examples from his life to 
illustrate points, gesturing with his hands 
instead of keeping them at his sides, and 
making eye contact while speaking are 
all “social norms” he says he’s taught 
himself over the years in order to con-
nect with others. Von Zuben has a severe 
learning disability that places him at 
the high-functioning end of the autism 
spectrum. The condition affects how he 
receives and processes information, as 
well as his communication skills, and 
has been a challenge throughout his life.

“I don’t work very well with social 
expectations that people have; I don’t 
understand them for the most part,” he 
says.

“An example would be blinking. I stare 
a lot because blinking is a social con-
struct; you don’t need to blink as often 
as you do. You’re in an elevator, you avert 
your eyes — I stare. So, in high school or 
public school, I would be staring con-
stantly at people because I got a fixed 
gaze and that’s how I’m taking in infor-
mation.”

Von Zuben’s condition was previ-
ously classified as a “pervasive develop-
ment disorder” but the latest edition of 
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders categorizes it under 
the umbrella of autism spectrum disor-
der, along with Asperger syndrome. ASD 
affects an estimated one in every 68 chil-
dren.

His IQ is in the average or normal 
range but he has superior spatial aware-
ness — his skills as a marksman in the 
army led his sergeants to dub him “the 
prodigy” — and he can absorb many 
details at once. He was told by the neu-
rologist who diagnosed him about a 
decade ago that his general knowledge 
or understanding of things (“except for 
sports,” he makes sure to add) is in the 
98th percentile.

“Where you might see four or five dis-
tinct things about a specific object, I see 
20, so I pick up more information from 
the world around me but I can’t hold 
onto it because I’m easily distracted,” he 
explains.

It makes it impossible for him to per-
form multiple tasks at once or some of 
the duties of his job, including driving 
a fire truck. He’s also encountered diffi-
culty when interacting with other staff. 
Last year, Von Zuben says the depart-
ment brought in a behaviourist from the 
Geneva Centre for Autism to help work 
through some of those issues.

“She helped explain their point of 
view,” he says, adding that people with 
ASD have trouble grasping social cues 
like tone of voice or sarcasm.

“If you tell me something, I take it lit-
erally, without the inflection ... so in a 
lot of cases I take things negatively just 
because I’m never sure.”

Von Zuben says the emotional detach-
ment associated with the disorder can 
also work in his favour, allowing him to 
cope better in crisis situations, such as 
when responding to tragic fire scenes.

His experience also uniquely posi-
tions him to be able to identify with and 
reach a portion of the population that’s 
often overlooked when it comes to pub-
lic education: individuals with special 
needs. In the past, he would only men-
tion his diagnosis sparingly but lately he 
says he’s finding more reasons to broach 

the topic.
“Over the last year, it’s become perti-

nent in the fact that I would have a par-
ent bringing their child to the Junior Fire 
Camp and they’d almost whisper it, like 
as if they had cancer, ‘My child’s on the 
autism spectrum,’” And I’m like, ‘So am I. 
We’re good.’”

Von Zuben says he wants to help 
reduce barriers to education that stu-
dents may face due to physical or cog-
nitive limitations, so he has developed 
a fire safety program that specifically 
addresses their needs.

The idea for the initiative came up 
during a coroner’s inquest held last year 
into a fatal fire at 917 Dundas St. W. in 
2012 that took the lives of three Whitby 
teens, Benjamin Twiddy, 19, Holly Har-
rison, 18, and Marilee (Hollylynn) Towie, 
17. Jurors heard they died from smoke 
inhalation after being trapped in an 
upstairs apartment with only one exit 
when a burning towel triggered a blaze 
in a stairwell.

Through interviews with friends and 
family in the aftermath of the blaze, This 
Week learned that Hollylynn had mild 
autism and Holly had been diagnosed 
with intellectual disabilities and mental 

illness.
The first time Von Zuben says he pro-

posed the notion of teaching fire safety 
to special needs students at a local high 
school, he encountered some resistance. 
The principal politely explained that 
she understood his intentions but ran 
through a list of possible challenges and 
asked what he had in common with the 
students, he says.

“So I said, ‘Well, actually, quite a lot ... 
a severe learning disability to start with,’ 
and I said on top of that, ‘I have an edu-
cation dog that comes in with me to help 
me teach.’”

Often, people with ASD have a spe-
cial bond with animals that can pick up 
on their nonverbal gestures and be used 
to regulate their behaviours, he explains. 
Molly the Fire Dog helps to not only 
“centre” him during presentations so he 
can maintain his focus but she also pro-
vides context to the lessons and a visual 
learning experience for people with spe-
cial needs.

“You’ve got to teach people in other 
ways and me coming into a classroom to 
lecture ... it’s not going to work for every-
body, and so we need an alternative 
method of education.”

Last year, Mississauga, Caledon and 
Brampton Fire and Emergency Services 
hosted a   seminar on new trends in fire 
safety, including educating children with 
special needs, and Von Zuben offered to 
share his experience.  

“It was the first time I actually came 
out and announced to everybody that I 
am on the spectrum and I have a serious 
learning disorder and this is how I see 
the world,” he says. Since then, he’s been 
contacted by some fire services members 
seeking his advice.

“It’s had some very positive effects, 
especially for other fire educators in 
terms of (me being) a resource for them.” 
Outside of his role with Whitby Fire, Von 
Zuben also does work with Molly for 
Therapeutic Paws of Canada. This past 
summer, he took part in Sensory Friend-
ly Hour, a program offered at the Whitby 
Public Library for children with special 
needs and their caregivers. This month, 
he’s teaming up with EmploymentWorks 
Canada to help young adults with ASD 
looking for employment practise their 
presentation skills.

His efforts on behalf of the fire depart-
ment and beyond have not gone unno-
ticed.

“He has a lot of experience in the fire 
prevention division and he’s a very valu-
able member of our department and an 
asset to the community,” says Whitby 
Fire Chief Dave Speed, adding that pub-
lic education is a growing area of the 
department and Von Zuben’s dedication 
helps underline its importance.

“He’s very passionate about what he 
does. He wants to make a difference.”

Fatal fire in 2012 sparks creation of fire safety program designed 
for youth with special needs, including autism spectrum disorder 
From page 1

Metroland file photo
WHITBY -- Terry Von Zuben from Whitby Fire and Emergency Services demonstrated 
Molly the Fire Dog’s crawling technique on March 5, 2015. Molly was adopted from 
the Virginia SPCA in 2012 and has been trained to demonstrate the techniques being 
taught to children including stop drop and roll, crawl low under smoke, check a door, 
and test a smoke alarm. 


