
Right up his alley: Bowling helps Sayreville High teen with Asperger's belong
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Saed Hindash/The Star-LedgerSayreville High School bowler Eric Applegate, left, shares a laugh with teammate Jason Ciszewski in a meet against South River at Brunswick Zone Carolier in North Brunswick last week.
As Eric Applegate mowed down the pins earlier this month, he seemed to relish every minute as a dominating high school athlete.

Locked in like Yankees pitcher Mariano Rivera in the bottom of the ninth inning, the Sayreville High School senior rolled each shot with the same devastating accuracy as the strikes piled up on the scoring monitor. Even the one bad break — a stubborn 10-pin in the fifth frame — couldn’t slow his momentum.

Applegate’s teammates rushed over to slap his hands and bump his fists.

His coach patted his shoulders.

The crowd at the Brunswick Zone Carolier in North Brunswick shouted its approval as Applegate fired a 279 during a regular-season match against Perth Amboy.

“Nice shot E!”

“Way to go Eric!”

“Oh yeah hoss!”
Life hasn’t always been this great.

Applegate, 18, has Asperger’s syndrome, a disorder similar to autism in that it is characterized by significant difficulties in social interaction. As a result of the awkwardness and physical idiosyncrasies he struggles to control, Applegate’s school years have been painful. His friends said he has been shoved into lockers, tripped in hallways, pushed down stairs and called every nasty name in the book. But on the lanes, surrounded by his teammates and coach, Applegate has carved out a niche and found a safe haven.

GREAT OUTCOME, AND WITH SOME HELP FROM THE SCHOOL, BOTH UNINTENTIONALLY (E.G., STARTING A BOWLING TEAM, WHICH JUST HAPPENED TO BE A FIT FOR THE BULLIED STUDENT) AND INTENTIONALLY (THE GOOD ACTIONS OF HIS COACH, IN SPECIFICALLY ASKING THE TEAM TO BE SUPPORTIVE OF HIM AND PROBABLY DOING THAT HIMSELF AND WATCHING OVER THE STUDENT). BUT ... THE ARTICLE DOESN'T DESCRIBE WHAT THE SCHOOL DID OR DIDN'T DO DURING THE TIME (A YEAR? TWO? IN HIGH SCHOOL, AND PROBABLY IN OTHER DISTRICT SCHOOLS LONG BEFORE THAT) ERIC WAS BEING HURT BY PEERS.

Here, Applegate can be himself.

“He’s our finisher. He’s really our go-to guy,” teammate Ryan Roberts said. “If the match is really close and we need some pins, we can always count on him to get them for us. He really fits in perfectly.”

Applegate is now a star bowler at Sayreville (8-0), where he earned all-county honors last season and helped the team win its third straight Group 3 state title. This season, he is averaging 222 for a team that sits at No. 2 in The Star-Ledger statewide Top 20.

More importantly, he has found a group of classmates to sit with at lunch, to hang out with on weekends and talk to each day at school.

“After all these years, he finally fits in,” said his mother, Kimberly Applegate. “It took a while, but he found something that made him want to get up in the morning.”

THIS IS GOOD ("FINDING SOMETHING ... "), BUT IDEALLY THE SCHOOL IS ACTIVELY SEARCHING FOR THAT THING THAT MAKES A STUDENT "WANT TO GET UP IN THE MORNING". 

TORMENTORS
Kimberly and Bryan Applegate met at a bowling alley in Old Bridge, and raised their kids on the lanes. Almost from the time he could walk, Eric Applegate tagged along, toting balls almost as big as his body.

“There’s no place I’d rather be in the winter than a bowling alley,” he said. “I’m what they call an ‘alley rat.’”

As a boy, Applegate’s parents noticed he was a little different. He was alone most of the time and he had trouble making friends. He fixated on the weather and the news, watching both as if in a trance. He tried playing football, basketball, baseball and soccer. None of the sports stuck.

“For a long time, we just thought he was anti-social,” Bryan Applegate said.
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Patti Sapone/The Star-LedgerSayreville High bowler Eric Applegate warms up at Brunswick Zone Carolier in North Brunswick. The sport has given him confidence and a second chance with his fellow students.
His parents didn’t discover Applegate had Asperger’s syndrome until he was about 10 — while they were exploring issues related to their other son, Bryan, who has pervasive developmental disorder.

As the parents thumbed through pamphlets that highlighted various disorders, they realized Eric had been displaying several traits associated with Asperger’s, which is distinguished by a pattern of symptoms such as qualitative impairment in social interaction and restricted patterns of behavior.

Applegate struggled to develop relationships with his peers. He sometimes fidgeted and mumbled. He interpreted phrases and dialogue very literally. For instance, a teammate once greeted Applegate by saying, “What’s up, dog?” prompting Applegate to reply, incredulously, “I’m not your dog!”

By the time Applegate was diagnosed, he was having a rough time at school. He was very rule-oriented — never disobeying directions from a teacher — which brought ridicule from peers. Once during class, a teacher failed to show up so Applegate left to find an administrator. When he returned, his book bag was in the trash can.

“I’ve seen people shove him into lockers,” Sayreville teammate Bill Cavanaugh said. “A lot of jerks did that. Trip him in the hallways. Push him down the steps. Kids are malicious. It’s bad.

“People didn’t know what he was going through.”

AMONG OTHER THINGS, THE OTHER STUDENTS' BEHAVIOR REFLECTS LACK OF KNOWLEDGE OF ASPERGER'S, ATTRIBUTING TO ERIC'S VOLITION BEHAVIORS THAT ARE REALLY AN EXPRESSION OF AN UNDERLYING CONDITION AND NOT SO VOLUNTARY AS IT APPEARS. IT IS THE SCHOOL'S RESPONSILITY TO MAKE SURE OTHER KIDS UNDERSTAND WHAT'S CAUSING BEHAVIOR THE KIDS FIND THREATENING OR UNCOMFORTABLE, AND TO ACTIVELY ENCOURAGE INVOLVEMENT, ENGAGEMENT AND SUPPORT.

Right around the time Applegate was diagnosed with Asperger’s, the family heard some great news: Sayreville High was starting a bowling program.

“As soon as he heard they had a team — boom! — he wanted to be on it,” father Bryan Applegate said. “It’s been a real driving force for him.”

But joining the bowling team as a freshman didn’t end all of Applegate’s troubles. That first season, he struggled to control his emotions, sometimes fighting back tears when he didn’t bowl well.

Sayreville coach Mike Weinert was there from the beginning, pulling aside the upperclassmen, explaining the new kid’s situation and asking for patience. Weinert said it was easier for the others to embrace Applegate because he was such a talented bowler and was a key contributor from the start. YES, EASIER. THE KEY IS TO DO THE SAME THING EVEN WITH KIDS WHO AREN'T 'STARS'.

[image: image4.jpg]


Saed Hindash/The Star-LedgerEric Applegate, right, a senior bowler for Sayreville High School, congratulates teammate Bill Cavanaugh during a match against South River last week at Brunswick Zone Carolier. Applegate's bowling skills and the support from teammates help him deal with his Asperger's syndrome.
“I told them that if he’s going to be a part of this and help us accomplish our goals, I expect you guys to work with him and be understanding,” Weinert said. “I didn’t have to say much. They knew he was going to be a big part of what we were going to accomplish.”

After an up-and-down freshman season, Eric broke into the starting lineup as a sophomore and became a crucial part of the team. The juniors and seniors invited Eric to sit at their table in the cafeteria, and many stepped in when classmates picked on him.

“They would say, ‘Don’t be giving this kid a hard time. He’s with us,’ ” Weinert said.

CONFIDANTES
Some of the same classmates who used to tease Applegate are now teammates — and friends who rely on him for personal advice and bowling tips.

Roberts said he was following the crowd in middle school when he joined in with those who called Applegate names. But now, Roberts considers Applegate a close companion.

“He’s just really an all-around great guy,” said Roberts, who also went to Applegate with girl problems.

“He just told me, ‘You know what, just keep waiting. You’ll eventually meet somebody, just keep waiting,’ ” Roberts said. “That’s some good advice.”

When Cavanaugh joined the team, his scores were embarrassingly low. Until Applegate stepped in.

“He helped me a lot,” said Cavanaugh, whose average has climbed to 190. “He showed me how to keep my cool.”

Unlike his freshman season, Applegate rarely has problems keeping his composure on the lanes. Last season in the Group 3 Tournament of Champions final against Nutley, Applegate came up in the final frame with the opponent storming back into the game. He went 9-spare and 8 to propel the team to victory by four pins.

“We call him, ‘The Machine,’ ” Weinert said. “He’s not fancy. He’s not the most impressive guy to throw the ball. But he gets it done.”
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Saed Hindash/The Star-LedgerSayreville High School senior Eric Applegate bowls against South River last week at Brunswick Zone Carolier in North Brunswick.
Applegate continues to flourish, both with his bowling and his personal life. On the team, he bowls from the anchor position — the spot at the back of the order typically reserved for the team’s best clutch player.

And socially, he has started dating a classmate and plans to attend the senior prom. In the classroom, his grade-point average is about a 3.5, and, if that’s not enough, he also works at ShopRite in the offseason.

“He’s grown so much as a person over the four years,” Weinert said. “He’s definitely a more mature, more well-adapted individual. To see that growth and to see that change in him over the last four years is really just amazing.”
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