
EDUCATING SIMON: BACKGROUND INFORMATION 
 
While my novels feature gay and transgender individuals, the idea behind them is that these are just stories 
about people. All kinds of people. And just as I hope they are read by people whose sexual identities cross all 
the lines, I hope that each time someone reads one of my books they learn some things they didn’t already 
know. 
 
Educating Simon introduces several topics that are worthy of further exploration. 

 Sexual Orientation / Sexual Identity 
o Homosexuality 
o Transgenderism 

 Autism 

 Synesthesia 

 English: UK vs. U.S. 

 Clyfford Still 

 Labyrinths 

 Straight Edge 

 

SEXUAL ORIENTATION / SEXUAL IDENTITY 
 

Homosexuality 
 
Simon Fitzroy-Hunt is gay. As the story opens, he has no doubts about this. Later, he meets Michael Vitale, a 
young man who seems to think that the power of Straight Edge* has kept him from the same fate. Simon tells 
Michael that he would “bet on biology any day.” 
 
Homosexuality is a natural, normally-occurring phenomenon, in humans and in non-human animals. To 
demonstrate, we turn to biology and zoology.  
 
The hypothalamus, located in what’s known as the mammalian brain, is responsible for (among other things) 
detecting sex pheromones and determining what the response should be for the individual in question.  
 
A study by the National Academy of Science (report released in 2005) indicated that while straight men 
respond sexually only to female pheromones and not at all to male pheromones, gay men respond sexually 
only to male pheromones. Here are two articles that go into more detail: 

For Gay Men, an Attraction to a Different Kind of Scent (The New York Times) 
"Sexy" Smells Different for Gay, Straight Men, Study Says (National Geographic News) 

 
Although there is some controversy regarding the incidence of homosexuality in various animal species, the 
controversy is limited to the number of species and is not a question of whether it occurs. It could be that the 
different conclusions result from the studies using different definitions or requiring different proof. But there is 
no doubt that it exists. 

NewsMedical – 1,500 species (2006) 
Yale Scientific – 450 species (2012) 
 

Transgenderism 
 
Simon has no question in his mind about his gender. He is male, and he likes it that way. So when the 
apparent boy, Toby Lloyd, tells Simon his secret—that “he” is really a girl, and she’s renamed herself Kay—
Simon struggles to understand this seeming contradiction. What helps him to accept Kay despite his confusion 
is when he considers that if someone had told him that homosexuality made no sense to them and therefore 
Simon must be wrong about himself, Simon would have been furious, but not confused. And not wrong. 
 

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/05/10/science/10smell.html?_r=0
http://news.nationalgeographic.com/news/2005/05/0510_050510_gayscent_2.html
http://www.news-medical.net/news/2006/10/23/20718.aspx
http://www.yalescientific.org/2012/03/do-animals-exhibit-homosexuality/


In the fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5, released May 2013), 
the American Psychiatric Association removed the term Gender Identity Disorder, replacing it with the term 
Gender Dysphoria. This condition presents in different ways and can range from a strong desire to be treated 
as other than one’s biological gender to a total change of one’s biological sex characteristics, in some 
individuals leading to hormone treatments and possibly sexual reassignment surgery. Apparently, research is 
showing that in transgender individuals, physical brain structures resemble that of their desired sex even 
before any hormone treatment begins. This suggests that Gender Dysphoria could be as firmly grounded in 
biology as homosexuality is. 
 
In creating the character of Toby/Kay, I used different resources to help me understand the issues of 
transgender individuals. Here are some of them: 

Transgenderism (Norman Spack, MD)  
How Norman Spack transformed the way we treat transgender children (The Phoenix) 
Gender Dysphoria: New Medical Term For Transgenders (South Florida Gay News) 

 
Every year, there is more understanding of and more support for children and adults who identify as 
transgender. Kay located a few organizations for herself in Boston, and there is a list below.** A simple Google 
search will bring up organizations in most areas. 
 
 

AUTISM 
 
Simon’s late Uncle Clive, whom he never met, was autistic. His new stepsister, Persie, has been diagnosed 
with Asperger Syndrome, or AS. Although individuals with AS typically exhibit many of the same types of 
difficulties regarding societal adjustment as autistic individuals, they tend to be more high-functioning. For 
example, it’s not typical for an individual diagnosed with autism (as opposed to AS) to succeed along the lines 
of someone like Temple Grandin, but most AS people are capable of functioning fairly well in society and often 
succeed—sometimes spectacularly—in careers that don’t depend heavily on the individual having refined 
interpersonal skills. 
 
When I was writing this story, although I knew that AS was considered a type of autism, I wasn’t yet aware that 
the term Asperger Syndrome was about to be eliminated from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders (DSM-5), published by the American Psychiatric Association (APA). As of May 2013, the former 
autism categories are now pulled together under the umbrella term Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). 
According to DSM-5: 
 

“People with ASD tend to have communication deficits, such as responding inappropriately in 
conversations, misreading nonverbal interactions, or having difficulty building friendships appropriate to 
their age. In addition, people with ASD may be overly dependent on routines, highly sensitive to changes in 
their environment, or intensely focused on inappropriate items. Again, the symptoms of people with ASD 
will fall on a continuum, with some individuals showing mild symptoms and others having much more 
severe symptoms. This spectrum will allow clinicians to account for the variations in symptoms and 
behaviors from person to person.” 

 
While the APA feels that this approach will assist in the diagnosis and study of all aspects of autism, 
associations and organizations established to study Asperger Syndrome and to support individuals with that 
diagnosis are not convinced.  

 Lumping AS in with all other types of autism could disrupt support intended for AS specifically. 

 Research from before the change could be rendered less meaningful or even moot. 

 Research begun before the change, if still ongoing, will at least require major adjustments and might 
need to be discontinued. 

 There is growing support for the idea that AS is a biologically distinct syndrome. 

Many individuals who had been diagnosed with AS feel as though they should not be consolidated into a group 
identified with major communications issues, because typically they communicate far better than the former 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&ved=0CCsQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.dsm5.org%2FDocuments%2FGender%2520Dysphoria%2520Fact%2520Sheet.pdf&ei=LvB1Uu7ELJbdsATB8IH4BA&usg=AFQjCNH6JiU99sGt3NtErUcSaaXfnYRNdg&bvm=bv.55819444,d.
http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=norman%20spack%20transgenderism&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CE4QFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.imatyfa.org%2Fpermanent_files%2Fspack-article.pdf&ei=PgEGUMyIOvTz6wHy_PnICA&usg=AFQjCNEYOZG85kJkPTtcKInLREtA3bLGRQ&cad=rja
http://thephoenix.com/boston/life/142583-how-norman-spack-transformed-the-way-we-treat-tran/
http://southfloridagaynews.com/articles/gender-dysphoria-new-medical-term-for-transgenders
http://www.templegrandin.com/


description of autism would allow. Persie, for example, is quite capable of communicating clearly when she 
wants to. 
 
Here are some links with more information about this topic: 

Autism Spectrum Disorder Fact Sheet (from the DSM-5) 
Diagnosis Classifications (The Autism Society) 
You Do Not Have Asperger’s (Slate) 
Asperger’s Disorder website  

 
 

SYNESTHESIA 
 
According to the Synesthete website, “Synesthesia is a perceptual condition of mixed sensations: a timulus in 
one sensory modality (e.g., hearing) involuntarily elicits a sensation/experience in another modality (e.g. 
vision). Likewise, perception of a form (e.g., a letter) may induce an unusual perception in the same modality 
(e.g. a color).” The website has a simple set of questions to help you determine if you might have some 
aspects of synesthesia. 
 
To tell Simon’s story, I gave him an extremely advanced experience of a kind of synesthesia. He sees letters 
has having colors, which is not unusual; however, the degree to which these colors are refined for Simon—with 
each letter having a distinctly different color from any other letter—is not likely. I went to this extreme for Simon 
because he has such an exaggerated opinion of his intelligence and his skills that he might believe he is 
capable of making a greater degree of distinction than other synesthetes.  
 
I, myself, have a form of synesthesia, in which numbers have colors. The numeral 4, for example, is always 
yellow. I see 3 as red, 7 as green, 6 as blue, 9 as black, 0 as white—you get the picture.  
 
 

ENGLISH: UK VS. U.S. 
 
Having grown up in London, England, Simon’s word choices reflect what’s known as “English English.” You 
might have heard the expression that England and the United States are two nations divided by a single 
language. The way it plays out in Educating Simon is that his stepfather asks that Simon and his mother both 
do their best to use U.S. English once they move to Boston, so that his eleven-year-old daughter won’t be 
upset. Persie has Asperger Syndrome and is extremely sensitive to anything changing, or anything unfamiliar. 
At one point Simon uses the term “join the dots,” which Persie knows as “connect the dots.” Having particular 
difficulty with allusions and metaphors—anything she can’t perceive literally—meant this slip of Simon’s sent 
her into a highly agitated state. 
 
While it wouldn’t have bothered Persie if Simon had referred to his pants as trousers, to Simon the word 
“pants” would be a verb indicating someone is out of breath. 
 
Although I have some familiarity with British terminology, I referred to a number of internet resources to be sure 
I found as many differences as reasonable. Here are a few of them: 

 The Best of British: The American's guide to speaking British 

 Britishisms from Wordpress 

 American – British English 

 

CLYFFORD STILL 
 
There are many ways Persie influences Simon, and one of them is when she responds to his description of his 
synesthesia by comparing it to the later works of the painter Clyfford Still. 
 

http://www.google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&ved=0CDYQFjAB&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.dsm5.org%2FDocuments%2FAutism%2520Spectrum%2520Disorder%2520Fact%2520Sheet.pdf&ei=gip0UpXkNKq1sAT7zYDQBA&usg=AFQjCNHjS9B4BReKN2K-8dJZ-BDfQejx6g&bvm=bv
http://www.autism-society.org/about-autism/diagnosis/diagnostic-classifications.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/health_and_science/medical_examiner/2013/05/autism_spectrum_diagnoses_the_dsm_5_eliminates_asperger_s_and_pdd_nos.html
http://www.aspergers.com/
http://synesthete.org/
http://www.effingpot.com/
http://britishisms.wordpress.com/list-of-entries/
http://www.englisch-hilfen.de/en/words/ae-be.htm


Not being comfortable with anything other than literal representation, Persie’s love for art is mostly limited to 
that depicting reality—landscapes, still life, people drawn realistically—not abstract art. But the later works of 
Still, while completely abstract, don’t use names like “Mauna Loa Sunset.” For example, the piece she shows 
Simon that represents his name, based on the colors he gives her for the letters (see the section on 
synesthesia above), is entitled 1947-R-No. 1.  
 
I encountered Still’s art originally in the early 1980s, not long after he died, and I found it compelling. But at the 
time, there was not much of it available for public viewing; he had held onto most of his work until it could be 
shown together, which he believed to be crucial for genuine appreciation of anyone’s art, not just his own.  
 
The Clyfford Still museum opened in Denver, Colorado in November of 2011, and based on my two visits it 
would seem to meet Still’s requirement very well, in terms of displaying the progression and the totality of his 
work. His early works tend to be dark in color and mood, and Persie would probably not like them; the forms he 
uses for people and animals are not quite realistic. But she is very drawn to his later work, which tends to use 
vivid, intense colors and massive canvases. The sheer size of these works is impressive, and I find the energy 
coming from the art nearly overwhelming. By the end of my second visit, I was convinced that what I was 
seeing was not Still’s art. It was Still, himself.  
 
The Clyfford Still Museum website describes not only the museum and the art, but it also includes information 
about events and programs. One such program, inSTILL, included a teachers’ open house on November 14, 
2013. I’m hopeful that the program’s success will allow for similar educators’ sessions in the future. 
 
 

LABYRINTHS 
 
The labyrinth has a long and rich history, and different patterns have come from various cultures world-wide. 
 
Often, the terms labyrinth and maze are used interchangeably, when in fact the entities themselves are quite 
different. A maze (consider the word “amaze) intends, quite deliberately, to confound. Dead-ends, twists and 
turns that seem the same but are not, serve to cause people (and rats) to lose their way. While some mazes 
are small enough that someone could eventually learn his way through, others are huge, massively 
convoluted, and someone might die before finding his way out. If the maze is an exercise, it’s an exercise of 
the brain. 
 
The intent of the labyrinth is exactly the opposite. In a labyrinth, you follow the pattern and keep moving 
forward. There are twists and turns, especially in the more elaborate patterns such as the one from Chartres 
Cathedral in France, but the path always moves forward. There are no dead ends, and if you keep moving you 
will always find your way to the center, and you will always find your way out. The mental focus is intended to 
be on something other than the labyrinth. It’s intended to be an exercise of contemplation, of considering one’s 
life and how it interacts with the lives of others, of the importance of spiritual devotion. The labyrinth is an 
exercise of the soul. 
 
Simon’s description of the first time he and Graeme kissed is in a maze. Later in the story, when he’s trying to 
sort out his thoughts and feelings about a number of things, he walks the labyrinth at Boston College, and he 
comes to the conclusion that for him, both love and sex need to be more of a labyrinth than a maze—
something that leads him to where he needs to be, not something that confounds him. 
 
Labyrinths come in many different styles, some very simple and some quite complex. The Boston College 
labyrinth is in the Chartres style; see the image below, along with links to information about labyrinths in 
general. 
 

 
 

https://www.clyffordstillmuseum.org/
http://www.clyffordstillmuseum.org/instillopenhouse


 

The Labyrinth Society  
Worldwide Labyrinth Locator 

   
 
 
 
 

   Chartres Style Labyrinth 

 
 
* Straight Edge can be described as a loosely-structured, world-wide, autonomous collective of individuals 

based on the adherents’ personally-defined commitment to the avoidance of drugs, alcohol, and promiscuity, 
with the most obvious connective factor being enthusiasm for performance groups known for raucous music 
with edgy lyrics. The term Straight Edge dates back to the early 1980s (from a song by a punk rock group 
called Minor Threat), although Straight Edge is typically referred to by adherents as “X.” The accepted story 
behind the origin of this abbreviation is that when a Straight Edge band arrived to play at a club, the band 
members were underage; to allow them to stay but prevent them being served alcohol, the club management 
put a large black X on their hands to alert club staff. Some sub-groups that identify as Straight Edge have been 
perceived as dangerous by law enforcement organizations; however, most adherents would insist that this is 
not true for the vast majority of X-ers. 
 
 

** Some transgender resources near Boston, Massachusetts 

Boston Area Trans Support - Groups - Yahoo: A peer-run support group for transgender young adults (teen, 
college-age, twenty-something) in and around Boston 
New England Transgender Groups | TCNE: Offering transgender social activities and support since the 1970′s 
BATS - Boston Area Transgender Support - Tufts University: Supporting the needs of lesbian, gay, bisexual 
and transgender students, faculty, staff and alumni of Tufts University  
MassTPC.org: A list of various support groups for young people who identify as other than heterosexual and/or 
who are questioning  
Transgender Health - Fenway Health: Offering quality and informed care for trans women, trans men, gender-
queer, affirmed men and women, and others who have health care needs unique to gender expressions and 
identities that may vary from societally-imposed expectations or norms 
Trans@MIT: Resources: A long list of resources for transsexual, transgender, and gender-questioning people 
and allies at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
Boston-area transgender community Meetup Groups - Meetup: Meet-up groups for the transgender community 
The Massachusetts Commission on Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual and Transgender Youth: Meeting information, 
news, and resources from many support organizations 
Transgender Resources » Harvard QSA - Harvard University: Transgender information and resources made 
available by Harvard University; includes topics such as housing, bathrooms, name changes, peer counseling, 
health providers, and more 
 

 
 

http://labyrinthsociety.org/
http://labyrinthlocator.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Minor_Threat
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/boston-area-trans-support/
http://tcne.org/?page_id=279
http://ase.tufts.edu/lgbt/resources/student/BATS.asp
http://www.masstpc.org/mediawiki/index.php?title=Support_Groups
http://www.fenwayhealth.org/site/PageServer?pagename=FCHC_srv_services_trans
http://web.mit.edu/trans/resources.html
http://boston-area-transgender-community.meetup.com/cities/us/ma/cambridge/
http://www.mass.gov/cgly/youth.htm
http://www.hcs.harvard.edu/~qsa/resources/transgender-resources/

