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FEATURE

Alina’s ‘unique brain’
Alina Kislenko has Asperger’s, ADHD 

and a desire to ‘fix’ the world
STORY BY ANDREW VOWLES

PHOTOGRAPHY BY MATHEW McCARTHY
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With her counselling 
centre on firm ground, 
Kislenko is seized by the idea 
of helping women escape 
poverty in developing nations

One day last year, Alina Kislenko 

was out buying office furniture 

with Matt Goetz, her husband and 

fellow psychotherapist, when she 

spotted a small chalkboard for 

sale. Back home in their downtown Guelph 

apartment, she wrote on the board in large 

white capitals: FIX IT. “She put it on the 

kitchen table where she could see it,” says 

Goetz. “It’s her reminder to always push.” 

Kislenko, 31, has Asperger’s syndrome 

and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 

(ADHD). 

In 2010, following her psychology 

undergrad at the University of Guelph, 

Kislenko started a counselling service to 

provide what she saw as a lack of services 

for people with Asperger’s and ADHD. 

Today the ADHD and Asperger’s Centre is 

still a busy practice in downtown Guelph, 

with seven counsellors and therapists, 

including Goetz, who joined the centre 

three years ago. 

So, that’s what she means by that chalked-

up reminder, right? Keep pushing to repair 

broken minds? 

Don’t make her laugh. Those with 

Asperger’s and ADHD can benefit from 

support, she says, including the kinds of tools 

and strategies offered by the centre to help 

clients navigate through a world that often 

appears alien. But that doesn’t mean anything 

is broken inside, just different – or what 

Kislenko calls an instance of neurodiversity. 

In characteristic rapid-fire cadences, she 

explains there are Asperger brains and 

neurotypical ones: “We’re Macs and regular 

people are PCs.” 

In “The Asperger’s Handbook,” whose 

cover bears the words “Proud Aspie!” 

next to her name, she writes, “There’s no 

problem to fix, just a unique brain to get to 

know and adapt to.” 

Besides, she says, if anything needs fixing, 

it’s not those with Asperger’s: it’s the rest 

of the world, and particularly developing 

nations. 

In a video created when she was named 

in 2017 among the Guelph Y’s Women of 

Distinction, Kislenko spoke about a goal 

that sounds by turns idealistic and maybe 

quixotic: “The whole world, the whole 

system, is built in such a broken way. 

Nobody cares about empathy or emotional 

regulation when they’re in poverty. . . . I 

realized that for people to really be able to 

make space for being kind to others and 

creating a healthy world, everyone needs 

to feel like they are nurtured, that they are 

cared for, that what they have is unique in 

the world and other people value it and see 

their inner genius.”

That’s what led her to launch the Women 

Trailblazing Fellowship (WTF) late 

last year, to help women in developing 

countries find their inner entrepreneurs. 

That initiative took her to Indonesia for two 

months this past winter to set up the first 

of several planned entrepreneurial hubs 

to teach women business and mentoring 

skills intended to alleviate poverty in Bali. 

She allows that the project’s acronym is 

deliberately ironic: “WTF? Poverty: why is 

it still here?” 

Early this year, she was preparing not only 

for that trip but also for a pending office 

move. For several years, her counselling 

centre occupied space in a stone heritage 

building on Woolwich Street shared with 

offices up and down: lawyers, mediation 

and counselling services, a travel agency. 

By February, the counselling centre would 

reopen in new quarters above a bank at 

Cork and Wyndham streets.  

In early January, Kislenko – looking 

slightly elfin with her hair dyed turquoise 

and pulled up into a topknot – showed no 

sign of nerves at the prospect of spending 

two months halfway around the world, 

or of having to accustom herself to new 

surroundings back home. 

Still, she must have been feeling some 

trepidation. Bali was sure to throw off 

her routine, not to mention introducing 

unfamiliar stimuli and stressors – classic 

problems for those with Asperger’s. 

Technically, there’s no such thing as 

Asperger’s – not since 2013, when 

the syndrome was removed from the 

“Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders” (DSM-5) and folded into autism 

spectrum disorder. For Kislenko – and for 

the therapists and the dozens of clients at the 

centre – Asperger’s is still very much a thing.  

Popularized by the 2010 biopic of the 

American animal scientist Temple Grandin 

and by such novels as Mark Haddon’s 

“The Curious Incident of the Dog in the 

Night-time” and “The Rosie Project” by 

Graeme Simsion, Asperger’s sits at the high-

functioning end of that spectrum. Typically, 

people with the syndrome have difficulty 

with social interactions and show a narrow 

range of interests or repetitive behaviours, 

although Asperger’s doesn’t usually involve 

language or cognitive difficulties that 

come with other forms of autism spectrum 

disorder.  

The “Top 10” list of Asperger’s traits in 

Kislenko’s handbook includes cognitive 

rigidity (so-called black and white 

thinking), pet norms (“one must always 

be on time”), apparent lack of empathy 

and a single-minded focus on passions or 

obsessions (often animals and literature for 

women, computers and video games for 

men). Often the syndrome overlaps with 

other conditions, notably ADHD. 

Despite the similarities, the syndrome plays 

out in different ways for various clients, 

summed up in one of Kislenko’s favourite 

lines: “You’ve seen one case of Asperger’s, 

you’ve only seen one case of Asperger’s.”

Take her own case, which went undiag-

nosed until her early 20s. Kislenko was 
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born in Ukraine and came to Canada at age 

two with her parents and her older sister. 

Growing up in Thornhill, Ont., she was 

bullied and ostracized by other kids and 

felt misunderstood at home. 

“I had no language for my emotions,” she 

says. At school, she was bright but lacked 

focus and self-esteem. “It’s almost like 

you’re a leftie in a right-handed world.” 

Her parents wanted her to pursue a stable 

career by becoming a teacher. Enrolling 

first at York University and then transfer-

ring to Guelph, Kislenko bounced among 

programs – drama, French, geography, 

entomology – before settling on her real 

passion: psychology. She was fascinated 

by the field despite her parents’ misgivings 

– “they didn’t think psychology was a real 

job; they thought it was the worst idea in 

the world.” 

Still at university, she had numerous 

problems: forgetful, disorganized, time-

stressed, easily overwhelmed. In her final 

semester, she was assessed and diagnosed 

with both Asperger’s syndrome and ADHD. 

The news prompted both sadness and 

anger: Why had no one noticed before? 

(Her father also turned out to have 

Asperger’s.) At the same time, she felt relief 

and even excitement.

Not only did her diagnosis explain 

something of the past, but it also pointed 

her toward her future. Seeing a gap in local 

counselling services, she decided to open 

her own centre. 

Today the ADHD and Asperger’s Centre 

provides diagnostic services as well as 

individual and group counselling for 

clients and parents. Most weeks, the centre 

sees about 50 clients from Guelph and 

from further afield, including Kitchener, 

Waterloo, Hamilton and Toronto. Staff 

provide tools and strategies to help 

them thrive, including learning how to 

turn Asperger’s traits from liabilities into 

strengths – or what Kislenko likes to call 

“superpowers.” 

For some clients, that shift may happen 

after just a few sessions. “Others stay longer 

to stop self-sabotaging,” she says. “We help 

them grow back to themselves.” 

A registered psychotherapist and coach, 

she did much of that counselling over 

the past nine years. She also focused on 

educating the wider public, including 

hosting a show called “Strange Brains” on 

the campus radio station. In 2014, she 

received the Mayor’s Award for empowering 

women and people with disabilities.

Now based at Cork Street, Kislenko 

oversees the centre’s operation and 

leaves the hands-on work to her 

staff, all themselves with either ADHD or 

Asperger’s. That includes Goetz, who still 

sees clients and helps manage the office. 

Kislenko says the couple makes a good 

working pair: “He’s more ADD, I’m more 

Asperger’s. I’m the entrepreneur, he’s the 

worker bee.” 

They met in 2013 as classmates in an 

online master’s degree program in counsel-

ling psychology with Athabasca University. 

Introduced in Calgary one summer, they 

found mutual interest and “weirdness,” says 

Goetz, 29, who grew up in Ottawa. 

She noticed his tendency to bear-hug new 

acquaintances. He noticed her proclivity to 

eschew small talk and plunge straight into 

deep questions. They were married last 

year. Says Kislenko: “I knew my partner 

had to be a therapist. We did six months of 

couples counselling right away.”  

They know of few people with Asperger’s 

in counselling careers, although Goetz says 

it’s a good fit. “Counselling is great work 

for someone with Asperger’s. People with 

Asperger’s get a bad rap that says we’re not 

caring. That’s inaccurate. We actually care 

deeper, we care about deeper stuff. We can’t 

do surface stuff.” 

Kislenko says she’s worked hard at 

understanding her condition. She says she 

quickly zeroes in on people’s strengths and 

situations, predicting behaviour based on 

running algorithms and probabilities in 

her head. She tends to encounter people 

without judging, focusing not on right or 

wrong but on goals. 

“She is able to meet people wherever they 

are,” says Goetz, who has taken on some of 

her former clients. “They felt Alina was the 

first person who made them feel under-

stood. She accepted them for who they 

were, where they were coming from.” 

She’s also learned to check assumptions 

to avoid misinterpreting how or what 

someone else thinks. In her handbook, she 

writes: “I find it helpful to think of myself 

as an alien that must work to understand 

the customs of these Earthlings with their 

strange tendencies. I know that I can’t take 

anything for granted when I talk to others, 

thus I ask way more questions than the 

average person.” 

With new acquaintances, she likes to 

explain her condition upfront, opting for 

“radical transparency” rather than risking 

misunderstanding. “People with Asperger’s 

have no trouble being their authentic 

selves,” she says. 

At the same time, many may grapple with 

perfectionism. Kislenko says she’s learned 

to fight that tendency, partly by harnessing 

natural optimism and energy to begin a 

task or project. “I’m good at being a crappy 

beginner.” 

That likely helped her in Indonesia earlier 

this year. 

Alina Kislenko helps people 
turn Asperger’s traits from 

liabilities into strengths – or 
what she likes to call  

“superpowers.” 
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Seized by the idea of helping women 

abroad escape poverty, Kislenko had 

emailed a list of Indonesian not-for-profits 

to find a likely partner organization on 

the ground. After connecting with the 

Bali Street Kids Project, she spent two 

months working with teens at orphanages 

in the capital, Denpasar. (She says she had 

initially planned a first-time vacation trip 

to Bali with her parents. When that plan 

fell through, she decided to go anyway, but 

with a humanitarian goal instead. She had 

also read Elizabeth Gilbert’s memoir “Eat 

Pray Love.”) 

She says that humanitarian goal connects 

to her family’s arrival in Canada as refugees 

with few resources. “Canada’s poverty is 

different. At least we have social support 

and understanding of human rights. In a 

developing country, you can make a big 

difference. They can see results a lot faster,” 

she says. 

In Bali, she worked with local female 

translators and trained volunteers to teach 

technical and entrepreneurial skills. By 

the time she left in mid-April, several 

youngsters were pursuing ideas for self-

employment, from running art classes to 

teaching traditional Balinese dance. 

As for Kislenko, the experience was also 

an opportunity for growth – with a helping 

hand at first. Goetz hates travelling and is 

averse to heat and unfamiliar foods. But he 

accompanied her for the initial two weeks 

– “It was like our honeymoon,” he says – 

to help her adjust to her new surroundings 

and ensure that she established a routine. 

Without order and routine, she falls prey 

to “decision fatigue” as stress drains her 

social energy. 

By the time Goetz headed home, she had 

figured out the basics – regular meals, 

what to wear – and was able to concentrate 

on the project, including dealing with 

inevitable “crappy beginner” glitches from 

technology to translation. 

She’s already thinking about next steps 

abroad, although for now she’s savouring 

being back home. “I learned a lot about 

myself, my privilege. Living in Canada 

feels like utopia.” 


