

Heinig: Overcoming adversity, finding vision for the future

By Richard Burnett

By the time he was 12 years old, Billy Heinig had faced more adversity than many see in a lifetime. Diagnosed with autism, he wrestled with learning disabilities and emotional issues. He endured mockery and bullying. He struggled to cope with the death of his father.

“For a long time, I didn’t have a good life [in school],” Heinig said. “People made fun of me and laughed at me. Even some of the teachers didn’t think I would make it to high school.”

Today, however, the 24-year-old Bradenton resident is on the verge of becoming a college graduate. Nearly four years ago, a series of life-changing events brought him to Beacon College in Leesburg - the country’s first accredited undergraduate school for students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, autism spectrum disorder and other learning differences.

For Heinig, Beacon would be the place where key chapters of his life story would be written – discovering the joy of learning, making good friends, developing self-confidence, and gaining a vision for his future.

Financial aid would be crucial to make all of that possible, as his family had limited financial resources, he said. Even before Beacon, Heinig received scholarships to attend Ave Maria Preparatory School, a private school in Bradenton that specializes in students with learning disabilities.

Throughout his collegiate career at Beacon, the State of Florida’s EASE grant program played a key role in Heinig’s transformation.

“I was surprised and honored to have been selected for it,” he said. “Without that help, I know it would have been pretty tough for me to go to school here.”

Now, Heinig is on track to earn a bachelor’s degree in web design from Beacon’s Department of Computer Information Systems – a far cry from the confused, frustrated boy who failed third grade amid his emerging learning problems. (He vividly remembers the embarrassment and shame he felt when the teachers told him he was being held back in third grade.)

Heinig credits Beacon with helping him not only academically and intellectually, but also personally, in terms of building relationships and understanding others.

“At Beacon, they taught me we are all a part of a community where you can be yourself,” he said. “It helped me to feel free there, to think, learn and read better than ever before.”

Heinig recalled the nervousness he felt preparing for his first speech in a class taught by English instructor Marc Roberts. “He told me ‘just go with your heart,’ and that helped me relax so much,” Heinig said. “He helped me improve my reading too. I was such a poor reader in the past, but I’m reading at a college level now.”


Bolstered by his successes at Beacon, Heinig is looking ahead to finding a job, getting an apartment and having a career by combining his artistic talent and computer skills.

“At the beginning, when I was growing up, I was just trying to find myself and figure out what I could do in life,” he said. “Now I believe everything I went through, all the adversity, didn’t break me. It has made me stronger.”



