
Different Like You

 
Every month, 

you’ll meet teens 
whose unique  experiences 

might make them seem 
like they’re from a different 
world—but in reality, you’ll 

find that they’re just  
like you.
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Different 
Like You 

BY MATT MERCER, 
AS TOLD TO JANE BIANCHI

One time in my sixth-

grade math class, my 

eye started twitching 

superfast, and I couldn’t 

make it stop. It made a loud 

clicking noise.  

    My substitute teacher 

looked frightened. She 

picked up the classroom 

phone, dialed the office, 

and said (in front of my 

whole class): “This boy is 

possessed.” She actually 

thought there was a demon 

inside me! My classmates 

and I laughed, because we 

all knew what was really 

happening. 

The year before, when 

I was in fifth grade, I was 

diagnosed with a health 

disorder called Tourette 

syndrome (TS). It means 

my brain sends signals to 

my muscles that I can’t 

control, causing what are 

called “tics.” 

Eye-twitching isn’t the 

only tic I get. Sometimes I 

clear my throat or crack my 

knuckles. At a restaurant, I 

might turn a napkin into a 

paper ball and throw it. Once 

I had the urge to keep hitting 

a metal locker until my hand 

hurt. (A lot of people think 

that everyone with TS shouts 

curse words, but I don’t. 

Only a small percentage of 

those with TS do.) 

Sometimes I’ll feel 

a tic coming on, so I’ll try 

to distract myself. I’ll close 

my eyes, tie my shoe, or 

walk in the other direction. 

Unfortunately, there are no 

medications that can help 

me, and there is no cure. 

Has Tourette Syndrome

I live for skateboarding! 
I can even do tricks, like 
kickflips. I skate around 
my neighborhood or 
sometimes in parks.

Nearly 150,000 kids in the U.S., ages 6 to 17, 
have been diagnosed with Tourette syndrome, a 
nervous-system disorder. Matt, 14, is one of them.

I love rock—my 

favorite bands are 

Linkin Park, Green 

Day, and Saving Abel.
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Matt

I flew to Washington, D.C.,  to try to  convince  Congress  to fund TS research.



happens, I tell him to stop. 

Then I tell the principal, and 

my mom talks to the school 

administrators—she always 

has my back.

People who threaten me 

don’t scare me. They’re just 

haters, and it’s what I think 

about myself that matters. 

If someone tries to start 

something with me, I speak up 

and report him. Then I drop it 

and go on with my life.

SPEAKING UP
A lot of times, people bully 

me just because they don’t 

understand what TS is. So I 

spend a lot of my free time 

trying to educate others. 

I’m proud that in March 

2012, my mom encouraged 

me to enter an essay-writing 

contest to become a Youth 

Ambassador for the Tourette 

Syndrome Association, a 
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TK

My tics might fade as  

I get older—or they might  

get worse.

I try to look on the bright 

side, but living with TS isn’t 

easy. Sometimes, when 

my family wants to go to 

Applebee’s, I’ll say no. I’m 

too afraid I’ll humiliate my 

parents in public. 

SOLVING A 
MYSTERY

I first started getting tics 

way back in second grade, but 

I didn’t get them often—only 

about once a month. I didn’t 

know what was wrong with 

me. So if a classmate noticed 

that my eye was twitching, 

for example, I’d say: “I have 

allergies” or “I have an 

eyelash in my eye.”

But as I got older, I started 

getting more tics more often. 

By fifth grade, I was getting 

them every day. That’s when  

I was diagnosed with TS. 

When I found out, I was 

relieved. At last, I could truly 

explain to my friends why my 

body would freak out on me! 

The first person I told was 

my best friend, Marcus. We’re 

like brothers. He said, “Oh, 

I get it. I have ADHD. I can’t 

control that either.” He was 

totally cool about it.

 After that, I told a few 

other friends, then word 

trickled around school. My 

mom started having parent-

teacher conferences too. 

We wanted my teachers to 

understand my tics—and not 

think I was just misbehaving. 

DEALING WITH 
HATERS

Most teachers and 

classmates are supportive. 

But some people are just 

plain mean. There’s one 

bully at school who keeps 

threatening to shoot me with 

metal “hornets,” which are 

little pieces of paper with 

paper clips that you flick 

at people. Whenever that 
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nonprofit that’s dedicated to 

figuring out the cause of—and 

the cure for—the disorder. I 

was accepted!

 I flew to Washington, D.C., 

to try to convince Congress 

to fund TS research. I spoke 

for five minutes in front of 

20 congresspeople. I was so 

nervous, but it worked! We got 

the funding.

Now I also travel to 

elementary, middle, and high 

schools near my hometown in 

Grovetown, Georgia, to teach 

people about TS. It means a 

lot to me to be able to share 

my personal story and answer 

questions. 

A lot of people are scared of 

things they don’t understand, 

like TS. But once I explain 

what TS is, people tend to calm 

down and realize that it’s not 

that big of a deal. I’m a normal 

person—just like them. 
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My best friend, 
Marcus

Here I am with my 

brothers, left to 

right: Chaz, Mitchell, 

and  McClain (he  

has TS too).  

1GET YOUR FACTS STRAIGHT. 
There are a lot of myths about 
Tourette syndrome. Take note: 

It’s not contagious or fatal. You 
should always learn about something 
before you talk about it, so you don’t 
accidentally spread rumors.

2 STAND UP TO BULLIES. 
If someone teases you or 
threatens you, say, “Stop it.  

I don’t like that.” Raise your voice—
not your fists. The less you show fear, 
the less someone will pick on you. 

3 DON’T BE QUICK TO JUDGE. 
If someone is acting strangely, 
don’t make the same mistake 

that my substitute teacher did. Ask 
the person if he or she is OK before 
you jump to the wrong conclusion 
and look silly.

Things Matt 
Wants You 
to Know3I love to make this 

meal. It’s a mixture 

of white rice, chiles, 

bacon, chicken, and 

Fritos!

I like to 
fish in the 
local pond 
or hunt in 
the woods 
with my 
friends. I 
love nature 
and being 
outside.

My favorite film 
is The Amazing 
Spider-Man. Once 
I watched it nine 
times in one day!


