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communicate, compromise, and form a mutual admiration 
and respect for one another. Sounds like great advice for ev-
eryone.

Another important aspect to remember when raising a child 
with autism is the need to nurture your own relationships, 
your marriage.  We are happy to be able to share Deanna Pi-
con’s article Top 10 Tips for Rekindling Marriage When You Have 
a Child with Special Needs as the author provides helpful ways 
to revitalize love and romance with your partner.  A strong, 
lasting parental connection is healthy for the entire family. 

We are always thrilled to be able to offer our families new 
solutions and tips for daily life.  Please take a look at our vast 
assortment of articles this month that focus on mastering 
daily skills, from Chelsea Ervin’s Simple Tips for Conquering 
Potty Time with ASD to Sam Flatman’s piece called How to 
Help Your Child Develop Social Skills Through Cooperative Play.  
In addition, we feature an interesting article written by Mat-
thew Aguirre, developer of Rocket Laces, a new product that 
simplifies tying shoes. 

We also like to provide answers for our readers.  We recently 
received a letter from a woman in search of advice on how 
to help her son with Asperger’s syndrome who was unable 
to manage his meltdowns.  Please take a look at Angelina 
M.’s excellent response in her piece, HELP: My 20-Year-Old Son 
Cannot Control Meltdowns.

And in honor of Father’s Day celebrated around the world 
this month, we are highlighting a piece written by a loving 
dad.  Be sure to read Jamiel Owens’ personal narrative called 
Becoming a Father - I Remember the Special Day as he shares 
his innermost thoughts on having a son on the autism spec-
trum.  We would like to thank all dads and father figures who 
share an important bond with a child with autism.  Your nev-
er-ending support and love is irreplaceable.

Kind regards, 

Amy KD Tobik
Editor-in-Chief

Editor’s Letter

As millions of kids around the world can barely 
wait for the end of the school year, thousands of 
children face a different kind of anticipation — 
change.   Summertime, or really any break in the 
school year, interrupts routines and schedules and 

can create anxiety for children on the autism spectrum.  And 
when vacation travel is involved, the angst can be amplified. 

In an effort to help families with children with autism, we 
asked Carol Burmeister and Dr. Sheri Wilkins to share their 
expert advice with us.  Take a look at their piece,  7 Simple 
Ways to Make Travel Easier with Autism as they share valuable 
tips on ways to prepare your family for a trip.

As parents of children with autism well know, finding ways to 
connect and communicate is vital. Forming healthy friend-
ships, finding new ways to learn, and conquering daily skills 
can be a challenge for some.  That’s why we chose to focus 
this issue on helping your child learn, connect and form last-
ing relationships. 

We are so excited to tell you about a new methodology that 
promotes educating children without the confines and pres-
sures often associated with the traditional brick and mortar 
classroom.  Please take a look at the article Kids Must Move: 
New Online Course Uses Movement to Unlock Learning  as we 
interviewed well-known autism experts Rupert Isaacson (au-
thor, Horse Boy),  Arabella Carter-Johnson (author, Iris Grace), 
and Jenny A Hewitt, MEd.  Based on the Movement Method, 
this revolutionary concept is destined to change the way all 
children learn, especially young people with special needs.

We also are thrilled to share the sage advice of Dr. Temple 
Grandin as Dr. Debra Moore, a psychologist who has worked 
extensively with children, teens and adults on the autism 
spectrum, shares a recent interview with Dr. Grandin.  Please 
read her piece, Temple Grandin Encourages Kids with Autism 
to Live Life to the Fullest as Dr. Moore talks with Dr. Grandin 
about how to provide ‘loving pushes’ so kids with autism can 
become successful adults. 

Summertime also provides new opportunities for forming 
new friendships.  As Marguerite Elisofon, author of the book 
My Picture Perfect Family says, helping kids with autism learn 
how to make meaningful connections is a fly-by-the-seat-
of-your-pants experiment, depending on your child’s skills, 
interests and challenges.  Take a look at her piece, 5 Valuable 
Ways to Help Your Child with Autism Enjoy Relationships as 
Marguerite shares advice on ways to foster communication 
and lasting relations with siblings and as well as set up suc-
cessful playdates.

What about finding a life partner? Licensed Psychologist 
and BCBA Debra Sloane provides excellent tips on finding 
and maintaining a successful, loving relationship in her ar-
ticle, Ways You Can Find True Love on the Spectrum.  Finding 
a lasting love is achievable, she believes, as long as you un-
derstand your own needs and abilities, allow for differences, 
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Such an opportunity is possible — all without the 
confines and pressures often associated with the tra-
ditional brick and mortar classroom.

Rupert Isaacson, father, autism expert, and author 
of the books The Horse Boy and The Long Ride Home, 
said science reveals that children on the autism spec-

trum, as well as those with ADD/ADHD, 
anxiety, depression, dyslexia and other 
neuro-cognitive conditions, all learn bet-
ter if they are able to explore, physically 
move, and experience learning without 
stress.  Isaacson, who has a 14-year-old 
son named Rowan with autism, believes 
that all learning, from the most basic 
communication right up to higher-level 
math, can be taught more effectively uti-
lizing movement.  A stress-free environ-
ment combined with any type of rhyth-
mic movement, Isaacson discovered 
through years of working closely with 
Rowan, can stimulate the learning cen-
ters of the brain.  

After connecting with other parents, ho-
meschoolers, and specialists for more 
than a decade, Isaacson and several well-
known authorities such as Arabella Car-
ter-Johnson (author, Iris Grace), Kristine 
Barnett (author, The Spark: A Mother’s 
Story of Nurturing, Genius, and Autism), 
Dr. Kristin Neff, Dr. Alfred Ziegler and Dr. 
Temple Grandin, joined together to de-
velop Kids Must Move.  This special on-
line course enables parents, therapists 
and teachers to educate children in an 
innovative way.  All Movement Method 
online courses are presented by Jenny A 
Hewitt, Med, as she has been Isaacson’s 

main researcher for nearly a decade and has been in-
strumental in Rowan’s education.

The Kids Must Move Ideology
The concept is simple. According to Hewitt, “Children 
on the autism spectrum and those with other neuro-
logical differences can and will learn if they are pro-

KIDS MUST MOVE 
New Online Course Uses Movement 

to Unlock Learning
By Amy KD TOBIK

EDUCATION

I
magine your child with autism mastering math skills as 
he bounces on a trampoline surrounded by nature, or 
learning both art and chemistry as he paints at an old 
outdoor picnic table.  Envision being able to completely 
tailor your child’s education according to his needs while 
teaching the whole national curriculum that will make 
him college-ready. 
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vided with the right environment that 
promotes rather than blocks learning. 
This environment should be encourag-
ing, supportive, flexible, free from bad 
sensory triggers, and allow as much 
movement as the child needs in order 
to learn. The ideal is to take the child 
outside into a beautiful, natural envi-
ronment where they can learn through 
exploration and be given the freedom 
to follow their own individual interests, 
passions and desires. It really does all 
follow from there,” Hewitt explained.

The Movement Method was developed 
as a collaboration between Hewitt and 
Isaacson. “When I first started teaching 
his son, Rowan, I followed the tradition-
al approach of structured academics sit-
ting at a table using a textbook, with lots 
of breaks during which he was able to 
go outside and bounce on the trampo-
line or climb a tree before coming back 
inside for the next round,” she said. “This 
worked relatively well until I attempted to teach him 
something new – his multiplication tables.  I quickly 
observed, as Rowan started to fidget and rock in his 
chair, that he was struggling to pay attention.” 

Eventually, she added, it became so difficult for Row-
an and his rocking became so extreme that he fell 
off the chair and both the chair and table fell on top 
of him. “At that point, I decided to abandon the idea 
and took him outside to the trampoline to blow off 
some steam.  Once on the trampoline, it occurred to 
me that it might work better if we did his multipli-
cation tables whilst we bounced, and in the space 
of about 20 minutes, he had his two times table[s] 
memorized without even knowing it because he was 
too busy having fun,” Hewitt described.  A month lat-
er he had learned all the way up to 12 x 12. 

From that moment on, Hewitt explained, they aban-
doned any preconceived notion of how to teach 
Rowan and over the years developed an approach 
to teaching him through his passions and interests 
while allowing him as much physical movement as 
he needed to pay attention.  “We used these same 
techniques more and more with other children (both 
autistic and neurotypical) that came out to our cen-
ter and found it to be just as successful with them,” 
she said.

It didn’t take long before parents and teachers asked 
Isaacson and Hewitt to share their methodology and 
techniques. The two gradually structured these tech-
niques into the Movement Method, a simple work-
shop in kinetic learning that they began teaching to 
parents and schoolteachers alike. Within four years 
the methodology had spread to 13 countries.  Then 
came “Kids Must Move” – a website and movement 
to replace traditional special ed with this more ef-
fective and more compassionate approach.  Said 
Hewitt, “Kids Must Move was born out of a conversa-
tion Rupert had with two other authors and autism 
parents, Carter-Johnson and Barnett, who had used 
very similar approaches with their own children.”

Both Carter-Johnson and Barnett saw striking simi-
larities between the methods they were using and 
the Movement Method, and they decided to collab-
orate with Isaacson to develop Kids Must Move as a 
way to promote the ethos that children with autism 
and other so called ‘learning difficulties’ often have 
a genius gene and unlimited learning potential.  Al-
lowing them the space to move and follow their own 
interests is the key to unlocking this potential, Hewitt 
added.  

As Carter-Johnson said, when Isaacson first ap-
proached her after reading her book Iris Grace to dis-

EDUCATION
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cuss the Method Movement, she felt an immediate 
connection. She elaborated, “It was a revelation to 
me as their methods echoed mine and all the things 
that I know work with Iris were in this course.  At last 
I knew the science behind it all, why it was working 
so well with her.”

Furthermore, she “got so into the whole project and 
after finishing the online Movement Method course 
[she] wanted very much to join their team.”  Car-
ter-Johnson will now be running the UK Movement 
Method Centre, offering training to parents, teach-
ers, workshops, activity days, talks and outreach to 
schools.  “We share the same ethos that children on 
the spectrum, children with neurological difference 
cannot just learn, they can succeed and thrive.”

Carter-Johnson explains  children with autism can 
grow up to have jobs, careers, and love-lives at the 
center of our society.  “Relegating them to the mar-
gins robs us of some of the best human resources.  
The key is embracing who they are, not trying to co-
erce them into being something they are not.  We 
believe in what’s within each child working with 
their strengths and interests in an environment that 

suits them.  We follow them, inspired 
and guided by our children,” she said.

The Science: Why Movement 
is Vital to Learning
Carter-Johnson, mother to six-year-
old Iris Grace Halmshaw (celebrat-
ed in the news for her extraordinary 
impressionistic-style paintings, all 
done after a lot of exercise), strong-
ly believes movement is the key to 
learning.  “When we exercise, there is 
increased blood volume in a region 
of the brain called the dentate gyrus 
which is a part of the hippocampus 
deeply involved in memory formation.  
What’s more, studies also indicate that 
exercise while problem solving (e.g., 
balancing and climbing or swinging) 
stimulates the brain’s most powerful 
growth factor, BDNF (Brain Derived 
Neurotrophic Factor), which is respon-
sible for creating new brain cells and 
encouraging neurons to connect with 
one another - essential components of 
learning,” Carter-Johnson elaborated.

Studies also show that the cerebellum, the part of 
the brain that is primarily responsible for motor con-
trol, becomes stimulated by this kind of exercise to 
produce a series of cells – Purkinje cells – that act as 
a communication network within the brain. These, in 
turn, connect to the pre-frontal cortex, which gov-
erns reasoning, planning and emotional control.  
Finally the vestibular system in the inner ear is ac-
tivated, an area that deals with balance and more 
importantly, attention.  So, the child is suddenly in 
the ideal position to not just receive information, but 
also to retain it.

What all this suggests is that movement, especially 
rocking and balancing movements, stimulate and 
highlight all the learning centers of the brain, lead-
ing not just to receptiveness to communication, 
math, art and science, but also to an increase in flex-
ibility and emotional control – life skills, no less. “So, 
swinging, rolling or bouncing on a trampoline has 
this effect on the brain. These types of movement 
also stimulate the vestibular system located in the 
inner ear which is critical for attention and learning,” 
Carter-Johnson said.

EDUCATION
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When we laugh, the production of cortisol is decreased and the 
production of oxytocin is increased within our bodies. 

This conclusion is backed by the fact that Scandina-
vian schools have long been cutting down sitting 
time in classrooms in favor of experiential learning 
preferably outside. They continue to lead the world 
in academic scores.

Isaacson, who stumbled onto these methods with 
his own son when he began homeschooling him 10 
years ago, said he has seen the results with his own 
eyes – not just with Rowan, but with scores of oth-
er kids as well. This finding has been confirmed by 
education specialist Kristin Barnett, who now coach-
es hundreds of families and classroom teachers in 
alternative forms of learning. “If they move while 
they learn,” said Isaacson, “the kids remember what 
they’ve learned.  If they don’t move while they learn 
it’s 50/50 at best. And why settle for 50/50?”

Laughter Also Key to Learning
Hewitt said humor is another important component 
to learning.  When we laugh, she explained, the pro-
duction of cortisol is decreased and the production 
of oxytocin is increased within our bodies. “Cortisol, 
otherwise known as the stress hormone, effectively 
blocks learning by narrowing your focus, which had 
the evolutionary advantage of stopping a person 
from becoming distracted whilst trying to get away 
from danger.  Conversely, oxytocin, which is released 
when we feel safe, does the exact opposite, broad-
ening a person’s awareness so that their brain has 
the capacity to take in new information.  As laugh-
ter reduces the production of cortisol and increases 
the production of oxytocin, it can have a dramatic 
impact on a person’s ability to learn,” she said. 

Hewitt explained how children with autism and 
ADD/ADHD are said to have higher cortisol levels 

than most neurotypical people, in part because of 
their over-active and sometimes even malfunction-
ing sensory systems. Therefore, laughter might actu-
ally be essential to opening up the autistic brain to 
information.  But the effects are also universal: “When 
any of us find something funny we are automatical-
ly interested in it, and research shows that the more 
interesting we find something the more likely we are 
to remember it.  For these reasons humor and laugh-
ter are an integral part of Movement Method and we 
use humor to teach everything from physics to histo-
ry to advanced math.” 

Isaacson added, “Think Monty Python, whose sketch-
es are so funny people remember them verbatim, 
add the national curriculum, and you’ve got a win-
ning formula.”

Changing The Way Children Are  
Educated
Hewitt hopes the Kids Must Move course will give 
all children with autism or other learning differences 
the opportunity to learn in an environment where 
they can move as much as they need and follow in-
dividualized lesson plans. “Far too often at the mo-
ment, children on the spectrum are marginalized 
within the classroom and left in the corner or worse, 
in ‘quiet rooms,’ that feel like punishment chambers, 
to complete uninspiring and unchallenging work-
sheets.  It is too often assumed that they are stupid 
and that they are unable to learn or keep up with 
their peers.  My hope is that Kids Must Move will 
show the world that children with autism have many 
gifts, such as Iris’ ability to paint or Rowan’s phenom-
enal memory, and that if given the right support and 
encouragement they can and will learn and thrive. 
Both Iris and Rowan are already making a living from 

EDUCATION

When any of us find something funny we are automatically 
interested in it, and research shows that the more interesting we 

find something the more likely we are to remember it.  
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their work – Iris from her paintings and Rowan from 
his web-based television ecology program Endan-
gerousSafaris.com. We very much doubt that in a 
regular special ed classroom, with the emphasis on 
non-exploration and lack of movement, they would 
have come so far so early in their lives.”

“This will without a doubt change the way we edu-
cate, the way we interact and think about those on 
the autistic spectrum,” said Carter-Johnson.  “I suspect 
it will go beyond and into mainstream schools, too.  
We have been asleep, resigned to techniques which 
make no sense that are in place to be convenient for 
school administrations but we haven’t been thinking 
about the bigger picture.  Children educated using 
the Movement Method or similar techniques love 
learning, are self-motivated and curious about our 
world. They never lose their desire to learn, as sadly 
happens often with more institutional approaches.”    

Isaacson added, “More importantly, however, the 
program will spell the end of the crazy idea that chil-

dren in general need to suffer somehow in order to 
learn.  There’s a lot on that in the less compassionate 
behavioral approaches to autism — kids displaying 
real distress and people just continuing to push and 
push, and never trying another, kinder way – despite 
the poor results they get.  The kids might learn com-
pliance but it breaks their spirits. How does that train 
the leaders of tomorrow? And then when you ask 
the practitioners of these methods if they can’t do it 
more compassionately or follow the child you often 
get bullying push back.  I’d like to see an end to this 
because it isn’t just cruel it’s ineffective,” he said.  “If 
all these kids were graduating and going on to start 
their own businesses it would be one thing – but 
we’ve had decades of the old approach without see-
ing anything like this.  It’s time for a fresh start.”

Expectations of Kids Must Move 
Hewitt said she hopes this program will end up do-
ing two things. “The first is to convince educators 

EDUCATION
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Changes such as balls and swings to sit on, natural objects in the 
classroom, treasure and scavenger hunts in the school grounds 

and buildings – all these are easy to do. 

that children on the autism spectrum can and do 
learn if you create the right learning environment for 
them. In order to do this you need to have a certain 
level of understanding of how the brain works and 
the physiology of learning but once you know that 
information it is very cheap and easy to make some 
simple changes to your learning environment that 
will make a huge difference to the child,” she said. 
Changes such as balls and swings to sit on, natural 
objects in the classroom, treasure and scavenger 
hunts in the school grounds and buildings – all these 
are easy to do. 

“My second hope for the program is that it will help 
the world at large come to a new understanding of 
autism, no longer as a deficit but as a different way 
of thinking that comes with some dysfunctions but 
also many gifts: that people with autism, given the 
right support and encouragement can absolute-
ly play a vital and important role within society as 
adults,” Hewitt described.

According to Hewitt, the prevalence rates of autism 
are increasing so dramatically at the moment (1 in 68 
and rising according to the CDC), and all those kids 
with autism will one day become adults with autism. 
“So it’s important to find a way to support them into 
becoming as independent and successful as possi-
ble in the future. That doesn’t mean that every per-
son on the autism spectrum will end up living inde-
pendently as adults but it does mean that we should 
try our absolute best to ensure that every person on 
the autism spectrum lives as happy and fulfilled a life 
as possible,” she said. “And many will far, far exceed 
our expectations.”

A Look Toward the Future
Carter-Johnson professed she wants every child to 
want to go to school, to look forward to another day 
packed full of new discoveries and fun.  For those 
who are educated at home she wants them to relish 
the freedom that it gives them, exploring the coun-
tryside/parks around them and learning the curric-
ulum in creative ways. She expanded,  “I want the 

stress, meltdowns and fear to evaporate – which is 
so possible when you set the environment up right.  
I would love others to see a child’s passions and ob-
sessions as a key, a gift, and to encourage and sup-
port them to turn their interests into skills that could 
then become their living in the future. For them to 
feel like they fit into society, that there is a place for 
them and that they are loved.” 

Hewitt said she is excited about how Kids Must Move 
could change the way all children learn. “Ever since 
the day I first discovered how important movement 
was to Rowan’s learning, I have been dedicated to 
spreading the message that all children, not just 
those on the autism spectrum, learn better when 
they are allowed to follow their interests and move,” 
Hewitt elaborated. There has been a growing body 
of evidence within the scientific community that 
movement promotes learning, but up until quite re-
cently this has not really transferred over to the class-
room. “This is slowly starting to change with some 
pioneering schools introducing innovative physical 
education programs or kinesthetic classrooms, but 
we still have a long way to go before movement is 
incorporated into every classroom, and Kids Must 
Move hopes to be a big part of that,” Hewitt said.

Carter-Johnson agreed. “Excited doesn’t cover how I 
feel, it’s like the past six years, the painful parts and 
the joyous, have prepared me to be involved in a 
project like this.  I wrote my book to reach out to oth-
er families and I hope I have managed to help but 
this takes it to another level,” she discussed.  “I can’t 
wait to develop Kids Must Move so we have centers 
all over the world, training mentors and inspiring 
parents to see how wonderful and rewarding teach-
ing a child with autism can be.”   

Isaacson added, “Imagine if in 20 years all kids learned 
with as much movement and laughter and joy as 
they needed — imagine how that would change the 
face of the business world, of corporate culture, of 
the decisions we make societally and for the planet.  
To be even a small part of that is a great honor.”

EDUCATION
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A few thoughts come to mind…“I will stand by 
you, even in the midst of the worst meltdown,” 
or “I promise to support you when everything 
gets overwhelming.” 

With all the challenges of raising a child with special 
needs and managing work and family responsibilities, 
it may be hard to remember your easy and carefree 
life when you first married.  Back then, it was only the 
two of you and love and romance were in full bloom.  
But that life doesn’t have to be only a memory.

With thousands of couples marrying or celebrating 
anniversaries, June is a perfect time to recommit 

yourself to your partner and the love you share.  No, 
you don’t have to plan a lavish “vow renewal” cere-
mony.  Your “renewal” can be a private one with no 
guests required.  It’s an acknowledgement of the 
love and dedication you continue to have for each 
other, your relationship, and the well-being of your 
family.

And even though you may not be able to go on a 
second honeymoon, there are many simple, easy 
ways to have a romantic adventure with your part-
ner right at home.  

TOP 10 TIPS  
FOR REKINDLING MARRIAGE  

When You Have a Child with Special Needs
By Deanna PICON

PARENTAL ADVICE

“For better, for worse, for richer, for poorer,” says the minister conducting the 
marriage ceremony for your neighbor.  And as you watch, you think to yourself that 
the traditional vows should be expanded for special needs parents.  
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 Parents of children with special needs may find themselves feeling 
guilty for having a good time, even if it’s only once in a while.  But 
there is no reason to feel guilty; a bit of enjoyment is good for you 

and your whole family.

          Give Yourself Permission To Enjoy 
Life Again

First, and most importantly, remember that it’s per-
fectly OK for you and your spouse to make time for 
yourselves.  Parents of children with special needs 
may find themselves feeling guilty for having a good 
time, even if it’s only once in a while.  But there is no 
reason to feel guilty; a bit of enjoyment is good for 
you and your whole family.

Every couple needs some time alone together to re-
connect and keep the emotional and communica-
tion bonds strong.  Your marriage should be a top 
priority.

           Take Advantage Of The Outdoors
After being stuck in your home all winter, the warm 
and sunny months are a perfect time to have fun 
with your partner.  

a)  Plan an old-fashioned picnic at a park or beach.  
Grab a blanket, some sandwiches and chips, a 
cooler for refreshing drinks and fruit salad, and 
some scrumptious cupcakes for dessert.   Play 
cards, listen to music, or just relax and have a good 

time, even if it’s only for a few hours.  Try to pick 
a time, like mid-week, when it’s not too crowded 
and you won’t have to fight for a good spot and 
parking spaces.

b)  Go for a walk and talk.  Summer is a great time 
to begin an exercise program and perhaps, lose 
some of the weight you may have gained over the 
winter.  Simple exercise like walking to the park 
can bring you closer as you work toward shared 
fitness goals.  A 30-minute walk, three times a 
week, is not only excellent for your heart; regular 
fresh air and exercise also benefits your mental 
health and helps renew your inner resources.

           Schedule Some Couple Time
It can be as simple as scheduling “fun nights” for 
yourselves on a weekly or monthly basis. Write it on 
the calendar.  Enter it in your cell phone.  Hire a care-
giver for a few hours or ask a good friend or family 
member to stay with your child.  

Your date doesn’t have to be a 3-course meal at a 
5-Star restaurant.  A movie or a quick bite at a local 
diner or restaurant is fine.  The important thing is 

PARENTAL ADVICE

1.

2. 3.
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that you’re spending quality time together without 
trying to prepare a meal, tend to your child’s home-
work, and do the laundry at the same time.

Above all, when you’re on your date, do not discuss 
your child(ren) – just talk about the two of you.  It will 
probably be the first time you’ve done that in years.

         Have Fun Again
Participate in hobbies, activities and events you enjoy.  
Go bowling, dancing, or to an amusement park.  Do 
some of the things you did when you were dating or 
try something completely different.  Create new mem-
ories.  Take pictures during these dates and use them 
as screensavers on your computers or cell phones.  Put 
some on your refrigerator or in a frame on your night-
stand.  Whenever life wears you down, these memories 
may be all you need to get through the day. 

         Book A Romantic Getaway
Many hotels and bed and breakfast inns offer afford-
able, weekend getaway packages for couples.  They 
may even feature a bottle of wine or champagne in 
your room or breakfast in bed. 

Ask a family member or close friend (well in advance!) 
if they can watch your child with special needs and/
or other children for one or two days.  Staying at your 
house, with familiar surroundings, will make it easier 
for your child.  

         Save For Future Fun
Saving up for your next adventure can be almost as 
much fun as going there.  You can buy a little bank, 
cover it in gift-wrapping paper and label it “Fun Times 
Bank.”  Put all your loose coins in it at the end of each 
day and watch your savings mount up.  Use the extra 
cash to do or buy something you both enjoy. 

         Start Fresh Traditions
Creating new routines can add a spark to your rela-
tionship.  For example, write down fun and relaxing 
things such as “give me a back or foot massage with 
scented oils” on small pieces of paper or note cards 
and put them in a jar.  Each week, take turns picking 
one out. 

         Keep The Romantic Fires Burning
Remember, attention and affection for each other do 
not have to be reserved for just date nights and spe-
cial occasions.  You can create amorous evenings, any-
time.  Once the kid(s) are asleep, have some delicious 
dessert by candlelight or snuggle on the couch while 
you watch a DVD of the first movie you saw together 
when you started dating.  It’ll stir up wonderful memo-
ries and be a perfect way to wind down after a long day.  

A little extra effort on both sides can generate ongo-
ing intimacy and a happy mood in your home.  A kiss 
in the morning, a gentle touch as you pass each other 
in the hall, a love message by e-mail or text.  Tell each 
other “you look nice in those jeans,” or “your cologne/
perfume smells really good.”  It’s always nice to hear 
compliments, especially from your spouse.  And see-
ing each other as attractive partners can make you 
feel desired and good about your relationship.  

         Express Appreciation
Show your gratitude for all the wonderful or de-
manding things you are doing as partners and par-
ents.  Tell each other “you’re amazing and I’d be lost 
without you” every once in a while.  Thank each other 

PARENTAL ADVICE
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 Surprise each other.  Buy a small bouquet of flowers or something 
that your spouse wants like a DVD collection of favorite TV shows.

for simple acts of kindness, such as, “Thanks for put-
ting the kid(s) to bed so I could call my cousin and 
catch up. I really appreciate it.” 

         Surprise Each Other
You don’t have to wait for birthdays, anniversaries, 
Mother’s or Father’s Day to do something nice and 
special for your partner.  Give him/her a balloon that 
says “You’re Special” or “I Love You.”  Buy a small bou-
quet of flowers or something that your spouse wants 
like a DVD collection of favorite TV shows.

A Walk Down The Aisle…
The wedding service is over and everyone is follow-
ing the new husband and wife out of the church.  As 
you leave your seat, give your partner a peck on the 

cheek and tenderly hold his/her hand and smile.  Let 
your spouse know that despite all the ups and downs 
of life, he/she is still “The One.”

10.

PARENTAL ADVICE

Deanna Picon is the founder of Your Autism Coach, 
LLC, which provides personalized guidance, com-
prehensive support programs and seminars for 
parents of special needs children.  Her personal 
mission is to empower parents as they advocate 
for their children, while balancing productive work 
and family lives.  She received her BA in psychology 
and BA in broadcast journalism from Syracuse Uni-
versity.  Deanna is a parent of a non-verbal young 
man with autism.  She is the author of “The Autism 
Parents’ Guide to Reclaiming Your Life.”  Deanna 
can be reached at www.YourAutismCoach.com or 
@yourautismcoach. 
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Dr. Moore: As a psychologist, I ran into lots of teens 
and young adults who were “stuck.”  Even if they were 
higher functioning, verbal, and made it through high 
school, they didn’t have the basic skills necessary for 
the next stage of life.  Their parents were frustrated 
and afraid, and the kids were unmotivated and hope-
less. When you and I first spoke, it became apparent 
that we were both seeing this.

Dr. Grandin: Yes, I am getting far too many parents 
coming up to me at my talks saying their kid is stuck in 
his bedroom playing video games.  The moms don’t 
know what to do. They know their kid isn’t going to 
change anything themselves.  But they are afraid to 
push them.  This is a huge concern for me and it is a 
disservice to the child.  

Dr. Moore:  So you and I decided to collaborate on 
a book about this problem and to approach it in a 
positive way so that readers would come away with 
both hope and concrete strategies.

Dr. Grandin: It was very important for me that the 
book was positive. Parents hear enough that is nega-
tive already.  The people who told their stories in the 
book are inspiring and real, and their families offered 
tips that other parents can use.  We need to teach 
our kids practical, sensible ways to succeed as adults.  
They won’t get there without our help.  

The schools aren’t preparing them anymore. They 
don’t teach skilled trades these days, which are a great 
fit for lots of kids with autism. Plenty of the folks I work 
with in the cattle industry – builders, welders, and ma-
chine operators – are probably on the spectrum.  They 
look like old hippies!  They do a great job and lead in-
dependent lives.  They got there because they were 
exposed to these skills.  You have got to get a kid out 
into the world and show them different jobs.

Dr. Moore: Every single one of the eight people we 
profiled talked about how valuable exposure had 
been to them.  Whether it was a parent, a teacher, or 
in one case, a neighbor, what they had in common 
was a belief in the child and the approach of stretch-
ing them just outside their comfort zone.  

Temple Grandin Wants 
Kids with Autism  

to Live Life to the Fullestt
By Dr. Debra MOORE, PhD

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Dr. Debra Moore, a psychologist who has 
worked extensively with children, teens 
and adults on the autism spectrum, talks 
with Dr. Temple Grandin about how to 
provide ‘loving pushes’ so kids with autism 
can become successful adults.
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You absolutely cannot give kids with ASD a long string of verbal 
instructions and expect them to succeed.

 Kids who are fully verbal are often overprotected. It’s well 
intentioned but it harms the child.  We should never do for a child 

what they can do for themselves. 

Dr. Grandin: That’s right. You can’t expect a child to 
progress unless you show them how.  My mother 
knew this instinctually. But also that was in the ‘50s, 
and kids had more freedom and parents didn’t hover 
as much back then.  We never had the term helicop-
ter parent, that’s for sure!  

Kids who are fully verbal are often overprotected. It’s 
well intentioned but it harms the child.  We should 
never do for a child what they can do for themselves. 

At conferences, I’ll have moms speak for their kid 
even though they are verbal.  I tell the moms to stop 
talking.  I ask the their child to talk to me directly. 
They can do it and they feel good about themselves 
afterwards. That is how you build competency.  

You find the zone of pushing just enough to help them 
grow but not so much that you overwhelm them.  You 
take one step at a time and give clear instructions.  
If you want your kid to learn to shop you don’t drop 
them off at the store. You take them shopping with 
you and you explain what you are doing.  You pick one 
task and have them try it.  Show them how to push 
a shopping cart without banging into other people.  
Next time you have them add another task.  They push 
the cart and you show them how to put the items in it 
in a way that stuff doesn’t get smashed.

You absolutely cannot give kids with ASD a long 
string of verbal instructions and expect them to suc-
ceed. You have to pretend they are an airline pilot 
and you have to provide them the sort of written 
checklist all pilots have to go through before each 
flight.  Make it in the form of bullet points. Put them 
in the exact sequence you want them done.  Then 
your child can be successful.

When I was in graduate school I worked at a dairy.  
It was my job to set up the milking equipment, milk 

the cows, and then clean up.  There are a lot of steps 
involved in those tasks.  The dairy had a checklist on 
the wall with all the steps spelled out.  That saved 
me.  I would have been in big trouble without it!

Dr. Moore: There weren’t video games when you were 
a child but now all kids love them and are often exposed 
to them even as toddlers.  I know you share my con-
cerns about the amount of time kids spend on them.

Dr. Grandin: It’s not that I’m an old fogey! Kids are 
spending entirely too much of their lives in front of 
the computer.  Unless they are learning marketable 
skills, this should be a minor part of their day, and 
should only happen after daily responsibilities are 
taken care of.  

We know that video games can be addicting – the 
research is solid, and we know the autistic brain is 
extra vulnerable.  I stay away from them because I 
know I would get addicted!  

Parents have to set strict limits and get their kids out 
of their bedrooms and interacting with the rest of 
the family.  By high school they should have a small 
part-time job, or be doing volunteer work, even if it’s 
just helping out at church or in the neighborhood.  
Find a neighbor who will agree to have your kid mow 
their lawn or walk their dog.  Kids benefit from doing 
a work experience outside their homes. They have to 
learn to take instructions from somebody other than 
their families. They have to learn working skills.

Kids on the spectrum often don’t get the exercise 
they need either. They usually don’t like organized 
sports, so we have to find them something else. Rou-
tine is good – maybe a nightly walk after dinner or a 
specific set of exercises you do with them.  I hate ex-
ercise, but every single night I do 100 sit-ups.  I made 
it a routine and I stick to it.  I don’t have to like it.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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Make sure you use a doctor who is familiar with autism. We are 
sensitive to medication and usually only need a low dose. I plan to 

stay on medication the rest of my life. 

Dr. Moore: You’ve also talked before about how 
helpful medication has been for you.  In the book we 
devoted a chapter to what to do when your kid is 
chronically anxious. It is such a common issue. Many 
of the individuals we profiled said they had periods 
when they were pretty much immobilized by anx-
iety and that medication really helped them move 
forward in their lives.  What do you say to parents 
who are wary of medication for their child?

Dr. Grandin: Anxiety commonly co-exists with au-
tism.  I’ve always said my main emotion is fear.  It got 
really bad when I was a young adult but since I start-
ed taking a low dose of medication it hasn’t been a 
problem.  Lots of kids could cope better if their ner-
vous system was better regulated.  Read the chapter 
Believer in Biochemistry in my book “Thinking in Pic-
tures” which is about my own personal experiences 
with successful use of antidepressant medication.

Make sure you use a doctor who is familiar with autism. 
We are sensitive to medication and usually only need a 
low dose. I plan to stay on medication the rest of my life.

If your kid is always overwhelmed, it’s going to be 
hard for them to concentrate or to be with people.  
It will get in the way of a job.  Treat the anxiety and 
then they’ll be willing and able to try more things.

Dr. Moore: Do you have any final thoughts about 
stretching our kids so they can succeed?

Dr. Grandin: Fully verbal kids who are capable of be-
ing independent should be. Parents need to stretch 
them from an early age and expose them to the 
world.  Build on their special interest – if Johnny is 
interested in trains take him to a train museum.  Let 
him talk to a conductor.  Go online and find the clos-
est factory where they make trains or parts.  Build the 
family vacation around it.  Teach him about trains all 
over the world so he learns geography.  Use trains in 
his math problems.  Have him write and read about 
trains. Have him build a model train set and go to a 
model railroad club.  The older guys there will take 
him under their wing.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

We have to get really creative because the kids aren’t 
getting hands-on classes in school anymore. It’s up 
to parents now. Get them off the video games and 
out in the world.

The Internet is like a vast, lush garden. It contains 
healthy, beautiful flowers, and you’ll sometimes find 
extraordinary and rare butterflies in it.  But it also 
contains weeds and lots of dirt and nasty stuff. Kids 
with autism tend to get fixated on things and the 
Internet has lots of bad things we don’t want them 
getting into. We don’t want them there so long it be-
comes their world.

Stretching your child is the greatest gift you can give 
them.   

Debra Moore, Ph.D. is a psychol-
ogist who has worked extensively 
with children, teens and adults on 
the autism spectrum.  She start-
ed the groups “Autism Spectrum 
Across the Lifespan”, and “Autism 
Spectrum HELPING HANDS Men-
tors” at https://www.linkedin.com/

groups/1646967

She has contributed chapters to The Nine Degrees 
of Autism (Routledge, 2015), a look at what those 
diagnosed as adults often experience, and Internet 
Addiction in Children and Adolescents (forthcom-
ing, Springer Publishers). 

Dr. Temple Grandin was born in Boston, Massachu-
setts. At age two, she had speech delays as well as 
other signs of severe autism. Many hours of speech 
therapy and intensive training enabled Temple ul-
timately to speak. Mentoring by a high school sci-
ence teacher and her aunt on her ranch in Arizona 
motivated Temple to pursue a career as a scientist 
and livestock equipment designer.  Her most re-
cent book, coauthored with Dr. Debra Moore, is The 
Loving Push (Future Horizons, 2016). https://www.
facebook.com/TheLovingPush/
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  Families of individuals dealing with Autism, Asperger’s, SPD, and similar issues often suffer from sleep-
less nights. Some families have experienced months and years of sleepless nights. Overstimulation, anxi-
ety, and sensory issues are among the causes of sleeplessness in individuals. What can be done? Medica-
tion alone only addresses part of the problem. Sensory Goods Weighted Blankets are designed to work 
with the sensory system, allowing the individual to rest their body and mind. They work by calming 
overstimulation, anxiety and providing sensory input for sensory seekers. Individuals dealing with 
Down Syndrome, night terrors, Restless Leg Syndrome and other special needs have also benefited
from using these products.

Testimonials: 

“The blanket is truly amazing!!!! My son loves it , the fabric I 
picked is even better in person ....it is so well made looks like 
I should have paid twice as much as I did... Seriously exceeded 
my expectations... I have already recommended them to 
several other mommies I know who have children with 
Autism.” –Sherrie 

“… We love the quality and delivery. Price was even great too 
after shopping around, this was the cheapest, but yet amazing 
delivery! I got it within a week, 3-4 days of ordering and did 
not pay more to receive it faster. Totally & Completely Satis-
fied! Thank you!” -Olivia

“Sensory Goods is a very caring company. They took care of 
our families need and we are forever grateful. Excellent 
customer service and they respond to every question that you 
may have...” –Michelle

How Are You Sleeping? 

OT Testimonials:

“I am an OT and Sensory Goods was such a wonderful company 
to order from. This company actually understands the difficulty 
of having a child with special needs and will do everything they 
can to help out. I love this company and will definitely refer 
them and order from them again! Thanks so much!!!”  -OT Jodi 

“I am both a mom and an Educational Therapist. I bought this 
blanket for my son who has ADHD and a sensory disorder...-
None offered the selection and quality that Sensory Goods does. 
This blanket…is the perfect size and weight for my 11 year old. 
He likes to put the whole thing right on his chest and he says it 
feels like a hug. It helps him to calm down when he's had a 
rough day and...sleep better. Sensory Goods has excellent client 
service as well, answering all my questions promptly to ensure 
I got the appropriate product. I'll be recommending you to my 
clients.”  -ET Amelie 

  Our blankets are customizable with 4 
layers of fabric, allowing you to choose 
the weight, size, filling and fabric.
Sensory Goods offers a wide variety of other products suitable for 
any therapeutic program including: weighted products, swings, 
floor products, oral motors, exercise, and much more!

  Our company partners with schools, hospitals, clinics, and many 
other businesses weekly, to promote an affordable, quality prod-
uct for anyone and everyone. 

We believe in our products as do many
customers who have given us 5 stars reviews!
100% satisfaction and the fastest shipping
 guaranteed! 

Contact us at:
info@sensorygoods.com

1-800-875-7367
or visit our wesite:

SensoryGoods.com 

mailto:info%40sensorygoods.com?subject=
http://sensorygoods.com
https://www.facebook.com/SensoryGoodsOnline
https://twitter.com/SensoryGoods
https://www.pinterest.com/sensorygoods1/
https://instagram.com/sensorygoodsonline/


H
e was born on March 29th, 2008, and I hon-
estly felt my fears intensify, and then dis-
sipate. “I’m not ready!”  “Am I going to be 
an amazing father, or a good dad?”  These 
questions arose while holding my son for 
the first time.  I even remember stopping 
the doctor in the hallway and asking her if 

he will have the same deformity that I have.  See, I 
have what science calls an “AV Fistula” on my right 
leg.  In short, this allows my leg to swell up severely 
if not compressed.  I have taken years and years of 
torment, questions, and just blank stares, and I will 
not allow that for my son. The doctor smiled and 
said, “No, he’s very healthy, Mr. Owens.”  A sigh of re-
lief came out.  I covered the bases. My thoughts were 
finally at ease. 

The transition from birth to home life was so quick, 
amazing, and instantaneous; it was beyond mea-
sure. From Shayne’s first words, to his first steps, it 
was amazing.  Then, it was that feeling.  Some call it 
a heightened sense, a parent’s intuition, but my ego 
blocked it out so many times.  Shayne quickly be-
came two and wasn’t acting like what society called 
“normal.”  Hours and hours of “stimming,” lining up 
his trains, only eating the same foods.  I doubted the 
signs, the possibility, myself, and, hurtfully, Shayne.

Shayne’s mother often dismissed the possibility of 
Shayne being on the spectrum but, regardless, read 
and looked up information about it.  I have to say, this 
was the first time that I was unsure of myself.  Could 
it be because I was too arrogant to even consider my 
first born possibly being on the spectrum, or maybe 

it was the thought that I had no control in this. I didn’t 
know where to start. The day came when Shayne was 
evaluated to see if he was autistic.  Before going into 
the appointment, I remember assuring his mother 
that Shayne was healthy, and that he will grow up to 
be fine.  We exited the car, I grabbed Shayne, and we 
walked in.  This was the day that changed our lives, 
and my heart, forever.  Shayne was labeled as high 
functioning on the autism spectrum.  Though look-
ing at him from a third person aspect, you couldn’t 
tell that anything was different about him.  Still, to 
this day, there isn’t.  I consider Shayne to be an ex-
tra-efficient, organized, motivated young man. He is 
beyond ordinary — a super hero. 

BECOMING A FATHER   
I Remember the Special Day

By Jamiel OWENS

I remember the day clearly.  To most, it 
was an ordinary day, but to me, it was 
the day I began a new legacy.  It was the 
birth of my son, Shayne Daniel Owens.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
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So…a new father, an infant child…I had no clue how 
to take the lead in this situation.  You have to under-
stand that to most men, being the alpha, leader, or 
head of the household is what drive us.  I was lost, 
and this affected everything I did at this point

It seemed like it only took the doctor five minutes 
to say, “Yes, Shayne is on the spectrum.”  Almost as if 
“high functioning” would calm my anger.  Then came 
the part of “What next?”  The doctor began to give us 
the “fluff.”  Now, when I say that, I mean all due respect 
to the doctor’s extensive schooling, but in all honesty, 
even she didn’t have any suggestions.  I can say this 
is when Shayne’s mom’s extensive research paid off.  
She was able to look at some websites which offered 
help to Shayne, but to me, it wasn’t enough.  I needed 
reasons why. Not to point blame, but to understand 
the actual cause, and the doctor wasn’t offering this 
at all.  I more or less had to deal with my anger issues 
alone, taking on the fault for Shayne having this.

Was it my bloodline, or was it maybe Shayne’s moth-
er side?  See, that’s where most men default. Push-
ing the blame to the other, when in fact no one is to 
blame. I use to talk to my friends about Shayne and 
my life at that time. It was hard. Many of them, when 
hearing the news, didn’t know how to console me or 
give any advice.  I lacked so much, emotionally, men-
tally, and spiritually.

Shayne faced another obstacle, nutrition. He quickly 
began to grow an obsession with only certain foods.  
For example, fries from a fast food restaurant, whole 

milk, and French toast sticks.  
It was hard to even take him 
out to a restaurant to eat. 
There were many times I let 
Shayne’s mother eat while I 
fed Shayne what I could.  It 
wasn’t stressful so much for 
me, but to see my son only 
rely on three foods, as if he 
was already being “restrict-
ed” in life…something had 
to be done. His mother found 
a feeding program at CHOP 
(Children’s Hospital of Phil-
adelphia).  It was a month-
long program for children 
like Shayne and as well as 
those who are not on the 
spectrum who have difficul-

ties accepting certain foods. I felt that this was an ex-
cellent opportunity to take charge in the growth and 
development of my son. At the time I was not work-
ing, and it worked out perfectly.  Shayne and I partic-
ipated in the feeding program that ran all day, Mon-
day through Friday.  Shayne was to take a bite of food, 
and then would receive a toy of his choice to play 
with for one minute — then repeat the steps until his 
meal was gone.  I was able to observe his actions each 
day behind a two-way mirror.  There were good days 
and bad days.  I have seen Shayne cry at the top of his 
lungs due to frustration of not wanting to eat.  I had 
to sit there and watch the therapist administering the 
food to him, but composed myself because I knew the 
end result was much more important than temporary 
comfort to him. The feeding program worked.  Shayne 
was eating all types of foods and all types of textures.  

I was able to find a job soon after and as I came home 
from work one day I remember thinking about how 
I endured years of teasing , hurtful banter, and name 
calling.  Did I want this for Shayne?  The worst fear 
now wasn’t even dying — it was society.  It made 
me scared for what will happen to Shayne after his 
grandparents, myself and his mother dies.  Will he be 
loved like the love we show him, or will the world la-
bel his condition with a “scarlet letter” and sentence 
him to a life of ridicule?  I know that this is a thought 
ALL parents have, not just parents with those on the 
spectrum.  Some things that I believed in for Shayne’s 
personal growth were God, patience with love, and 
mainstream schooling. The first two are self-explan-
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atory: every culture can provide those, but let’s talk 
for a few minutes about mainstreaming. 

Shayne attended a school system that I would rath-
er not mention, but I have to say, never provided the 
best for him. I was brainwashed even after looking over 
site after site of information regarding children, learn-
ing, and autism.  Children imitate what they see and 
hear.  Unfortunately, Shayne mimicked the behaviors 
of his fellow classmates. Now, before I say that he re-
gressed, let me say in defense that there were children 
in his class with severe cases of autism where outbursts 
were common along with other disruptive behaviors.  
Regardless, they were still beautiful children.  With that 
being said, the removal of Shayne from that school 
was just in time. That’s when I realized the importance 
of routine.  I disrupted it by taking him away from that 
school, but I had confidence in Shayne and the natu-
ral curiosity that he would have around neurotypical 
children.  We were given a suggestion for a private day 
care. This woman took care of Shayne as if he was her 
own child, and for that I will always be grateful. His day-
care was in a house setting and Shayne was only given 
one option — to learn the ways of other kids.  And he 
did. It was to a point where the children always smiled 
when Shayne came to the daycare. I knew from that 
moment that the right choice was made.  But there was 
still something missing, and that was his academics. 
We were dealing with a small window, now we had to 
search for a pre-K program for Shayne, even though he 
realistically already been in one. I took that project on 
myself. I found a program that was very impressive and 
not too far away from where we lived.

When Shayne started school, I had to act as his aide 
for two weeks. It was an up close experience in the 
“Day in the Life of Shayne.” It helped further my un-
derstanding of what Shayne goes through every day 
and what my role needed to be in his development.  
There was eventually a “right fit” for Shayne. 

Shayne also had services that came out to our house. 
Learning in his own environment seemed like it helped 
a lot during this transition time, with his routine being 
changed from one school to a new one. Every day, I 
saw Shayne grow. It made me realize how strong a 
person can be. Then came the day his mother and I 
were waiting for, Graduation Day.  It was cute – they 
had a little graduation for his class.  In life, you have to 
appreciate the little things that make you smile.  See-
ing and understanding how much effort, compassion, 
curiosity, and love he puts into school every day made 

me so proud. He looked so studious in his cap and 
gown. His first day of Kindergarten fast approached.  
I remember that day because I couldn’t make it there 
to see him off in a new school district, but after his first 
day, it was a priority to call him and ask. He was so ex-
cited; to this day, he likes to go to school.  Never think 
you’re less of a father if you have to work and you miss 
a report card conference, school activity, or anything.  
You will make time to be there; you already are.  Pro-
viding for your child is key: the foundation, in fact.  

I remember seeing him get off the school bus for the 
first time with his slim, tall statue and oversized book 
bag (it had spikes on it — he picked it out).  He fol-
lowed the other kids staggering into school greeted 
by “good mornings” from the staff.  But what I was 
most intrigued with was the multiple children his age 
and older who knew his name.  All I heard was, “Hi, 
Shayne!”  He looked at them, smiled and waved back 
at some, redirection needed for some responses, but 
he was comfortable.  And that’s what matters. Shayne 
has earned himself “Student of the Month” two years in 
a row to date.  He has made tremendous growth both 
in the areas of education, but also in socialization. The 
reason why I wanted to write about my and Shayne’s 
experiences is because there may be other men, oth-
er fathers out there who are scared and scarred emo-
tionally about this.  The first thing I ask of all of you 
is to seek the understanding of unselfish love, wheth-
er it’s through religion, personal experiences, or just 
your maturity.  And I ask you to share this information.  
I remembered back in my youth, I was always asked, 
“What do you want to be when you grow up?” I always 
use to respond with “police officer,” sometimes “doc-
tor” or “lawyer,” but never “Superhero.”  And it seems I 
never will because I have my own Superhero, and his 
name is Shayne Owens. 

Jamiel D. Owens is a Correctional Officer in the State 
of Delaware and an advocate for his son, Shayne, 
who was diagnosed at age three with high func-
tioning autism.  Owens has been an active speak-
er on autism and fatherhood in his community as 
well as in seminars locally. In 2014, Owens began 
working on his website, Au-some.org; it will help 
parents find various services for children on the au-
tism spectrum. When Owens is not working with in-
mates to rehabilitate them at Delaware state pris-
ons, he enjoys the gym as well as quality time with 
his son and family.
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Age and Time
Although they are usually able to tell you how old 
they are, some children with autism tend to be un-
aware of the true meaning of age and the relativity 
of time.  Start by discussing that a ‘birthday’ is the 
‘day’ of someone’s ‘birth;’ in other words, the day they 
were born as a tiny, little baby.  Together with your 
child, you can make the vague idea of time more un-
derstandable by creating timelines with your child 
about his own birth compared to all of his family 
members.

Explain how we can think of ‘years’ or ‘time’ like a ‘line’ 
that keeps going and going and going.  Use sever-
al sheets of attached paper which each represent a 
year in order to form a ‘time line.’ On these sheets, 
glue photos from newborn to present day with la-
bels of each corresponding year for your child and 
his siblings (and mom and dad, if possible).  Label 
any special events from that year, like a family vaca-
tion, the first day of kindergarten, or when your child 
got a pet.

Point out how older people have longer timelines 
while younger people have shorter timelines.  For 
example, you can ask your child, “How many piec-
es of paper do you think we need for the timeline 
to show Grandma’s age?”  While looking at the pho-
tos, discuss changes in physical appearance like size, 
hairstyle, and clothing

Celebrations

Hardly any kids can contain their anticipation and 
excitement for their own birthdays; however, chil-
dren with autism might not fully appreciate the 
significance.  Help your child with autism under-
stand that because this day — which is similar to a 
holiday — does not happen very often, it is special. 
 
Furthermore, a birthday is unlike any other holiday 
because it’s celebrated only for your child, which 
makes it extra-special.  You can say something like, 
“We celebrate many other holidays, but this one is 
special just for you!  We are so happy that this day fi-

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

By Karen KABAKI-SISTO

PARTIES:  
How to Make Communication  
a Piece of Cake  
for Kids with Autism

While it’s true that any birthday girl or boy can open gifts and blow out candles, 
this very special event deserves special attention for your child with autism which 
may otherwise be overlooked.
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nally came because we waited a long, long time.  So, 
let’s prepare.”  

 
Preparation for the Birthday Celebration
Party Goods: Giving your child the authority to be in 
charge of her own birthday party is essential to grow-
ing that special feeling.  Allow your child to pick a 
theme, and help her purchase or make all of the “spe-
cial stuff” like decorations, balloons, party blowers, 
music, games, and so on.  Discuss how decorations 
look ‘cool,’ ‘nice,’ or ‘pretty’ to make the party more fun. 
 
If your child makes her own cake together with 
you, she can personalize it and understand that this 
special cake can only be eaten on this special day.  
Unique cakes made in a special style, like a cake made 
in the shape of a car, can spark models of language 
like, “Wow!  What an interesting idea!” and “Let’s use 
cupcakes for the wheels of this car.”  Since you and 
your child have discussed age, she will better under-
stand that each candle on the cake represents each 
year of her life.  Ask your child questions like, “Who 
will have less candles on their cake when it’s time for 
their birthdays: Baby Jerry or Uncle Steve?”

 
Festivities
Games, arts and crafts, or other festive activities are 
important for guests of all ages because they provide 
added purpose to the event and meaningful conver-
sation when reminiscing.  Considering your child’s 
interests and fine motor abilities, choosing unique 
arts and craft ideas that will have deeper meaning 
for your child.

Each party guest can make his or her own party hat, 
or perhaps everyone can help to create a huge group 
poster honoring your child.  You can then model lan-
guage for your child to express opinions (“Jack, tell 
your friend, ‘You can use lots of blue on my poster 
because blue is my favorite color.’”) and compliments 
(“Jack, look at your friend’s interesting party hat.  Say, 
‘Your hat is so interesting and sparkly’”).

If it is a kid-party, then instead of board games or vid-
eo games, choose movement games that your child 
can participate in like musical chairs, duck-duck-
goose, or indoor ‘volleyball’ with a balloon.  Practice 
these games with your child before the party so that 
your child is familiar with the instructions, methods, 

and necessary language like, “You’re it!” and “I want 
to serve the volleyball.”

 
Invitations
Although pre-made invitations or online event bul-
letins are more convenient, it’s better to let your 
child pick the guest list and hand-make his own cre-
ative invitations to enhance his feelings about his 
special day.  Explain that usually a ‘friend’ or ‘family 
member’ is called a ‘guest’ when he or she is at your 
house, and the next day, that ‘guest’ now goes back 
to being a ‘friend’ or ‘family member,’ a lesson that 
once again reinforces the specialness of that day. 
 
The ‘who, what, when, and where’ of the invitation 
provides a clear, explicit setting.  For comparison and 
critical thinking skills, ask your child to explain why 
you couldn’t have the party at 11:30 pm or hold the 
party at the park on a snowy winter day.  Letting your 
child be in charge of the RSVP (explain that this is 
a fancy, French way to ask a potential guest to re-
ply about their attendance) will give him a sense of 
management like how much food to have and how 
many chairs to put out.

 
Receiving Gifts
It can be overwhelmingly exciting for your child to 
be opening lots of gifts at once. As a result, finding 
the exact, thoughtful words to express appreciation 
to the gift-giver in that moment may be difficult.  
Therefore, practice role-playing beforehand where 
you (unbeknownst to your child) wrap up inexpen-
sive trinkets that you’ve purchased.  When your child 
unwraps the gifts, model language like, “Tara, say, 
‘Oh, wow!’ and ‘Awesome gift!’” 

 
Thank You Cards
To express thoughtful sentiments regarding the 
birthday gifts received, it’s best for your child to 
create homemade cards with drawings of special 
events she enjoyed or gifts she received along with 
the words “thank you!” on the cover. Inside the card, 
help your child write these “thank you” cards using 
the steps below (customized for your child’s experi-
ence) as a guideline to reinforce language and social 
skills:
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GREETING: 
- Hi, [Person’s name / nickname]! 
- Dear [Person’s name / nickname],  
 
STATEMENT OF GENERAL GRATITUDE: 
- Thanks for coming to my birthday party. 
- Thank you for celebrating my special day with me. 
 
SPECIFIC INTERESTING EVENT: 
- It was so [fun / great / exciting] when __________.  
(e.g., “It was so fun when our team won the indoor 
volleyball game.” “The picture you drew on my  
birthday poster was so cool.”) 
 
APPRECIATIVE SENTIMENTS FOR RECEIVING THE 
GIFT: 
- I really like the [name of gift]. 
- The [gift] is so _____________. 
(e.g., cool / pretty / fun / interesting / etc.) 
 
SPECIFIC INTERESTING CHARACTERISTIC: 
- [Green / Pink / Blue / etc.] is my favorite color. 
- I love this [character].  He/she is from one of my 
favorite [TV shows; books; movies, etc]. 
- The design on this [gift] is so colorful. 
 
SPECIFIC INTERESTING USE: 
- I feel so cozy in this [article of warm clothing]. 
- My sister and I made [thing] together with this kit 
that you gave me. 
- When we played this game that you gave me, I 
beat Dad twice. 
 
THOUGHTFUL SENTIMENT:  
- Here’s a [thing I made from the gift received.  
Enclose it in the card.]. 
- I will give you the [thing] I made for you when I see 
you, [person’s name]. 
- Let’s make a [thing from the arts/craft kit received] 
together when I see you again. 
- Let’s play this game together, [person’s name]. 
- Look at this photo [enclosed within the card] of 
me wearing the [clothing gift received]. 
 
WISH FOR THE FUTURE: 
- I hope we can __________. 
- Let’s ________. 
(e.g., visit each other again soon; play football  
together again) 
 
CLOSING: 
- Sincerely, 
- Your [granddaughter / niece / neighbor / etc.], 
- Love,

 

Every day is special, and every day should be ap-
preciated.  When your child is directly involved with 
the concepts, ideas, planning, and follow-up for his 
or her birthday, she or he will understand the won-
derful meaning behind this day and be better able 
to communicate during the party.  Afterwards, your 
child can savor these precious moments through 
‘thank you’ cards and conversations while growing 
closer social bonds.  

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Karen Kabaki-Sisto, M.S. CCC-
SLP, is a Communication Expert 
and Advocate helping people 
with autism for over 20 years. 
As a certified Speech-Language 
Pathologist and Applied Behav-
ior Analysis Instructor, Karen has 
been empowering people with 

autism to have more meaningful conversations like 
never before. Her highly effective “I CAN! For Autism 
Method™” - perfected for over 10 years and now in-
corporated within the iPad app “I Can Have Conver-
sations With You!™”  is changing lives through im-
proved social and language skills. It is 100% fun for 
both kids and adults to use! Join the conversation 
at www.iCanForAutism.com.
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R
achel, Carol’s 12-year-old daughter and big 
sister to Andy, her 9-year-old ASD child, re-
ally liked Jerry at first; she was glad to see 
her mom dating again.  As the big sister in 
a single parent home, Rachel had grown 
accustomed to helping her mom care for 
Andy.  She also worried about her mother, 

who was abandoned by Rachel’s father over conflicts 
in caring for Andy and who, therefore, was essentially 
alone to provide financially for the family and man-
age the home. Jerry made her mom smile and laugh 
again; Rachel loved seeing that. 

Eventually, however, the initial lift brought to Carol 
and the home fell prey to the tasks of integrating two 
families.  Jerry brought two children to the marriage, 

as well: a 13-year-old daughter and 10-year-old son 
(both neurotypical or NT). He shares custody with his 
ex-wife and the kids split their time between the two 
homes. It turns out that Jerry and Carol did much of 
their dating while his kids were at their mom’s house, 
so no one quite anticipated what the relationships 
between the kids would be once the wedding took 
place and everyone moved in together.  Part-time 
“getting to know you” activity became a full-time 
clash of realities.

Merging two families is nearly always stressful for 
stepfamilies: they are combining cultures, values, 
loss narratives, parenting styles, financial situations, 
and daily living preferences all while trying to learn 
to love and trust after having been wounded and 

PARENTAL ADVICE

PRACTICAL HELP  
for Blending Stepfamilies  

Affected By Autism
By Ron L. DEAL & Stephanie C. HOLMES

Looking back, Carol, a mother with a child with AS/ASD (Autism Spectrum/Autism 
Spectrum Disorder), could easily describe how hard being a single parent was; she 
prayed for years for a loving husband to help her raise her ASD son and his NT (neu-
ro-typical) older sister. Now, remarried and trying to blend a stepfamily of six, she 
wonders if staying single would have served her children better. 
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A person on the autism spectrum (AS/ASD) has rigid routines, 
a restrictive and/or intense focus, struggles to connect 

interpersonally and emotionally, possible behavioral challenges, 
and does not respond well to change. 

scarred by the past. In the best of situations, this nat-
urally creates stress. Add a special needs child and 
parenting demands to the list and stress increases 
exponentially. 

Jerry assumed that because his son, Tyler, and Andy 
were so close in age they would enjoy each other 
and play well together. He wanted them to share a 
room together but Carol insisted that Andy keep his 
own room in order to maintain continuity for him 
in the midst of family change.   Jerry, now Andy’s 
stepdad, became aggravated that Andy receives “so 
many unfair privileges.” But his frustration escalated 
to fear after about a year when his son started drag-
ging his feet about coming over for visitation. When 
Jerry asked Tyler why, he said he’d rather stay at his 
mom’s than have to deal with Andy. 

Meanwhile, things between Carol and Rachel were 
not good with Jerry’s daughter, Jennifer. Stepmoth-
ers and stepdaughters commonly have tension 
while bonding, but Carol and Jennifer’s relationship 
was complicated even more by Andy. And then there 
were the differences between the girls. In caring for 
her brother over time, Rachel had matured beyond 
her years; Carol couldn’t understand why Jennifer 
wasn’t the same.  Jennifer seemed self-absorbed in 
comparison. Needless to say, the two sides—mother 
and daughter vs. Jennifer—remained disconnected 
and struggled to enjoy each other. 

Like salt in a wound, these stepfamily issues just 
added stress to the never-ending emotional, edu-
cational, and physical care of Andy. As before, Carol 
hoped her ex-husband (Andy’s father) would step in 
and help, but he declined most of his visitation time. 
When he did take Andy and Rachel for the weekend, 
he refused to honor Carol’s structure for their son. 
Andy would get out of sync and spread the distress 
on the rest of the family upon returning home. Car-
ol was at a loss. She kept thinking that maybe she 
should have stayed single. 

Finding Hope
In addition to renewing their spiritual values, Carol 
and Jerry will find hope for their family when they 
merge what they are learning about healthy step-
family living and effective ASD parenting. There must 
be growth on both sides and a stronger couple unity 
in how they manage their home, but in the mean-
time, they should expect stress and transition. 

A person on the autism spectrum (AS/ASD) has rigid 
routines, a restrictive and/or intense focus, struggles 
to connect interpersonally and emotionally, possible 
behavioral challenges, and does not respond well 
to change. Growing as a stepfamily involves a huge 
amount of change. It is no wonder, then, that many 
clinicians believe the divorce rate of ASD blend-
ed families to be higher than other stepfamilies. To 
avoid another family disruption, couples must get 
proactive in managing their home and protecting 
their marriage. 

Practical Help for ASD Stepfamilies
A thorough exploration of ASD stepfamily dynamics 
would require an entire book. However, below is some 
practical help for commonly reported dilemmas. For 
more on healthy stepfamily living read my (Ron) arti-
cles or books including The Smart Stepfamily and The 
Smart Stepfamily Marriage; for more on ASD families 
read Stephanie’s book Confessions of a Christian Coun-
selor: How Infertility and Autism Grew My Faith. 

Perspective for Stepparents
You knew when you stepped into the picture that car-
ing for an ASD child meant carrying all the responsi-
bilities and obligations of parenthood. However, you 
may not have fully understood what that meant until 
after the wedding; experiencing AS/ASD on a daily 
basis will certainly open your eyes. It is okay to learn 
as you go, but learn you must. Keep an open mind, 
ask lots of questions, and make it your goal to unify 
your marriage around ASD matters. 
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Let us add here that we applaud your willingness to 
give and love in this way. You are taking on a com-
plex family system (and the autistic child may not 
fully understand or appreciate that) and are doing 
so by choice. This is a heroic task and we commend 
you for it. 

In many dissolved AS/ASD families, one biological 
parent has left the marriage and their parenting re-
sponsibilities to avoid stressors or the responsibilities 
of having a special needs child. (Ironically, once you 
step in, he/she may now fight the structure or proto-
cols you and your spouse put in place to support the 
child with AS/ASD.) Don’t feel obligated to make-up 
for all of their mistakes or fill all the gaps the biolog-
ical parent left behind. Just be who you need to be 
and work in concert with your spouse (he/she is the 
expert on their ASD child) to determine your best 
role. Talk with your children and educate them about 
what is needed regarding structure in the home.

Here are some additional suggestions: 

If you are still dating, move slowly toward mar-
riage. Carol and Jerry inadvertently segregated their 
dating time and didn’t allow all of the children time 
to adjust to each other or to the realities of an ASD 
parenting situation.  This common mistake led to a 
huge blind spot that blind-sided them after the wed-
ding. Instead, take time to learn about AS/ASD while 
dating and share both what you’re learning and ex-
periencing with your kids (if you have them). As you 
increasingly consider marriage, be proactive to get 
all of the children together (to the extent you can) 
in order to consider the family mix. What happens 
when they are together should carry a lot of weight. 
In other words, getting them together is not just a 
“play-date,” but it should be part of your decision 
whether you continue dating, marry, or go your sep-
arate ways. If you can’t be a family, think long and 
hard about getting married. 

Move slowly with transitions or big changes.
Getting married is a big transition. But for an ASD 
child, so is adding the step parent’s furniture to the 
home, or changing a Saturday afternoon routine to 
go see a new step-grandmother. Trust your spouse. 
Major and sudden changes may cause behavioral or 
emotional meltdowns and thus disruption to your 
family. People with AS/ASD can learn new transitions 
but move slowly.

Lower your bonding expectations. By definition, 
AS/ASD persons have issues connecting relationally. 
This will be the same with you. Don’t take it personally. 
Also, he or she may say socially inappropriate things 
when stressed, such as, “I don’t like you,” “I don’t want 
you here,” “I don’t like those new kids—they are not 
my brothers and sisters,” or “I want my dad.” These are 
expressions of difficulty with transition. Do not try 
to force yourself or your children into a relationship. 
Just focus on walking through the open doors you 
do have. As the child adjusts to the new normal and 
learns to trust you, (s)he will let you know when the 
door opens wider.

Connect with intentionality. A great way to bond 
with the AS/ASD child is through their special inter-
ests. For example, if they are into weather and weath-
er patterns, learn about that and try to converse or 
do activities around that topic. Special interests are 
good access points for building relationships. 

Learn tolerance. Learn why the child with AS/ASD 
behaves the way they do. Understanding that their 
brain is not neurologically wired the same as other 
NT kids is vital. Learn all you can about their cogni-
tive capacity and how you can work within it.

Bridge the Gaps in Your Marriage and 
Parenting 
In our book, The Smart Stepmom, Laura Petherbridge 
and I (Ron) outline how children respond different-
ly to biological parents and stepparents in blended 
families. Even when there isn’t an AS/ASD child in 
the home, the contrast is striking. For example, when 
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In the first couple years we suggest the family adapt to the 
routines already in place for the child with AS/ASD; changes can 
come eventually, but should come slowly and only after much 

discussion between the couple. 

biological parents make a mistake, their children are 
quick to offer them forgiveness; stepparents receive 
quick judgment and children are easily angered at 
them. Biological parents are granted “insider status,” 
get automatic love, approval, and trust, and are con-
sidered moral authorities. Stepchildren are deciding 
if and how much to love, approve of, trust, and listen 
to their stepparent—and in the beginning, consid-
er them “outsiders” who have to earn their way in. 
These relationship differences also impact how the 
adult views and responds to the child. For example, 
biological parents may inherently trust their child’s 
explanation for how the milk got spilled, while the 
stepparent wonders if there’s more to the story.

There are even more differences when the biological 
parent has an AS/ASD child. 

	If the AS/ASD child has had difficulties with 
other adult caregivers, the biological parent 
may be fiercely protective of the child; the 
stepparent may feel this is too harsh and 
controlling.

	The biological parent has gained knowledge 
of AS/ASD through the years; in the begin-
ning the stepparent is starting at ground 
zero and, therefore, is at a disadvantage to 
know how to contribute to parenting.

	The biological parent knows what triggers 
the child and what causes meltdowns; the 
stepparent may view meltdowns as manip-
ulative misbehavior. 

	The biological parent budgets for therapy/
treatment/resources; the stepparent may not 
anticipate those types of financial obligations.

	The biological parent knows where the child 
started and has watched his/her progress; 
the stepparent only sees where the child 
is now and cannot appreciate their accom-
plishments.

	In addition, biological siblings are used to the 
AS/ASD child and accommodating their needs 
is embraced; stepsiblings are caught off guard 
and might feel violated by how much life is 
oriented around the AS/ASD child’s needs. 

Here are some suggestions to help parents and step-
parents bridge these gaps:

Discuss your feelings without placing blame or 
trying to apply simple solutions (which the AS/
ASD parent knows will not work). In the first cou-
ple years we suggest the family adapt to the routines 
already in place for the child with AS/ASD; changes 
can come eventually, but should come slowly and 
only after much discussion between the couple. 
Stepparents will likely be making many adjustments 
and sacrifices on behalf of the needs of the child 
with AS/ASD, so biological parents should be com-
passionate with their frustrations. They should also 
strive to over-communicate about family structure 
to help the stepparent and stepsiblings adapt well.

Date and dine. We also suggest couples make time 
to date one another—and not allow their couple 
time to be invaded by problem discussions related to 
the child with AS/ASD. Reserve a business meeting 
for that! Date nights need to be about strengthening 
your “usness” so love and trust foster a safe place to 
nurture a newly formed family and its complications.

Find some time. Each person in the home needs a 
hobby. The special needs child takes a lot of energy; 
you need time alone for self-care so you can have 
the energy you need to take care of the child. Every-
one needs a break! NT siblings, especially, need an 
autism-free zone where they can get a break and be 
the focus of attention from parents. Autism cannot 
be the only identity of the family.

Learn patience. It will take time to learn about the 
needs of the child and to merge your family. Find out-
side support (e.g., a support group or local church 
ministry) and stay determined to the process. 

PARENTAL ADVICE
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Learn organizational skills. Structure and order is 
a must for the AS/ASD family. If that is not your forte 
as a parent, work at it! 

Recognize the importance of spiritual strength. 
I (Stephanie) don’t know where I would be without 
my faith in God and prayer. Overcoming my “why did 
you do this to me, God?” struggle took lots of prayer 
from others and myself, but now I can see the gift 
our family has.

Don’t neglect the child who is not special needs. 
Make a strong effort to engage all your children so 
they don’t feel neglected and become resentful of 
the child with special needs.

Find joy in small victories. Not everything is a set-
back, and not everything has to be worked on now. 
When there is an accomplishment, no matter how 
small, celebrate it. Joy is contagious. Joy inspires 
hope. 

Work toward “prevention.” Study your child and 
try to prevent meltdowns instead of always doing 
meltdown recovery. This does not mean to give in 
at all costs, but when going to a new environment, 
for example, anticipate what might set the child off. 
What can you do to make him or her successful in 
the situation and not compromise the whole family 
night? 

Learn to be flexible. Things change, plans change, 
life happens. You cannot predict every eruption that 
may happen with a child on the spectrum, so learn 
to be flexible and adapt. 

Finding reward in the journey. The average step-
family journey consists of a few predictable steps: 
first, a couple falls in love and decides to marry. Sec-
ond, just as when two rivers merge, the new step-
family wrestles through a number of “white water” 
adjustments as they figure out “how to be family” 
with one another. And third, the once fractured but 
now bonded family enjoys smooth rewarding waters 
brought about by their hard work and determina-
tion. In general, a typical stepfamily needs 5-7 years 
to begin experiencing rewards (some families take 
longer).

Likewise, AS/ASD stepfamilies will move through 
similar stages, but given the complexities and vari-
ous layers of a child with AS/ASD, the intensity of the 

rapids can be even greater and the length of time 
required to smooth out the white-water torrents 
may increase. Yet, it can be done. We hope that AS/
ASD stepfamilies will be encouraged: finding family 
harmony is possible, but it will require intentionality 
and determination.

PARENTAL ADVICE

Ron L. Deal is president of Smart 
Stepfamilies™, director of Fami-
lyLife Blended™, a popular con-
ference speaker, and author/
coauthor of a series of DVD’s, 
books, and curriculum for step-
families including The Smart 
Stepfamily, The Smart Step-

mom (with Laura Petherbridge), The Smart Step-
dad, Dating and the Single Parent, and The Smart 
Stepfamily Marriage (with David H. Olson). Ron is 
one of the most widely read authors on blended 
family living in the country. His one-minute radio 
feature FamilyLife Blended can be heard daily on 
stations nationwide and online. 

Learn more at FamilyLife.com/blended. 

Stephanie C. Holmes, M.A., is an 
ordained minister, a Licensed 
Christian Counselor, and a Cer-
tified Autism Specialist. Steph-
anie’s career path changed 
when her eldest daughter was 
diagnosed with Asperger’s Syn-
drome in 2004. She then began 
to focus on helping families 
deal with the frustrations and 

challenges of having a special needs child and works 
with Aspie- NT couples across the country through 
Skype consultation. She speaks nationally about 
AS/ASD and families, Spectrum Teens, and Aspie- NT 
marriage. Her newly published book Confessions of 
a Christian Counselor: How Infertility and Autism 
Grew My Faith explores her personal journey and 
gives practical advice to families. With leading 
ASD researcher, Dr. Tony Attwood, Stephanie has 
published articles in Autism /Asperger›s Digest 
on issues Spectrum Teens face. 

www.counselorstephanieholmes.com
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SOCIAL SKILLS

C
hildren usually pick up on social cues at an 
early age by watching their parents and 
attempting to imitate the way they be-
have. But for children with autism, it is far 
more difficult to understand the actions 
of the people around them. Simple facial 
expressions and body language that we 
take for granted can be challenging for 

an autistic child to comprehend, making it difficult 
for them to communicate properly. On top of this, 
the outdoors can be incredibly overwhelming, with 
sufferers of hypersensitivity unable to cope with the 
noise of the crowds or the brightness of the sun.  But 
this doesn’t mean that children with autism should 
miss out on the benefits of cooperative play. 

How to Help Your Child Develop 

SOCIAL SKILLS  
Through Cooperative Play 

By Sam FLATMAN

Socializing forms a big part of our everyday lives. From exchanging polite conversation 
with strangers to cementing lasting relationships with our family and friends, the 
ability to talk and engage with our peers is an incredibly useful skill to have. But for 
those with autism, being social doesn’t always come naturally. 

SOCIAL SKILLS  
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Pretend Play Encourages Decision  
Making
It has long been known that play helps establish vital 
social skills in young children, giving them a medium 
through which they can express their thoughts and 
ideas.  And there is no activity more important for this 
process than pretend play. When a child uses their 
imagination, they aren’t simply creating wild and 
fruitless fantasies, but are actually working through 
potential versions of reality in their minds. Pretend 
play works for children in much the same way that 
daydreaming works for grown-ups.  As adults, we 
solve problems and make key decisions by playing 
out scenarios in our heads. Children do the same 
thing when they are playing, only in a much more 
physical way. 

While children with autism may appear as if they don’t 
want to interact with those around them, this is often 
not the entire story.  Although they may have a hard 
time expressing it, most children with autism want 
to get involved with play as much as any other child. 
The idea behind mutual play is to allow children to 
interact with one another on their terms, rather than 
dictating how their games should unfold.  Of course, 

there needs to be boundaries and the involvement 
of all children should be ensured, but the inclusion 
of unstructured play in a child’s daily routine can be 
incredibly important. 

While adult-directed games work for most children, 
an autistic child may struggle to follow the careful-
ly set out rules. Instead, play should focus on get-
ting children together and helping them foster their 
imagination. Studies suggest that autistic children 
who regularly take part in unstructured play are 
more likely to improve their social skills than those 
who are reliant on more structured teaching meth-
ods. By enabling children to decide on games and 
activities for themselves, you give them the chance 
to think about the needs of the entire group. Al-
though it might take an adult to suggest a theme of 
play, children’s imaginations are what allow them to 
make that idea work for everyone.

Messy Play Allows Children  
To Experiment
Another useful tool for learning is messy play. Giving 
children the opportunity to get hands on with mud, 
sand, or water provides a sensory experience that 
can’t be matched by other activities. Sensory play is 
a key component of SEN learning and can help those 
with hyposensitivity make more sense of the world 
around them. It can also be the perfect chance to in-
troduce the ideas of sharing and cooperation.

During messy play, children must seek the help of 
others to help them complete tasks. Whether it’s fill-
ing buckets full of water or sharing equipment such 
as spades, social skills quickly become an important 
part of the process. Mud kitchens are a prime ex-
ample of cooperative play in action, because they 
require children to think about how they can work 
together to create muddy masterpieces. For children 
with autism, messy play offers a relatively stress-free 
environment, in which they can put their social un-
derstanding into practice. The heightened sensory 
experience makes the game that much more engag-
ing and encourages children to laugh and learn to-
gether. 

Playtime Tips For Parents And Carers
While unstructured play is important for indepen-
dent development, a structured ending to play ses-

SOCIAL SKILLS

Different Roads
Tools for kids on the spectrum since 1995.
(800) 853-1057 • www.difflearn.com
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Often even one extra child can be overwhelming for those with 
autism, but, if managed properly, a relationship can be forged. 

sions can also be beneficial. Children with autism 
tend to benefit from order and routine. A visual re-
minder that playtime is over (such as flashcards) can 
help them wind down appropriately and come to a 
natural stop. It’s also worth introducing new children 
to the scenario slowly. Often even one extra child 
can be overwhelming for those with autism, but, if 
managed properly, a relationship can be forged. As 
long as you continue to reinforce the importance 
of cooperation, then you should find that the other 
children will be sensitive to the needs of everyone in 
the group. The key to progress is motivation and rep-
etition: the more engaging you can make coopera-
tive play, the more likely you are to receive a positive 
response.

SOCIAL SKILLS

Sam Flatman is an outdoor learning specialist and 
an Educational Consultant for Pentagon Play. Sam 
has been designing school playground equipment 
for the past 10 years and has a passion for outdoor 
education. He believes that outdoor learning is an 
essential part of child development, which should 
be integrated into the school curriculum at every 
opportunity. 

Website: http://www.pentagonplay.co.uk/ 

Pentagon’s Facebook:  
https://www.facebook.com/PentagonPlayUK 

Pentagon’s Twitter:  
https://twitter.com/PentagonPlayUK
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S
ome of the core Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD) diagnostic deficits contribute to this 
challenge: rigid thinking and behaviors, 
poor perspective taking, limited commu-
nication skills, emotional and sensory chal-
lenges, and decreased attention to details.  
Additionally, there are societal and cultural 

issues which compound the matter further. Our In-
ternet age causes us to have fewer social contacts 
that brings fewer social (live) encounters, less prac-
tice, less skill to an already shaky skill set, false sense 
of “friends” (thank you, Facebook), and difficulty 
meeting online contacts if out of geographical area.

Further, negative social history or experiences sig-
nificantly impact confidence and risk taking. All too 
often ASD teens are teased, rejected and worse yet, 
bullied, at a time when typically developing kids are 
practicing social initiations. Some teens and young 
adults on the spectrum may develop indifference 

toward romantic relationships as a re-
sult of these painful social experiences 
while others continue to develop typ-
ical desires for love and romance.  An 
unfortunate consequence of repeated 
social and romantic “failure” can lead to 
significant emotional distress.

This picture may sound very negative...
however, my message is: do not give up! I remind all 
of my students, those on the autism spectrum and 
those who are not, that we ALL get rejected more 
times than we have romantic success! In fact, having 
an ASD can bring some VERY desirable traits to the 
dating game: loyalty, intelligence, kind-heartedness, 
compassion, consistency and being non-judgmen-
tal, to name a few. And while these digital days pres-
ent challenges, there are many built in advantages: 
increased anonymity decreases anxiety, time delays 
to think and alter a thought, and repeated contact to 
determine likes or need to discontinue relationship 
with less effort/money/time spent.

BUT, I strongly advise to take safety measures (i.e. 
research identity of person, get pictures and cross-
check facts) and if possible, meet in person (in pub-
lic location, have an undisclosed friend there, have a 
back out plan ready, check out meeting place in ad-
vance to increase comfort level). Some common dat-

Ways You Can Find  
TRUE LOVE ON THE SPECTRUM

By Debra SLOANE, PsyD, BCBA

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

I’m often asked if it’s hard 
for people with autism to 
find love. The answer is...Yes! 
Finding love is challenging for 
ALL of us; so, naturally, having 
hard-wired social difficulties 
exponentially raises the bar 
for dating dilemmas. 
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ing pitfalls include acting too eager (reduces ability 
to spot red flags and can push others away) as well as 
being too persistent (missing social cues can lead to 
repeated requests — I recommend a general “three 
strikes, you’re out” rule of thumb; behavior may be 
perceived as “stalking” which can result in legal prob-
lems). Still, with ASDs so prevalent, our first respond-
ers are receiving more specialized training around 
the country to learn about traits and behaviors, 
which may reflect an ASD and not true delinquency. 

SO, want to get love or keep love? GET SMART:

S -  Self-knowledge (learn about your diag-
nosis, increase self-awareness)

M -  Manage stress (emotional and sensory 
needs)

A - Ask questions and ask for feedback 

R-  Reduce rigidity (stretch thinking patterns 
and flexible behaviors)

T-  Take your time (FRIENDS FIRST - why date 
someone who’s not a good friend?)

How to make this happen? Seek professional and peer 
support. There are specialists to help develop social 
skills, social thinking, self-awareness and self-accep-
tance. Only when you understand your own needs and 
abilities can you partner with someone to manage the 
challenges of the love language! There are many young 
adults on the autism spectrum who find love and enjoy 
long-term, satisfying romantic relationships. Allowing 
for unique differences, honest communication, mutual 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

admiration, and respect, as well as fostering the ability 
to compromise, are the key ingredients for relationship 
success — with or without an ASD. 

Dr. Debra Sloane received her Bach-
elor of Science Degree in Psychology 
from the University of Florida in 1985 
and her Master of Science and Doc-
torate in Clinical Psychology from the 
Florida Institute of Technology in 1987 

and 1989 respectively. She completed her Clinical In-
ternship training at the University of South Florida’s 
Counseling Center for Human Development in 1989. 
She is a Licensed Psychologist, a Board Certified Be-
havior Analyst and Certified Sex Therapist.  She has 
worked extensively with college aged young adults 
with Asperger’s Disorder or Learning Differences in 
individual and group therapy, as well as provided 
training locally and nationally on a variety of topics 
related to Autism Spectrum Disorders. She currently 
works as a Licensed Staff Psychologist with college 
students at Florida Tech’s Counseling and Psycholog-
ical Services. In addition to working with individuals 
with ASD, other professional interests include devel-
oping healthy relationship skills, coping with sexu-
ality issues, and wellness. Dr. Sloane conducts indi-
vidual therapy with students, manages the group 
therapy programs, performs educational outreach 
events on campus and in the community, and enjoys 
supervising clinical psychology doctoral students at 
CAPS.  She holds a position as a member of the Com-
munity Advisory Board of Florida Institute of Tech-
nology’s Scott Center for Autism Treatment and Re-
search. She is a member of the Florida Psychological 
Association.
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  Create a Reason: In order to encourage a 
child to talk, there first needs to be a reason for 
them to do so. Oftentimes when a child isn’t 
talking, we as parents tend to anticipate our 
child’s wants and needs, giving them no rea-
son to use their words to make requests. So, 
the first thing we need to do is to stop antici-
pating their needs and rather create a reason. 
Some easy ways to do this include:

a.  Keeping things visible but out of reach — if 
your child does not have access to all the items 
they may want in their environment they will 
need to start communicating by making re-
quests. Consider placing preferred items on 
countertops or up on shelves so that they can-
not retrieve these items without making a re-
quest.

b.  Keeping things in hard to open contain-
ers — Consider keeping toys in plastic bins or 
snacks in Ziploc bags so that your child needs 
your help to access these items. 

c.  Providing only a little bit — Create a natural 
contingency for your child to ask for more of 
the items that they want. For example, if they 
ask for juice, just fill their cup up a little bit so 
that they can ask for more juice.

        Model a Word and Wait: Now that your 
child has a reason to communicate with you, 
they are going to need a way to send their 
message – and ideally, this will be with words. 
In this case you can model the word of the item 
that your child wants and then wait up to three 
seconds to see if they attempt to say the word. 
If they say the word or a part of the word, that 
is great, give them the item! If your child does 
not attempt to say the word, model it again and 
wait. If after three times you model the word 
and your child does not attempt the word, give 
them the item anyway. Don’t get discouraged, 
continue with this strategy, as it may take a few 
times before your child catches on.

to Encourage Your Child’s  
Language Development 5SIMPLE WAYS

By Nikki McRORY,  
MA CCC-SLP, BCBA

Having a child with a language delay can be a challenging and fear-provoking 
experience for most parents. Fortunately, there are some simple tricks that you can 
do to help encourage your child to talk. 

1.

2.

COMMUNICATION
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  Use Routines: As with anything new that 
one is learning, practice makes perfect. The 
same thing goes with learning language: the 
more opportunities that your child has to hear 
the same words used in the same context, the 
more likely they will start to say those words. 
So, for example, the next time that you pick 
your child up to sit them in their highchair, take 
a moment and model the word “up” followed 
by a few seconds of wait time to give your child 
the opportunity to say the word. Keep doing 
this every time you place them in their high-
chair, as this will create the predictability that 
your child may need to begin the say the word 
“up.”

  Imitate and Add a Word: Now that your 
child is beginning to say some words, you will 
want to continue to expand their vocabulary. 
One way to do this is to imitate the word that 
your child says, and then add another word that 
would naturally fit. For example, if your child 
says “cookie,” you can say, “cookie, eat cookie.”  In 
this example your child is not only being rein-
forced for saying the word “cookie,” but you are 
introducing a new word “eat” to help your child 
understand in a more complex manner what 
they want as well as learn a new word and way 
to ask for the cookie in the future. 

3.

4.

Nikki McRory, MA CCC-SLP, BCBA is the executive 
director and founder of McRory Pediatric Services, 
Inc. a multidisciplinary therapy clinic in the Los An-
geles area. 

www.mcrorypediatrics.com 

Nikki McRory, MA CCC-SLP, BCBA is a licensed 
speech-language pathologist and board certified 
behavioral analyst, with over 20 years of experience 
in the field of early intervention. She is the Executive 
Director and Founder of McRory Pediatric Services, 
Inc. a comprehensive pediatric therapy clinic offer-
ing speech-language therapy, occupational ther-
apy, physical therapy and more for children with 
developmental disabilities in the Los Angeles area. 
Nikki sits on the Los Angeles Chapter Family Services 
Committee of Autism Speaks, and on her spare time 
loves to run, travel, garden and go diving.

She can be reached via e-mail at nikki.mcrory@
mcrorypediatrics.com
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M
ostly, helping kids with ASD learn how 
to make meaningful connections is a 
fly-by-the-seat-of-your-pants exper-
iment, depending on your particular 
child’s skills, interests, and challeng-
es. Caring for my daughter Saman-
tha, who had limited language and 

few interests when she was young, I navigated sib-

ling relations, playdates, and birthday parties with a 
combination of careful planning and in-the-moment 
flexibility. Today Samantha is 25, a college graduate 
(cum laude from Pace University, 2014) and a de-
voted member of the DreamStreet Theater Group. 
She is poised enough to perform on stage regular-
ly, with cameras rolling https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=FigcFe-Kw8k 

to Help Your Child with Autism  

ENJOY RELATIONSHIPS

5 Valuable Ways

By Marguerite ELISOFON

Parents of children on the spectrum are often challenged to help their kids find 
(and keep) friends, mentors, and (even) romance.  
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Shareable Activities for Siblings
Each child on the spectrum is unique, equipped 
with their own special challenges and talents. Their 
friendships can grow out of shared interests and 
goals, similar (or complementary) temperaments, 
or simply belonging to the same community. As the 
mother of twins—one with autism and one neuro-
typical—I struggled to find shareable activities for 
Samantha and Matt, especially when they were tod-
dlers in the same preschool. For early birthday par-
ties, there were hands-on activities, such as arts and 
crafts at Little Shop of Plaster that both kids could 
enjoy. We avoided clowns, puppet and magic shows, 
and anything else that demanded language pro-
cessing and sitting still. Later, joint parties evolved 
into physical activities like swimming or bowling 
with bumpers.  On vacation, our family went to the 
beach where Samantha could swim all day; as teens, 
the twins took surfing lessons together while their 
father took photos. 

Bonding with Dad
In the beginning, it was difficult for Samantha and 
her dad to enjoy common ground.  Unlike her twin 
brother, Samantha couldn’t bond over sports, ad-
venture movies, or collecting soldiers (or any kind of 
doll).  How could she compete with her more verbal 
twin brother for her father’s attention? With trial and 
error, Howard eventually discovered that Samantha 
appreciated the simple slapstick humor of the Three 
Stooges. Our family watched every Three Stooges 
tape multiple times; when Samantha cackled with 

glee and imitated Curly, we all had to laugh. At age 
eight, my husband started taking her for chocolate 
chip pancakes at the local diner for Sunday brunch. 
When a music teacher from school told us she had 
perfect pitch and enjoyed singing, Howard took her 
to Broadway musicals, inspiring a lifelong love of 
musical theater. My husband also discovered that 
our daughter had an ear for language, and he be-
gan teaching her rudimentary French over her Sun-
day pancakes. Samantha was delighted to share this 
structured form of conversation, excelling and bask-
ing in her Dad’s approval. 

Setting up Successful Playdates
Once my daughter started school, her playdates 
were carefully structured with concrete activities. 
Savvy and high-energy mother participation was 
integral to success, but offered no guarantees. We 
autism moms worked together as organizers, in-
terpreters, cheerleaders, and soothers during Lego 
building, baking experiments, lanyard making, puz-
zle times, playground excursions, and Disney mov-
ies. Although these playdates often resembled the 
parallel play of much younger neurotypical kids, we 
mothers were happy for ANY connection, or even 
the desire to make one.  We also worked hard to 
role model friendly conversation skills such as tak-
ing turns, listening politely without interrupting, and 
asking appropriate questions.  In restaurants, we in-
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sisted on practicing good manners with the hope 
that one day—after a continual and careful break-
down of rules — our kids with ASD could navigate 
restaurants with their friends, independently.  It took 
years, before Samantha learned to politely order 
soda without ice and not freak out when the waiter 
made a mistake and brought her drink with ice.

When our children were a little older, they often talk-
ed to each other through us. In an attempt at rudi-
mentary gossip, one boy with Asperger’s syndrome 
asked me instead of my daughter: “What does Sa-
mantha think of Joey?” 

My less verbal daughter, who didn’t have a 
mean bone in her body, stared at me like a 
deer in the headlights.  

“Tell him you don’t know Joey,” I suggested 
tactfully. 

Still looking at me, she repeated my words 
robotically. 

That afternoon, the other mom and I constantly re-
directed our kids to look at each other, talk to each 
other, and even suggested simple topics when the 
silence became too uncomfortable.

Broadway Baby—Finding Your Child’s 
Talents
When Samantha was 10, I took her for singing les-
sons with Phil Campanella, who loved working with 
talented special needs kids. Phil knew how to tease, 
coax, and cajole my daughter into singing scales, 
learning lyrics and practicing songs every night. Not 
only was Phil charming, but he also thought outside 
the box. When Samantha learned to sing “Happy 
Talk” from South Pacific, he gave her male and female 
frog puppets, so she could make them sing to each 
other and understand how the song was a conver-
sation between a man and a woman.  Thanks to Phil, 
Samantha appreciated the meaning of the lyrics, in-
stead of just memorizing the words.

Samantha’s love of singing and musical theater be-
gan with Phil’s lessons and attending Broadway 
shows with her Dad. At the beginning of high school, 
she auditioned for a role in her school play. She didn’t 
get a part, but found her first BFF, David, who worked 

with her backstage, managing props and scene de-
sign.  Samantha and David were soon talking on 
the phone, planning independent excursions to the 
movies, karaoke, and shooting pool (believe it or 
not!).  While David’s mother and I were friendly, we 
did not have to participate in their conversations or 
social plans. However, one night Howard and I took 
the best friends out to dinner, sat back, and listened 
to them gossip — to our delight!

Community Support
On another occasion over dinner, Howard and I intro-
duced Samantha to our friends’ son with Asperger’s. 
Within five minutes, they were asking permission to 
leave dinner and go to the movies together.  Since 
that night, they have been dating over two years, 
supporting each other through life’s challenges and 
celebrating their successes. Samantha often sings 
to her boyfriend, especially when practicing for a 
performance. Although her boyfriend dislikes noisy 
crowded places, he hasn’t missed one of my daugh-
ter’s performances yet. 

Over time, Samantha has created a busy social life, 
balancing quality quiet time alone with her boy-
friend and participation in her lively theater commu-
nity.  Last summer, she also reprised her co-starring 
role in the award winning short film Keep the Change; 
the full-length version is scheduled for release in 
2017. In the movie, Samantha plays a young woman 
on the spectrum making a romantic connection with 
a young man who has his own disabilities. 
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Don’t let your child’s disabilities or negative labels by “experts” 
discourage you from seeing and cultivating their potential.  

What talents lie within your child? It’s equally as im-
portant to appreciate your child’s special strengths 
as it is to identify and work with their challenges. 
Don’t let your child’s disabilities or negative labels by 
“experts” discourage you from seeing and cultivating 
their potential. As autism parents, let’s have the cour-
age and patience to persevere so our children grow 
up understanding and experiencing the power of 
loving connections.  Like all young adults, kids with 
ASD must learn to spread their wings and find their 
own flock. 

Author of  My Picture Perfect Fami-
ly  Marguerite Elisofon blogs about 
parenting young adults and disabil-
ity related issues in  The Never Emp-
ty Nest,  which was featured on  Fox 
5 News.  Her essays have been 
published in literary magazines such 
as: Existere: Journal of Arts and Litera-

ture, Write for Light, Hobo Pancakes, Wild Violet and 
Kaleidoscope.  A Vassar graduate, Marguerite was 
born and raised in New York City, where she still lives 
with her husband, Howard, in their mostly-empty nest. 
Please visit: margueriteelisofon.com  
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Charis Hills is a residential, recreational and educational summer camp for 
children ages 7 - 18 with high functioning autism as well as ADD/HD, Learning 
Differences and SPD.   Our campers make new friends, discover a highly 
personalized, fun-filled  and nurturing environment while filling their heart’s 
desire to be accepted and succeed in new activities.  We have over 25 activities 
to choose from.   Campers play with a purpose.  1-3 week sessions.   
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Phone:  940-964-2145
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Greek for 

grace and 
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Located in 
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PERSONAL NARRATIVE

G
rowing up as a child on the other side of the 
tracks created many problems — the mas-
sive sounds of machinery  balanced with  a 
household of hostility.  When you have 
problems, you engage in thinking where 
imagination is one with memory. I used to 
rock back and forth as a child, and still do to 

this day — that is who I am. It is how I dealt with ev-
erything from unnatural light and any other adversi-

ty, like being the new kid in a new school — a strang-
er in a strange land.  Adversity is a vital element of 
human progress.  Resistance and conflict are part of 
evolution.  I have been diagnosed with many human 
labels, autism spectrum disorder,  schizotypal per-
sonality disorder — the system says I’m high func-
tioning, but they don’t know what I have overcome.  
Labels put you into a box — that does not help any-
one.  I only want to help others with my one voice.  

Man with Autism Inspires Others 
With His Unique Bottles of Hope

By Matthew de la TOUR

We want to introduce you to Matthew de la Tour, a 33-year-old man who has over-
come many obstacles in his life. Non verbal as a child with many social anxieties, Mat-
thew is now considered high functioning. Determined to thrive and grow, Matthew 
spends his time creating his own, special artwork to express himself.

Boricua
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PERSONAL NARRATIVE

As a child, I did not have a voice, I couldn’t make eye 
contact — I had emotional, physical abuse and was 
raped before I was even in grade school.   I have been 
to many dark places, but I still have a light inside me.  
Now, as an adult in my 33rd year of life, I believe art 
should give us an idea of our relationship with planet 
earth and each other — where we rejoice in all abil-
ities.  My weakness is now my strength. Determina-
tion has allowed me to overcome this world.  A spark 
of determination can ignite and grow into a flame of 
passion.  Let your fire burn.  Fire is universal.  Fire stirs 
the essence of human artistry — it is the spark of the 
will to create.  Fire creates light and is not appreci-
ated in our modern society.  Most humans have lost 
interaction with real fire. The once-universal experi-
ence of a blazing fire is absent from their lives. Burn 
with passion — one day your earth walk will end.  Let 
your light shine!

I call this the de La TouR Technique. The R is capitalized 
on purpose. I use molten glue and paint together and 
dry wall mud with paint or nail polish or all of these 
mediums together. I discovered the incredible detail 
you can achieve when painting dry-molten glue.  I 
began almost a decade ago. I experimented on 30 
cans devising 30 different techniques of application. 

I have pioneered drawing with a glue gun on numer-
ous surfaces, making the glue art itself and inventing 
dozens of new techniques that have inspired others. 
You can finger paint with the mud, also called joint 
compound, by smearing it on canvas.  Play — have 
fun with friends and family, let dry, and paint.  I want 
to inspire others to believe in themselves and devise 
new ideas of their own to share and start a new art 
revolution and bring families together.  Nothing’s 
impossible.

Molten glue is like clay and can become anything 
from a thick wood pattern to a meticulous, thin, del-
icate spider web.  Drawing with the glue gun on a 
canvas is similar to using a pencil or detailing a cake. 
You must learn how much pressure to apply and 
know how much glue you need for a specific result.  
Maybe rebind and give an old book a new cover — 
molten glue is joyful!

Start drawing simple shapes like circles, triangles, 
and squares to get a feel of how the molten glue 
moves when you pull the glue gun trigger — re-
member, molten glue will be very hot.  Allow the 
glue to cool to your surface — then, using a paint 
of your choice, lightly cover the glue on the surface.  
Most paint dries in minutes. The paint brings out the 
amazing detail of the dry glue on your surface. There 
are many techniques and forms of application to dis-
cover when working with molten glue. For example, 
after painting over the glue on a canvas wait until the 
paint is dry, pull the glue pieces gently off the canvas 
and allow your creation to come forth.  You will see 
the brilliant white of the canvas show through. You 
can repeat the process or add more paint and glue. 
You can gradually start making fun designs or even 
use the glue pieces as a complex stencil for creating 
even more fantastic art! Just imagine! 

Freedom

Matthew de la Tour has overcome so much, he 
studies everything. He knows the Bible better than 
anyone. His wisdom comes from pain and seek-
ing truth. He now is a walking encyclopedia of 
knowledge, even though he sometimes wishes he 
was never born. He is a blazing fire in this world of 
darkness. He doesn’t necessarily love art; he is us-
ing it as a vehicle for HaSHem. The current art world 
has nothing new to offer anyone and he wants to 
change that.
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I
n general, life skills are considered to be those 
abilities that help promote well-being, positive 
health outcomes, and productive development. 
Obtaining life skills gives each individual the abil-
ity to acquire (I) social and interpersonal skills (in-
cluding communication, refusal skills, assertive-
ness, and empathy), (II) cognitive skills (including 

decision-making, critical thinking, and self-evalu-
ation), and (III) emotional coping skills (including 
stress management and emotion regulation).

Imparting life skills through parenting, working with 
your child’s school and teachers, and implementing 
opportunities for role-playing and practice can be 
daunting.     This article offers insight and ideas for us-
ing a variety of tools and techniques designed to teach 
social, cognitive, and emotional well-being life skills to 
primary and secondary students.  Helping your son or 
daughter to master these basic life skills will allow your 
child to navigate the challenges of everyday living as 
they use these “learned” social competencies daily.

Teaching Your Child Valuable Life Skills: 

A RECIPE FOR SUCCESS
By Michael P. McMANMON

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Life skills are the “social competencies” that children, especially those with an Autism 
Spectrum Disorder or Learning Differences diagnosis, need to master in order to be 
successful in all aspects of their lives.  Life skills allow those on the Autism Spectrum 
to function in and be part of the wider community that surrounds them.
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I urge parents to be prepared…as it often takes years 
of role playing and real-time/place scenarios in the 
instruction of social nuances before an individual on 
the Autism Spectrum is willing to change anything 
or do anything new.

In order to master social competencies, those imparting 
this knowledge need a wide range of tools that interact 
constructively with a variety of social contexts. The key 
to success will be repetition, repetition, repetition – and 
the solid belief that your son or daughter will get there. 
It just may take longer than you ever imagined.

These tools can be physical (i.e., the application of 
information technology), such as video and self-vid-
eo modeling, the use of apps for organization, and 
scheduling. They can also be for learning relaxation 
and wellness techniques, or aiding in socio-cultural 
(i.e., using language) efforts through the use of di-
rect instruction, role-playing, and role models, men-
tors, and others in the community.

First Things First

Develop the social and interpersonal skills that help 
your child make informed decisions, communicate ef-
fectively, and become aware of social nuances as they 
learn how to communicate clearly with others. Ask 
them to:

           Use their brain to think about others (how they 
might be feeling or what they are interested in).

           Use their eyes to make connections (such as 
making eye contact or acknowledging a person 
is speaking).

           Use their bodies to make connections (such as 
shaking hands, or touching someone on the 
shoulder).

           Use their words to make connections (such as 
asking: “How are you today?”).

Demonstrating these skills by role-playing (including 
video modeling and video self-modeling), then going 
out into the community to practice these skills during 
outings and recreational activities will allow your son or 
daughter to move forward rapidly and make tangible 
strides as they begin to obtain these important skills.

Explaining and then practicing verbal and non-ver-
bal communication and reading the body language 
of others is a skill they will need to work on daily.  You 

can use scenarios in TV shows (especially sitcoms), 
videos, movies, and in real life — such as observing 
others in restaurants, when shopping, and during 
recreational events – to point these nuances out.

The things a neurotypical child will “get” automati-
cally – such as facial expressions, body movements 
taken for granted, posture, gestures, touch, person-
al space, and voice modulation – are all things that 
will need to be taught and practiced in real time and 
place settings, using as many concrete examples as 
possible.   And this practice will need to happen as 
opportunities for reinforcement occur during the 
day.  Schedule role-play, video model, video tape, 
and practice sessions using scripted scenarios.

Helping your son or daughter develop cognitive flex-
ibility is also a key to success in acquiring skills for life.  
Students on the Autism Spectrum are pretty rigid and 
set in their ways.   A great place to start developing 
this flexibility is getting them to look at, discuss, and 
work with the “Black and White Thinking” model.   This 
paradigm can set the stage for developing a dialogue, 
conversations, ideas, and examples as you and your 
child look at each statement in the model.

“Black and White Thinking”

I am right.

You are right.

We are both right.

We are both wrong.

You can be right and I can be wrong.

I can be partially right and you can be partially right.

I can be partially right and you can be partially wrong.

You can be partially right and I can be partially wrong.

Life-skills competencies can also be learned by hav-
ing an individual or a group of individuals work with 
and mentor your child.  This might be a clinician, so-
cial worker, support professional, relative, or peer that 
your child likes and trusts.   These people can become 
positive role models for your child to emulate and can 
provide examples for role-playing as they practice so-
cial competencies with your son or daughter.

Self-care and grooming are essential and are also 
things you can work on daily.  Explain to your son or 
daughter that these things are important regarding 
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how one is perceived and accepted by others. Self-
care basics can be taught at home as well as by using 
social and recreational activities that offer an oppor-
tunity to teach grooming and what dress and man-
ner is appropriate to the event or activity. It is also a 
good way to impart the message that dress codes, 
social conduct, and general expectations that they 
will be interacting with will vary depending upon the 
activity. For example, what is appropriate dress and 
behavior for a local ball game would not be accept-
able at a Broadway play.  What is appropriate at a fast 
food restaurant with a casual group of friends is very 
different in terms of dress and manners at a Five-Star 
restaurant, or family function where someone else is 
being honored or is the center of attention.

Talking about concrete examples from your own life 
and the lives of others, providing role models for 
mentoring and working with your son or daughter 
(including peer mentors), as well as opportunities 
to practice in social settings (with pre-coaching or 
pre-teaching) will allow your child to move forward 
at a quicker pace and obtain important life skills.

Acknowledging progress (no matter how small or 
incremental it may be) is the most important part 
of this entire process.   Honoring the hard work and 
challenges, with praise, reward, and encouragement 
is vital to making this new knowledge and these new 
skills “stick.”  This encouragement and praise will set 
the scene for further instruction as each individual 
applies the skills for life that they have obtained to 
acquiring specific skills for school and then eventu-
ally…skills for meaningful work, independent living, 
and happy lives.
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Dr. Michael McManmon is the Founder of  CIP, a 
post secondary program for young adults with Au-
tism and other Learning Differences.  Dr. McMan-
mon is a featured keynote speaker and presenter at 
ASD/LD conferences worldwide. 

Autism and Learning Differences: An Active 
Learning Teaching Toolkit

Adapted from Chapter 3: Competency 1 – Skills 
for Life

Published by Jessica Kingsley Publishers, Novem-
ber 2015
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I 
didn’t have much knowledge in the field, nor did 
I completely understand all of the different areas 
of special needs, but I knew that I would learn to 
love my job.  I began teaching students self-help 
skills such as buttoning shirts, brushing teeth, 
and tying their shoes. I was shocked to discover 
how so many children of different ages struggled 

with everyday tasks that many of us take for grant-
ed. I was determined to be as effective as possible 
to help change the young lives of these children. I 
began collecting and comparing my data and doing 
my own research. I asked a lot of questions to par-
ents and my colleagues. When comparing my data 

with my colleagues, all of it matched and the scores 
showed how shoe tying was the one task a majori-
ty of the students struggled with.  I learned that in 
most cases, the students on the autism spectrum or 
with Down syndrome lacked the fine motor skills to 
perform these tasks. I’ve seen their efforts and know 
that they wanted to learn to tie their shoes just like 
everybody else.

 A majority of the students wore slip on shoes or Vel-
cro shoes because they didn’t know how to tie. They 
were very smart and well aware that their shoes were 
different from other kids their age. I was determined 

ROCKET LACES:  
Teaching the World How to Tie Shoes 
By Matthew AGUIRRE

I didn’t ever see myself creating the best solution for children learning to tie their 
shoes. During my final year in college, I began working in the field of Applied Behavior 
Analysis.  
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to solve this issue and figure out a way that my stu-
dents can have the same shoes as anyone else.  Just 
the accomplishment of one step of the shoe-tying 
process built their confidence up…just to have it all 
knocked down when they failed on the next step. I 
researched the market and found a few shoe tying 
tools.  All of them didn’t make learning or tying any 
easier: they were just riddles to say while you tie or 
floppy useless strings attached to books.  I felt their 
frustration; there had to be a way to make this easier 
for them. Then, I had an idea.  I learned that their lack 
of fine motor skills gave them trouble keeping the 
shoe-tying process going. The laces always flopped 
out of shape and left them to start all over again only 
for it to happen again and again.

I began designing the perfect shoelaces to solve the 
problem. I crafted shoelaces by hand built with a 
malleable wire-like substance that held shape as the 
students tied their shoes. It was instant success! On 
their first try they were successfully tying their shoes! 
I was so excited for them. The boost in their confi-
dence, the determination to take on all tasks, the 
smiles on their face when they wore their first pair of 
sneakers! My students’ scores began to skyrocket, not 
only in shoe-tying but in all self-help tasks. It was a 
miraculous shoelace that gave them the confidence 
to take on the world. I began packaging them and 

taking them to as many autism walks, Special Olym-
pic events, and anywhere that I could find someone 
that I can help change their life. The demand was so 
high that I had to get a small manufacturer to help 
me make the Rocket Laces just to keep up. I called 
them Rocket Laces because the results were rocket 
high and their potential was out of this world. I start-
ed my own website www.SprinkCreative.com and 
offered Rocket Laces to everyone that could bene-
fit from them. Since then, the growth has been phe-
nomenal and we are now helping kids learn to tie 
their shoes everywhere from physical therapist’s of-
fices to classrooms. I hope that all kids that struggle 
with this problem can discover these life-changing 
Rocket Laces.

Matthew Aguirre worked at a behavioral center for 
children with special needs, where he helped his 
students learn life skills. Aguirre started out mak-
ing the shoelaces after school during his free time, 
giving away the product to people he thought 
would benefit from them. Now, he sells them on-
line through a website www.SprinkCreative.com. 
Autism research company, www.AutismAdvance-
ments.com endorse Rocket Laces and for every four 
pairs purchased, Autism Advancements donates 
one to a child in need.

Maria Shriver, whose moth-
er founded Special Olympics, 
helped Sprink Creative distrib-
ute laces to athletes at the 2015 
Special Olympics World Games 

in Los Angeles. Sprink Creative sponsored six coun-
tries.

He hopes every child, regardless of ability, can learn 
to tie their shoes. “It gives them a new confidence,” 
Aguirre. 
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A
lex recently attended one of Amaze’s six-
week ‘Insider’s Guide’ courses, which offers 
a mix of practical skills, such as  dealing 
with meetings or helping your child have 
a social life, as well as a supportive space 
for parents to share their experiences of 
raising a child with additional needs.  He 

was the only man in the room, something he tells 
me didn’t bother him in the slightest. “When I went 
along, first of all, I thought there might be more of 
a mix. It’s not relevant though; we all let our guards 
down and it was very emotional.  I’m in a similar situ-
ation to all the Mums,” he says.

Non-Profit Gives Dad  
New Opportunity to Connect 

with ASD Son
By Stephanie LAKE

PARENTAL ADVICE

As Dads go, my husband Alex is more hands-on than most. “I’m not an alpha male,” 
he says, and he’s right – his 6’6 stature and full beard are betrayed by his mild manner 
and gentle voice.  Sitting together in the home we share in Brighton, Alex talks 
passionately about his recent experience of using Amaze, a local charity that was 
launched in 1997 to offer information, advice, and support to the families of children 
and young people with special educational needs and disabilities. 
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The situation that Alex is referring to is 
that our son Bobby, who recently turned 
four, is currently in the process of get-
ting a diagnosis of Autism Spectrum 
Disorder, or ASD. “Once we found out 
that Bobby was autistic we were look-
ing at various ways of getting advice 
and information, one of which turned 
out to be Amaze,” recalls Alex, who 
found out about the course through 
our children’s preschool. 

But after initially agreeing to go, 
in the weeks leading up to the first 
session, he became reluctant. “By 
the time it came round to starting, I 
didn’t really want to go. I had visions 
of it being really dry and people droning on about 
stuff that wouldn’t really be relevant to me or Bobby, 
and I thought, my God, is this going to be tedious?  
Will I feel a bit uncomfortable? I was toying with 
idea of just not bothering,” Alex admitted. But he 
did bother, and was pleasantly surprised by what he 
found. Rather than the classroom format that Alex 
was expecting, he discovered that each session was 
more like a form of therapy. “It was excellent. There 
were twelve of us and I rapidly found out that eleven 
of us, including me, were there because our kids are 
on the autistic spectrum, so it’s very relevant.”

Having a child with additional needs can be an iso-
lating experience. During the first session of the 
course, participants received a copy of “Welcome To 
Holland,” a poem by Emily Perl-Kingsley that beauti-
fully captures the experience of having a child with 
a disability. It compares it to arriving at a destination 
that is starkly different to the one that you expected. 
In recent years, the poem has become synonymous 
with ASD, and is often shared by parents in online 
forums. “Every kid has got different symptoms,” Alex 
tells me. “But I think there’s a camaraderie, and emo-

tionally it’s been very 
good to meet up with people who are go-
ing through a similar thing.” He tells me that some 
of the other members of the group gave good ad-
vice, “which was quite unexpected,” he adds. “I think 
we all thought that we’d just be talking about local 
authorities and budgets for special needs, a lot of 
form-filling.”

The fact that Amaze takes a radically different ap-
proach to the paper-pushing that Alex anticipated 
is what made the experience so enjoyable. He de-
scribes how getting to know the other members 
of the group made digesting all of the information 
much easier. “When you’re in a peer support group, 
that makes the stuff which is actually about the struc-
ture of schools easier to discuss. If they went into all 
of that in the first week, and you’re sat in a room full 
of strangers, it would be useful but you’d probably 
be thinking, ‘Oh I can get this information online,’ but 
because the first three weeks were really about an-
alyzing you as an individual and your relationships 
and how you handle situations and people, it’s very 
personal,” he shares.

PARENTAL ADVICE

Having a child with additional needs can be an isolating experience. 
During the first session of the course, participants received a copy of 

“Welcome To Holland,” a poem by Emily Perl-Kingsley that beautifully 
captures the experience of having a child with a disability. 
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For any parent, your child’s first day at school is a daunting 
experience, but the sense of apprehension can be amplified if your 

child has additional needs or a disability. 

Parents of children with autism often don’t have any 
inkling of their child’s condition for the first two years 
of their life, and even then, it can be a slow process of 
realization and, ultimately, diagnosis. Before he start-
ed the course Alex had misgivings about whether he 
was the sort of person that needed to access such 
services, “but then within two minutes of the course 
starting we were introducing ourselves and people 
were bawling their eyes out and you realize how 
valuable this kind of service it is. Now I don’t feel any 
stigma, and in that sense, it’s been very liberating. I 
don’t feel any oddness about having to chase stuff 
up due to the fact that we have a child with special 
needs, and that’s because for those three and a half 
hours you’re immersed in it, and the two women who 
run the course are able to normalize it and make you 
realize it’s nothing to be uncomfortable about.”

The label ‘special needs’ is not without its own issues, 
and Amaze often uses the less stigmatizing term, ‘ad-
ditional needs’ instead. “When I hear the words spe-
cial needs it takes me back to school and the kids 
who could be really cruel and mean.  I don’t think 
inclusion was as embraced as it is now,” Alex says. “I 
always felt the term described kids with physical and 
mental needs, whether they were disabled or behind 
at school, so I think when that term was applied to 
Bobby, I instantly recoiled from it. I always assumed it 
was to do with someone’s intellect, that special needs 
meant you weren’t as clever as everyone else, and I 
think I’ve realized that it’s actually about children who 
need more support. That doesn’t necessarily mean 
that they’re not as smart, but they need additional 
support, whether that’s physical or emotional or edu-
cational. I’ve got a clearer understanding now.”

For any parent, your child’s first day at school is a 
daunting experience, but the sense of apprehension 
can be amplified if your child has additional needs 
or a disability. “I thought if a teacher or anyone ever 
did something I didn’t agree with, that my instant re-
action would be to take him out of the school,” Alex 
tells me. “I was very, very defensive of my son, but I 
think, in terms of developing resilience and access-
ing help with this sort of thing, it’s made me realize 

that there’s a lot of help and support you can get. I 
feel more articulate in terms of how I would handle 
it going forwards instead of just getting really angry, 
and I think that’s primarily because I know that actu-
ally, there’s people who are more experienced than 
I am that I can chat with. Before I might have done 
something hot-headed, ill-advised and not particu-
larly productive, but instead, you can talk to Amaze 
and get advice.”

And what about the atmosphere on the course itself? It 
would be tempting to assume that it’s a never-ending 
stream of tearful anecdotes and struggles. Not so, says 
Alex. “There’s a lot of humor in the way they present 
things and they’re constantly cracking jokes. There’s an 
endless supply of tea and biscuits; it’s very welcoming. 
It’s definitely not a course where you go and they just 
drone on at you; in fact, it’s quite the reverse.”

It’s clear that Alex has been a valued member of the 
course. “They give out little gifts each week and they 
were apologetic, because the gifts were predominant-
ly feminine and they went out and bought a couple 
of men’s things for me. They say they’re pleased that 
I’m there and joked that they weren’t sure I’d be back 
after the first week.” Perhaps before starting, he won-
dered the same thing himself, but for Alex, accessing 
support through Amaze has clearly been a positive 
experience. “I’ve realized that raising a child with addi-
tional needs is not something me and my family need 
to go through alone. I had no idea Amaze existed, but 
I imagine we’ll be using it a lot. It’s quite incredible.

You can find out more about Amaze and the Insid-
er’s Guide course that Alex attended at www.amaze-
brighton.org.uk

PARENTAL ADVICE

Stephanie Lake is a writer and stay at home Mum 
to her two boys, 4 and 2. Her son Bobby has high 
functioning autism and loves to learn about dino-
saurs and prehistoric marine life. Stephanie is par-
ticularly interested in education, having worked as 
a primary school teacher for four years. She loves 
spending time with her family, as well as trail run-
ning and volunteering.
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POTTY TRAINING

P
otty training was a task that seemed insur-
mountable, and after a few failed attempts, I 
was convinced that my child would be depen-
dent on diapers forever.

I soon learned that with the right tools and a solid, 
consistent plan, that it was possible for my child to 
learn to use the potty. With the help of my son’s occu-
pational therapist, and lots of trial and error, we were 
able to help my child learn the right skills so he could 
further gain his independence and overcome his fear 
of going to the potty.  It has been said that “slow and 

steady wins the race,” and my son is proof that potty 
training a child on the spectrum is not only possible, 
but worth the struggles that you will inevitably face. 
I am often guilty of forgetting that there are many 
issues going on with my little one all at once: lack of 
language, inability to dress himself, not knowing how 
his body works – the list seems endless… Every child 
on the spectrum is unique and, therefore, has their 
own unique challenges. Regardless of what they are, 
when you place yourself in your child’s shoes, you 
can start to understand how scary going to the potty 
might be for them! They are so used to wearing dia-

Simple Tips for Conquering  
Potty Time with ASD

By Chelsea ERVIN

As a parent to a child with autism, I am all too familiar with the challenges that come 
along with the diagnosis. We both know how difficult it is for a child with autism to 
break away from their normal routine, much less learn a new skill that is required to 
thrive out in the world.
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pers and being changed, it has become a habit that 
will take time and patience to break. The process can 
seem overwhelming at first, but by breaking it down 
into small, conquerable steps, your child will be on 
their way to leaving diapers behind and becoming 
more independent. 

  Start with apps about the potty. “Potty 
Training Social Story” by Touch Autism (avail-
able on the iPad/iPhone for $3.99 USD) is the 
first app that was introduced to my son through 
his occupational therapist. Social stories are a 
big part of helping a child with autism under-
stand processes and situations. This app thor-
oughly demonstrated the process of using the 
potty, from pulling down pants, to washing 
hands. However, there are countless other apps 
on the market related to potty training. Find 
what works best with your child through trial 
and error.

  Books with your child’s favorite characters 
are another option. If your child loves Sesame 
Street or Daniel Tiger’s Neighborhood, use that 
to your advantage! Use the book with the eas-
iest language so that your child is able to fully 
understand the process. If buying a book or an 
app is not an option, try your local library or 
search online for a free social story about potty 
training.

    Once you have decided on a teaching tool 
(book/app), read together in the bathroom 
on a daily basis. Make the story engaging and 
fun by demonstrating for them what the char-
acters are doing. I cannot stress this enough: 
demonstration is key to your child understand-
ing the process. They need every step visually 
shown to them so that they fully comprehend 
what they are supposed to do first, next and 
last.

  When they are somewhat familiar with 
the story, have them demonstrate each 
step. Once my son was familiar with the story, 

I would ask him, “Can you do what Daniel Tiger 
is doing?” Keep your child inside their comfort 
zone by only completing the steps they are the 
most comfortable with. Follow up with words 
of encouragement and reward them with a 
small prize, such as a sucker or a sticker.

  Positive reinforcement is vital. It motivates 
the child to continue exhibiting a particular 
behavior: in this case, demonstrating the steps 
to go potty. My son was terrified of sitting on 
the potty in the beginning, even though we 
bought a seat cover with his favorite character 
on it.  It took about six solid months of review-
ing the social story and demonstration of the 
process before he decided to sit on the potty 
all by himself, and there was a small reward ev-
ery single time.  Even if your child decides he 
will only pull down his pants and not sit on the 
potty because he is afraid, that is OK. Reward 
him anyway! Step by step, your child will even-
tually gather up the courage to sit on the pot-
ty.

  Keep your child on track by using a reward 
system.  Just when I was about to give up 
hope, it happened. We were at my aunt’s house. 
My aunt and I were talking in the bathroom. 
Then all of a sudden, my son comes running 
into the bathroom, stark naked, and sat on the 
potty and used the bathroom for the first time.  
Something finally clicked, and I was ecstatic 
when it did. I ended up buying him a mini train 
from the collection that Thomas and Friends 
has available as an award. The mini trains he 
started collecting from that day forward have 
been a huge motivator for him. What is a small 
toy, item, or activity that your child enjoys, that 
will reinforce going to the bathroom as a posi-
tive behavior? I have also used a special activity 
as a reinforcer. If my son went to the bathroom 
three times that day, we would be able to go 
swimming.  It helps if you have a potty chart 
available so you and your child can keep track 
of their progress. If you search “potty charts for 

1. 5.

6.

2.

3.

4.

Even if your child decides he will only pull down his pants and not 
sit on the potty because he is afraid, that is OK.  

Reward him anyway!

POTTY TRAINING
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kids” on the Internet, a multitude of selection is 
available.  Make everything about going to the 
potty a special moment, because it really is.

  Keep your child naked from the waist down 
when they are at home, so that they can 
easily run to the potty when they need to. 
After my son used the potty for the first time, 
we kept him naked from the waist down the 
rest of that weekend. We did this so that he 
could get used to being out of diapers and so 
he could easily access the potty. You will need 
to ask your child every 15-30 minutes if they 
need to use the potty, to remind them that 
they need to go in the potty and not on them-
selves. It is a huge adjustment, so remain posi-
tive throughout this process. My son no longer 
wears diapers during the day now, and only 
wears one at night at this point. Keep going, 
and stay consistent!

Chelsea Ervin is a freelance 
writer and young mother to an 
amazing 4-year-old boy named 
Jay. In their spare time, they 
enjoy doing activities together 

such as crafts, reading, and going to the park. They 
are both trying to find their place on the spectrum 
and out in the world. 

7.

8.

POTTY TRAINING

  Give them the language they need so that 
they can tell you when they need to go to 
the bathroom. This part is important because 
your child may not know how to inform you 
that they need to use the potty. Use a phrase 
such as, “I need to go potty” or simply, “Potty 
now.” This phrase will allow them to initiate 
the process and become more independent as 
well as inform you of when they need to go to 
the potty. 
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T
hese days it takes a little more than a village 
to find a place out in the world that would 
be enjoyable for your child with autism.  
So what’s a father from Pennsylvania to do 
when he’s looking for a safe and fun place 
to take his son?  He creates an app so he can 
get feedback from everyone!

Topher Wurts has a 13-year-old son named Kirby 
who has autism. He is the creator of Autism Village, 
a new free app available for iOS and Android which 
can help parents with children on the spectrum find 
autism friendly places to take their child.  

Have you ever wondered if your child may have diffi-
culty going somewhere due to sensory, diet, or oth-
er issues?  Have you ever wondered about a certain 
therapy or an individual therapist but didn’t have 
anyone to ask?  Have you ever asked yourself: Where 
can we go when we leave the house? Where can we 
go for a family dinner? How can I find someone who 
would be able to cut my child’s hair? Is there a local 
playground that is safe?  Autism Village can answer 
all of these questions and more.

Autism Village is an app similar to “Yelp” where par-
ents can search businesses to see if they are autism 
friendly.  Individuals can also leave a review for the 
business and rate them according to how well they 
fit the Autism Village ideals.  In an interview with 
News 8 WKBT-TV, Wurts stated, “All the families will 
be able to share the good and the bad for others to 
find and discover.”

As an added bonus, workers at businesses can get 
special training to earn the Autism Village Seal of Ap-
proval.  You can just look in their window for the seal 
and know it is an autism friendly business.

I had the opportunity to use the app in both south-
west Florida and northeast Pennsylvania.  I was 
pleasantly surprised to see how many businesses 

had been reviewed and recommended by individu-
als in the area.  When you open the app it automati-
cally focuses in on your local area but you can easily 
search different parts of the country by going to the 
Discover tab.  I explored various areas around the U.S. 
including but not limited to Virginia Beach, Nashville, 
and Orlando.  I found hotels, therapists, schools, local 
parks and attractions all rated with the 5-Star Autism 
Village rating system. You can also become a “fan” of a 
place and it will save it for you.  Under the profile tab 
you can see your followers, leave reviews and post 
photos.   If you were thinking of vacationing some-
where but you weren’t sure if it would be a good fit 
for your family, this app is your saving grace.  

The app was released in November of 2015 and it 
already has over 9,000 users and approximately 100 
new users are added per day!  With this growth it will 
become easier and easier to find the perfect place 
for you and your family.

Thank you, Topher Wurts, for making the world much 
easier to navigate for families with autistic children.  

A REVIEW: New App Changes  
the Way Families Find Autism  
Friendly Businesses

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

By Lisa TIMMS,  
MS Special Education

Lisa Timms has a Master of Science Degree from 
the University of Scranton.  She is the author of “60 
Social Situations and Discussion Starters” pub-
lished by Jessica Kingsley Publishers.  You can find 
her book online at http://www.jkp.com/catalogue/
book/9781849058629.  She is also the creator of The 
Timms Social Skills Program.  A live, fun, interactive, 
peer-to-peer online social skills program which is of-
fered nationally for students ages 6-18 with Autism, 
Aspergers, ADHD and/or related disabilities or atypi-
cal students who may be struggling with their prob-
lem solving and/or social skills.

www.SocialSkillsForSuccess.org 
www.facebook.com/TSSP.LTimms 
https://www.linkedin.com/groups/Skills-Success-
Special-Needs-Students-6789237/about 
Twitter @TsspLTimms
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PARENTING SOLUTIONS

I
f you have a child who struggles with flexibili-
ty, remaining emotionally level, and controlling 
impulses, you may be recalling from past expe-
riences that – as excited as everyone was to get 
to the Magic Kingdom, LEGOLAND®, the beach, 
or Grandpa and Grandma’s house – the trip there 
and back was not an idyllic experience.  Many 

children may find unique experiences such as va-
cation travel, punctuated by the lack of routine and 
coping with unfamiliar events, somewhat difficult to 
navigate.  

The traits of flexibility, leveled emotions, and impulse 
control fall into a category of skills called executive 
functions.   Your child may find it difficult to adjust 

to the change in routine that travel brings and/or in-
teract appropriately while traveling – not because of 
a lack of effort or desire to do well, but due to a lack 
of executive function (EF) skills.  EF is a set of cogni-
tive functions that help us to be more mentally flexi-
ble, less impulsive, able to control our emotions, and 
capable of planning and problem solving. One way 
to remember the types of skills that fall under the 
category of executive functions is to remember the 
acronym FLIPP, which stands for Flexibility, Leveled 
Emotionality, Impulse Control, Planning, and Prob-
lem Solving (Wilkins & Burmeister, 2015). These five 
skills are ones that are consistently evident in people 
who have well-developed EF skills. Another compo-
nent of EF is working memory, which works in con-
cert with the other skills by supporting individuals 
in holding information in the mind long enough to 
process it, make a decision, and then act on that de-
cision.

The good news is that there are some very easy-to-
use strategies that can go a long way toward helping 
our children navigate the complex expectations that 
go along with vacation travel and developing skills 
that will help make those journeys more enjoyable 
for all.  Fill your travel tool box with these strategies 
you can use before, during, and after your family va-
cations and come back with wonderful memories 
and enthusiasm to plan your next trip!   

Before the Trip
Before you leave for your trip, a little advance prepa-
ration can go a long way. Providing support by help-

Simple Ways to Make  
Travel Easier with Autism

By Carol BURMEISTER  
and Sheri WILKINS, Ph.D. 

7
Are you busy planning for a family vacation this summer, but anticipating the travel 
experience with more anxiety than enthusiasm?  
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ing to make the travel experience more predictable 
is a great investment of time. Strategies that help 
children know what to expect, and how to behave 
in specific situations, can make the travel experience 
less stressful and much more enjoyable. Social narra-
tives are a wonderful strategy for providing objective 
statements through which children with ASD and re-
lated disorders can make sense of expectations.

A Power Card is a type of social narrative that uses a 
circumscribed interest or passion to teach and rein-
force social, behavioral, or academic skills (Gagnon, 
2001). A Power Card consists of two components: 
a scenario which describes a situation that is dif-
ficult for the child’s hero, role model, or special in-
terest, and a card that shows how the child can use 
the same strategy in the scenario to solve a similar 
problem. For instance, Joey is extremely interested 
in anything linked to Middle Earth and the book, The 
Hobbit (Tolkien, 1966).  His parents used the follow-
ing scenario: “Bilbo is a hobbit who enjoys staying 
at home. However, sometimes Bilbo goes on a trip, 
which is a big adventure. When Bilbo goes on a trip, 
he does his best to do what he is told. He brings his 
favorite activities to do when he is bored and he uses 
calming routines when he is feeling frustrated. Just 
like Bilbo, it is important for children who are going 
on a trip to listen and obey, read or play games when 
bored, and take deep breaths and count when frus-
trated. Bilbo shares his tips for an enjoyable trip in 
the Power Card.” The related power card included the 
following tips:

1.     On a trip it is important to listen and obey your 
parents when they tell you to do something.

2.     If you get bored, you can read a book or play on 
your portable gaming system.

3.    If you get frustrated take a few deep breaths and 
count from 1-10 and then 10-1.

Another type of social narrative is a simple story 
that outlines what the child can expect from the new 
situation, along with some guidelines regarding how 
to behave in the novel situation. One of the authors 
successfully used this strategy with her 19-year-old 
son when traveling cross-country for a family wed-
ding, where he was going to be a groomsman for the 
first time. Each morning a new story was written and 
presented, and each story outlined what was hap-

pening for the day and what the expectations were. 
For instance, on the day of the wedding, the story 
stated the following:

Today is the wedding! You will take 
a shower at 10:00 in the morning — 
make sure you use lots of soap and 
borrow some of dad’s deodorant af-
ter you dry off.  You will wear your 
jeans and T-shirt to the hall. Once 
you’re there you will change your 
clothes — Tux Time! When you’re 
standing up front, try to keep your 
hands down. If you need to drum, 
use your fingers to drum on the 
sides of your legs. After the wed-
ding is the reception, where we will 
be eating a big meal. Use your best 
table manners when you’re eating.  
After the reception you’ll drive back 
to the hotel with mom and dad.

These stories were extremely valuable in increas-
ing flexibility and decreasing emotional outbursts, 
caused by confusion and frustration. Social narrative 
stories are easy to use and are a great preventative 
strategy for all ages.

During the Trip
Waiting is an inevitable part of travel, and for a child 
who has difficulty with flexibility, having to wait can 
be especially challenging and result in inappropriate 
behaviors.  Waiting has to do with time, and concepts 
related to time are abstract and can be difficult for 
many children.  Let your child know what the expect-
ed wait time behaviors are (playing a game on your 
tablet, coloring a picture, quietly reading a book, 
etc.) and pair the verbal instructions with a wait 
card.  This is an effective visual support strategy that 

PARENTING SOLUTIONS

 Wait Card
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provides a concrete cue to help your child manage 
wait time.  For example, for a child whose patience is 
wearing thin during a long flight while waiting to be 
served a meal, placing a wait card on his tray lets him 
know that he is expected to use appropriate wait 
time behaviors, and that there will be an end to the 
wait time as the wait card is replaced with his meal.  
Instructing a child to wait verbally may be effective 
for many children — but pairing that with a visual 
cue can make a huge difference!  For children who 
process information visually, if they can see it, they 
can better understand it. 

“When will we get there?”  “How much longer will we 
be delayed at the airport?”  “When will the highway 
reopen?”  For children who struggle with controlling 
their emotions, not knowing when an activity will end 
or when the next transition will take place can cause 
stress and anxiety, resulting in inappropriate behav-
iors.  Visual countdown timers help place boundaries 
on activities and are especially useful for those situ-
ations when adults can’t 
control specifically “how 
long.”  A countdown tim-
er is an environmental 
modification that increas-
es structure and predict-
ability, making it a helpful 
tool if the timing of a tran-
sition or an activity needs 
to be flexible (Hume, 
2008).  This can be easily 
made using a couple of 
3” by 5” index cards.  Use 
one card for the count-
down strip base and the 
other to cut out five 1” by 
1” pieces.  Write the num-
bers 1 through 5 on the 
small pieces and attach to 
the countdown strip with 
Velcro® or paper clips.  
Taping a small envelope 

to the back of the countdown strip provides a place to 
store the numbers after removal from the strip.   

To use the timer, take the numbers off at intervals. 
State “Now you have four,” “Now you have three.” etc., 
continuing to use the number cards until all done. 
The beauty of this timer is that we as adults can con-
trol the length of time between moving the number 
cards. Though we may not know how long we have 
to wait outside until we can enter the museum for 
our tour, go through security screening at the airport, 
or when the late bus will arrive, etc., we have a way 
to help structure undefined periods of time, helping 
our child understand that time is passing and that 
there will be an end to the situation. 

Another strategy that 
can contribute to a more 
peaceful trip is the use of 
a visual scale to moni-
tor voice volume. A visual 
scale is used to make ab-
stract ideas more concrete 
and to show that there 
are often various levels of 
a behavior. An easy way 
to make a visual scale is 
to use a 3”x 6” piece of 
card-stock. Using a hole 
punch, make one hole in 
the middle of both 3” edg-
es, in the center, about 
1/2” from the edge. Place 
a bead on a chenille strip 
(pipe cleaner), lace each 
end of the strip through 
each hole, and secure on 
the back with tape. When 
using a visual scale to monitor vocal volume, show 
the child, using the scale, where his current volume 
is. Then show him where it should be. As the child’s 
voice approaches the desired level, communicate 
this by reflecting the change on the visual scale. 

PARENTING SOLUTIONS

Visual Scale

 For children who struggle with controlling their emotions, not 
knowing when an activity will end or when the next transition will 
take place can cause stress and anxiety, resulting in inappropriate 

behaviors. 

Countdown Timer
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After the Trip
Throughout your trip, and after, make sure to notice 
when your child is behaving appropriately and rein-
force her for doing so, a terrific strategy to help her 
develop impulse control. Tell her what she is doing 
right, so that she’ll be more likely to do it again.  Us-
ing a punch card, much like the one you may get as 
part of a “loyalty program” at your local coffee house, 
provides a format that will allow you to regularly 
reinforce your child when she makes good choic-
es.  Your child works towards some desired reward 
as you check off boxes each time your child makes 
a good choice or demonstrates the kind of behavior 
you’d like to see more of (for example, choosing to 
keep her feet still while riding in the car rather than 
kicking the back of the seat in front of her).  

A powerful strategy that can be used both before 
leaving on a trip and upon returning home, is what 
is called SOARR (Wilkins & Burmeister, 2015). SOARR 
stands for Specify, Observe, Analyze, Respond, Re-
flect. SOARR is a very versatile strategy that can be 
used either before or after an activity to help support 
a child in thinking through the appropriate respons-
es in a particular situation. When used before an ac-
tivity, the adult coaches the child through imagining 
what they might observe, analyzing the most appro-
priate response, and committing to respond in the 
most socially acceptable manner.  When used follow-

ing an activity, the parent (or other adult) coaches 
the child through the following questions:

1.  What was the specific situation or activity?

2.   What was happening in the situation? How 
were other individuals behaving?

3.   Based on the observation, what do you think 
would have been the most appropriate  
response?

4.   What was your actual response in the  
situation?

5.   What did you do well? What could have been 
improved? What did you learn? What might 
you do differently next time?

Conclusion
Although EF deficits can greatly impact behavior, 
leading to stress and anxiety in both children and 
adults, these easy-to-use strategies allow individu-
als with EF deficits to increase their flexibility, remain 
emotionally level, and control their impulses in a va-
riety of travel settings. 

For an in-depth look at executive function, check 
out FLIPP the Switch:  Strengthen Executive Function 
Skills (2015).  This practical book is written for parents 
and educators by parents and educators. The target 
audience is anyone who works with young people 
aged preschool through young adult who are dis-
organized, inflexible, impulsive, and who struggle 
with planning or problem solving. Readers will learn 
about EF and how EF skills contribute to success in 
school, at home, in the community, and in work envi-
ronments. Most important, readers will receive spe-
cific instructions, templates, and how-to scenarios 
for 25 strategies matched to EF need.  This book is in-
dispensable for anyone who wants to help students 
and children – including those who do not have a 
diagnosed disability but struggle with executive 

PARENTING SOLUTIONS

 Reinforcement Punch Card

 Using a punch card, much like the one you may get as part of a 
“loyalty program” at your local coffee house, provides a format 
that will allow you to regularly reinforce your child when she 

makes good choices. 
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For an in-depth look at executive function, check out  
FLIPP the Switch:  Strengthen Executive Function Skills (2015). This 

practical book is written for parents and educators by parents 
and educators. 

function skills – develop the ability to link behavior 
to its effects, self-regulate, and manage emotions in 
a healthy way.

PARENTING SOLUTIONS

FLIPP the Switch: Strengthen  
Executive Function Skills

Carol Burmeister has a life-long passion for working 
with individuals with specials needs, their families, 
and the schools and community settings that serve 
them.  Her professional experience includes serving as 
a paraprofessional, general education teacher, spe-
cial education teacher, program specialist, university 
instructor, and consultant in a wide variety of educa-
tional settings. Carol participated as a reviewer in the 
National Professional Development Center on Autism 
Spectrum Disorder’s 2014 update on evidence-based 
practices.  The publication she co-authored with Sheri 
Wilkins, FLIPP the Switch:  Strengthen Executive Func-
tion Skills, reflects her wide-ranging experience within 
the field of education.

Sheri Wilkins, Ph.D. has dedicated her profession-
al career to serving students with disabilities and 
building the capacity of educators to better serve 
this unique population. After her son sustained 
a mild traumatic brain injury in a car accident in 
2010, Sheri had first-hand experience in the power 
of environmental modifications and metacognitive 
strategies in supporting people who struggle with 
executive functions. It was this experience that led 
her to write FLIPP the Switch: Powerful Strategies to 
Strengthen Executive Function Skills with her friend 
and co-author, Carol Burmeister.  Sheri participat-
ed as a reviewer in the National Professional Devel-
opment Center on Autism Disorder’s 2014 update 
on evidence-based practices.
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S
eeking out renowned specialists and delv-
ing into wide-ranging research, Dr. Lintala 
began to look beyond her son’s symptoms 
to address his underlying health challeng-
es. In THE UN-PRESCRIPTION FOR AUTISM: A 
Natural Approach for a Calmer, Happier, and 
More Focused Child (AMACOM, April 2016), 

Dr. Lintala shares the highly doable, holistic action 
plans that worked for her son—and have profoundly 
improved the behavior and lives of hundreds of chil-
dren and adults on the autism spectrum.

“This book is not about treating, curing, or prevent-
ing autism,” Dr. Lintala makes clear to autism parents. 
“It is about restoring, supporting, and maintaining 
vibrant health on the autism spectrum. You don’t 
have to change your child, but you should help him 

feel better so that he can have his best chance of suc-
cess and independence.”

Drawing on groundbreaking research and the au-
thor’s personal and clinical experience, The Un-Pre-
scription For Autism offers simple, natural strategies 
to ease, if not eradicate, the physical and medical 
issues that commonly torment children with ASD. 
With clarity, empathy, and reassurance, Dr. Lintala 
walks readers through commonly overlooked health 
issues, proven and easy-to-implement protocols for 
common ASD aggravators, and the role of nutrition. 
The Un-Prescription For Autism presents a natural 
path for achieving less pain, less chaos, and more joy 
in the lives of ASD children and their families.

WHAT'S NEW ON THE BOOKSHELF?

New Book Presents a Natural Path  
for ASD Health

THE UN-PRESCRIPTION 
FOR AUTISM: 
A Natural Approach  
for a Calmer,  
Happier, and More  
Focused Child
By Janet LINTALA  
with Martha W. MURPHY

As a mom, Dr. Janet Lintala watched in 
frustration as autism claimed her first-
born son.  As a healthcare professional, 
she refused to accept the conventional 
mandate to control Evan’s moodiness, 
irritability, and meltdowns with medi-
cation. 

Janet Lintala, DC, founded and heads Autism 
Health!, serving children and adults in 12 states. 
Her advice integrates the clinical expertise of a non-
prescription autism practice with the firsthand ex-
perience only an autism parent can deliver. Martha 
W. Murphy is an award-winning health writer.

AMACOM Books: http://www.amacombooks.
org/book.cfm?isbn=9780814436639

Un-Prescription on Amazon: http://www.am-
azon.com/The-Un-Prescription-Autism-Natu-
ral-Approach/dp/0814436633
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WHAT'S NEW ON THE BOOKSHELF?

S
he has made it her mission to erase the la-
bel from Jackie’s life, to help others realize 
that stigmas are really misunderstandings, 
and to teach simple things that everyone 
should know in order to deal with autism 
proactively.

After countless interventions and therapies, Cyndi 
Sibley had tried everything from prescription drugs 
like Risperdal to groundbreaking treatments like 
Cranial Sacral Therapy and Applied Behavioral Anal-
ysis. Jackie has lived on special diets and listened 
to “social stories”—which are important narratives 
people create to help those on the spectrum deal 
with times of trouble or, sometimes, just simple 
transitions. Even horseback riding has been a posi-
tive and effective strategy.

Throughout the countless challenges, Cyndi has 
relied on her faith to maintain a positive outlook. 
Born and raised Catholic, prayers and scripture have 
been Cyndi’s refuge, and she shares her favorites at 
the beginning of each chapter. Positive affirmation 

PASSION FOR THE PIECE: 
A Mother’s Journey with 

Autism and How Faith  
Has Kept Her Afloat

practices have also bolstered her, and in this book, 
she writes about how. There are also stories about 
her community engagement and activist projects—
Cyndi has fundraised, run a website, marched for 
autism awareness, and even designed a billboard 
that hung alongside a highway near Detroit.

Read Passion for the Piece to get a real-world glimpse 
of Cyndi and Jackie’s journey, and to be enlightened 
by the power of faith. This is an inspiring book, en-
gaging and eye-opening for those who have never 
considered what autism means in the 21st century, 
and comforting for the parents like Cyndi and her 
family—who know those challenges all too in-
tensely.

By Cyndi SIBLEY

Passion for the Piece is Cyndi Sibley’s 
story about coming to terms with her 
daughter’s autism.

The diagnosis of autism can be devas-
tating. When doctors told Cyndi Sibley 
that her young daughter, Jackie, was 
on the autism spectrum, Cyndi be-
came an activist in the community. 

Cyndi Sibley resides in Michigan with her husband 
and two children. She is a writer and community 
activist. For more information, email passionforth-
epiece@gmail.com. You can purchase the book at 
Amazon.
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D
o you have a story to share? Perhaps you have in-
formation that would be helpful to other parents 
with ASD kids and want to share the info. Why not 
share your story/info with us? Autism Parenting 
Magazine wants parents and caregivers to unite 

to help each other. Our writing guidelines are simple.

Ideally, the topic needs to be relevant to the magazine. 
Any topic that is related to parenting a child with au-
tism or being a person on the spectrum that is parent-
ing would be a relevant topic. Released on a monthly 
basis, the magazine features the latest news, tips and 
advice for parents of children with autism. With helpful 
advice that covers subjects like: behavioral tips, sensory 
processing issues, mitigating meltdowns, special edu-
cation needs and getting access to services, we are con-
fident that the magazine will become a must read for 
parents of autistic children.

We do ask that you submit a topic, title or idea of the ar-
ticle to make sure that someone hasn’t already covered 
the same thing by emailing the editor. You may use a 
blog post that you have posted on your blog already.

THE ARTICLE SHOULD BE A MINIMUM OF 300 WORDS. 
FONT DOES NOT MATTER. WE DO ASK THAT IF YOU 
USE SOURCES TO PLEASE SITE YOUR SOURCES AT THE 
END OF YOUR ARTICLE TO AVOID PLAGIARISM.

At the end of your article please include a few sentences 
about yourself and your writing or autism related back-
ground with links to your site or products.

Please note that we cannot post your article with-
out a small bio. So please do not forget to send a few 
sentences about yourself with your article.

If you have something interesting or informative to 
share please email
editor@autismparentingmagazine.com.

CONTRIBUTE

Autism Parenting 
Magazine

mailto:editor%40autismparentingmagazine.com?subject=


W
elcome back to Social Skills Corner.  This 
month we will give you five excellent 
ways to help your child transition from 
school to summer break.   We will begin 
with an example which many parents 
can relate to:  

Susan was not looking forward to June because she 
knew she would need to find something for her eight-
year-old son, Dylan, to do during his summer break 
from school.  He did not qualify for Extended School 

Year services due to his level of functioning.  Dylan is 
routine-oriented and becomes very anxious and upset 
when his schedule does not stay the same.  Last sum-
mer, Susan thought she had all of her bases covered by 
telling him, in advance, what he was going to do.  She 
also enrolled him in a camp that specializes in serv-
ing children with special needs.  Despite her planning, 
Dylan had a difficult time transitioning and had tan-
trums when she tried to get him in the car when leaving 
for camp during the first two weeks.  

The Social Skills Corner

5 WAYS TO HELP  
Your Child with Special Needs 

Transition to Summer
Jamie E. CARTER  
and Ahna I. O’SHAUGHNESSY
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As you begin helping your child prepare for summer 
break, here are some ideas to consider:

  Whether you plan on having your child go to 
a summer camp or stay home with you, start 
talking to him about school ending as early as 
you think your child can handle the informa-
tion.  You may want to use a calendar and put a 
sticker on the day school ends and, if you plan 
on sending him to camp, when camp starts.  
You may also want to cross off each day on the 
calendar at its end.  

  If you plan on having your child stay home 
during the summer break, structure his day.  
You may want to use a white board to write 
down his schedule or pictures to show him 
what he will be doing.  He most likely followed 
a schedule in school, so following a schedule 
at home should ease him into his new routine.  
You may want to stay on a schedule similar to 
school in terms of what time he gets up, what 
time he eats breakfast and lunch, and what 
time he goes to bed.  

  If you plan on sending him to a summer camp, 
start talking to him about camp as soon as you 
think he would be ready to hear about this 
“new place.”  If possible, show him pictures 
of the camp.  Ideally, you will want to let him 
know what he is going to do during the day so 
he knows what to expect.  If this information is 
not available, you might want to let him know 
about activities you know he’ll be doing.  If you 
are able to visit the camp prior to the begin-
ning of his camp session, he will be better able 
to visualize what his time there will involve.

  If your child has difficulty managing his emo-
tions when he experiences change, you might 
want to show him some calming, self-regulat-
ing techniques he can use so that he won’t be-
come overwhelmed.  These might include tak-
ing deep breaths when he feels anxious, asking 
for help by using a specific phrase or picture, 
using a five-point emotion management scale, 
or smelling relaxing scents such as lavender.  If 
you know his teacher worked with him to man-
age his emotions, ask her to send you the ma-
terials she used so you can implement them at 
home or at camp.

  Saying good-bye to his teacher and friends 
can sometimes be difficult and make the tran-
sition into summer more anxiety-provoking.  If 
possible, have his teacher write a story about 
the end of the school year, including a picture 
of the teacher.  The story’s focus can be on his 
teacher telling him what he’ll be doing in the 
summer and how much fun he’ll have.  It can 
also let him know that she will  see him again 
in a few months (if, indeed, she will) or some-
thing about his new classroom and teacher.  

By using some or all of these techniques, your child 
will adjust more easily to the change in routine 
caused by summer break.  You and your child will 
also learn some ways to help adjust to other changes 
in routine, such as shorter school breaks or changes 
in after school activities.

The Social Skills Corner

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Jamie E. Carter and Ahna I. O’Shaughnessy are the 
authors of  PREP for Social Success:  A Guide for Par-
ents of Children with Autism, which is an easy to un-
derstand four step program to help your child with 
social skills and emotion management.    It is avail-
able exclusively through Amazon Kindle at http://
www.amazon.com/gp/product/B00WQANRI4.  Dr. 
Carter is a clinical psychologist with many years of 
experience in performing assessments for children 
and adults and providing psychotherapy and con-
sultations. Ms. O’Shaughnessy is a psychology asso-
ciate providing behavioral services to various agen-
cies and schools that  serve adults and children with 
autism and other neurodevelopmental disorders 
in the Greater D.C. and Baltimore areas.   She also 
teaches classes to staff and parents in the areas of 
behavior theory and social skills techniques.   You 
can follow them on Twitter @Prep4SocSuccess and 
on Facebook at https://www.facebook.com/PREP-
forSocialSuccess.  They can be reached via email at 
prepforsocialsuccess@gmail.com.
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W
hat’s more, since 2014, there has been 
a decline in maintaining emotional 
balance (-3.3 percent), self-motiva-
tion (-2.9 percent), and connecting 
compassionately with others (-2.4 
percent). The numbers don’t lie; it’s 
clear that if we want to live in a more 

compassionate world, then society needs to place a 
higher emphasis on emotional development.

So how does a lack of emotional education hurt chil-
dren? A lack of emotional understanding and empa-
thy for others can provoke negative situations such 
as bullying.

Peer aggression has even been found to be very com-
mon among preschool and kindergarten children 
ages three to five, and  20 percent  of kindergarten 
students report being frequently bullied. Cyberbul-
lying seems to have become just as big, if not a big-
ger issue than schoolyard bullying. This is extremely 
scary, as it makes it more difficult to identify or be 
reported (being privately executed through techno-
logical social forums).

In order to prevent these issues from occurring, 
we need to arm children with the emotional skills 
needed to better understand and deal with their 
emotions, both positive and negative. Parents and 
teachers, together, need to take the time to build 
up these skills, just as they would with an academic 
subject like math or language. The benefits of doing 

The Latest on the Need  
to Develop  

Emotional Intelligence

AUTISM NEWS

By Rosie LINDER,  
CEO/Founder of Peppy Pals

While classroom education continues to focus on academics, there is little-to-no 
emphasis on healthy emotional development in an era where we need it more than 
ever before. In fact, the State of the Heart 2016 study found that emotional intelligence 
continues to decline globally.  
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so aren’t just to prevent hurtful situations, like deal-
ing with bullying and cyberbullying, but rather to 
help children excel in many other areas in life, such 
as  achieving higher grades, staying in school, and 
making healthier choices.   According to psycholo-
gist, author, and anti-bullying expert, Dr. Joel Haber, 
there are many key benefits of teaching empathy to 
children, including:

		It provides them with the key ingredients to de-
velop satisfying relationships and lifelong hap-
piness.

		Children are less likely to engage in bullying be-
haviors.

	 	They are more likely to stand up for another 
child they see being bullied.

			Children are better equipped to read emotion-
al expressions and practice helping someone 
in need.

And it doesn’t stop there. The development of emo-
tional intelligence, or EQ, is just as important as IQ, 
EQ being quite relevant in the development of IQ. 
A March 2016 study conducted by World Econom-
ics Forum called New Vision for Education: Fostering 
Social and Emotional Learning through Technology 
shows that it can be highly-effective to introduce So-
cial and Emotional Learning (SEL) early and embed it 
into the core curriculum throughout a child’s school-
ing.  It’s also expected that creativity, people man-
agement, and emotional intelligence will hit the top 

10 skills required in 2020!  With jobs increasingly be-
coming social-skills intensive, we need to emphasize 
the importance of bringing SEL into the classroom 
and at an early age.

The report also shared a meta-analysis of 213 studies 
that showed students who received SEL instruction 
had achievement scores that averaged 11 percentile 
points higher than those who did not. What a differ-
ence! The study forecasts that it will take the com-
bined efforts of a group of stakeholders—including 

policy makers, educators, parents, researchers, busi-
nesses, technology developers, and investors—

to overcome the challenges facing both SEL 
and related education technologies. Clearly, 

through EQ, children can benefit through 
greater academic results in learning core 
subjects such as math, reading, and sci-
ence, which will yield better success in 
school, in their careers, and in leadership 

roles later in life. Early childhood is a critical time for 
SEL!

Parents and educators alike need to work with chil-
dren to develop their EQ. Unfortunately, it has be-
come more of a challenge for parents to spend quali-
ty time with their children in today’s busy, fast-paced 
world. But we must find that time to work one-on-
one with our children, engaging with them to help 
them understand human emotion. Learning em-
pathy and compassion for others will help to build 
healthy, long-lasting relationships, both personally 
and professionally, and to achieve greater success in 
their schools and careers.

AUTISM NEWS

Rosie Linder is the founder of  Peppy Pals, an 
award-winning EdTech platform developing apps 
and e-books that teach children about empathy, 
emotions and problem solving skills. As a mother of 
two based in Sweden, Linder recognized the need 
for children to be taught emotional skills that help 
them better understand their emotions and ways 
that parents can emotionally connect with their 
children in playful ways.  As a result, Peppy Pals 
was created and quickly gained success with chil-
dren, parents and teachers in Sweden. Today, Pep-
py Pals is available worldwide, including the U.S. 
Linder is also an economist from the University of 
Stockholm and winner of several entrepreneurship 
awards in Sweden. To learn more about Linder and 
Peppy Pals, please visit. www.peppypals.com.
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Hi there,

T
hank you so much for your question.  It is a re-
ally great one and highlights a really import-
ant aspect of effective teaching.  It is not un-
common for children with autism to appear 
to have learned a new word, and then the 
next day, or in the future, to appear as though 

they are not able to say that same word.  One pos-
sible reason for this is that the teaching procedures 
were not effective or we didn’t practice it enough.  
Maximizing learning potential requires that we teach 
skills in such a way that people can use a skill when 
they need to the most, and that they continue to be 
empowered with the new skills that appear to have 
been taught.  Here are some tips to maximize learn-
ing potential with the teaching procedures:

         Use a lot of different examples
Sometimes we think a child has mastered a skill or 
a concept, when in fact they have not.  If we think 
about the verbal behavior or talking about the things 
we see in our environment – such as a dog – we 
would say that someone has learned to call a dog “a 
dog” because we have seen them call a dog “a dog.”  
However, how do we know that a dog is a dog and 
not a cat?  They both have four legs, paws, a tail and 
fur and so many other things in common.  There are 
critical features that make a cat a cat, as there are for 
a dog.  In order to teach your child how to discrim-
inate what makes a dog a dog, it is really important 
to use lots of different examples of the things we are 
teaching them to say.  For example, if I were teaching 

my child to tell me they saw a dog when I pointed to 
a picture of one, it would be a really good idea to use 
pictures of lots of different kinds of dogs.  So I would 
want to show a picture of a pug, a German shepherd, 
a bulldog and many, many others.  I would also want 
to notice dogs in all kinds of other ways.  For exam-
ple, I might ask my child to tell me what that is as I 
point to a dog when we saw one out in the commu-
nity, if we saw one on the television, if there was a 
stuffed animal dog in a store, or if we saw a dog in 
any other way.  Practice is really the main point of 
it all, with all kinds of different versions of the same 
“concept” – that is, the “concept” of a dog.  This en-
sures that when they come across a novel version of 
a dog, they are able to identify it or call it by the right 
word because they have learned the critical features 
of the concept of a “dog.”

          Involve everyone that interacts with 
your child

Let your child practice with as many people that they 
know as possible.  Have siblings practice along with 
other family members, friends, and teachers.  The 
more people doing the same kinds of things means 
the child with autism may learn it faster or at least be 
able to use that skill or behavior with a bunch of dif-

Expert Ways to Help Your Child with ASD  
LEARN AND MAINTAIN LANGUAGE

APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS

By Sarah KUPFERSCHMIDT,  
MA, BCBA

“Why does it seem that an autistic child 
doesn’t retain words that he has spoken 
before?”

– Paul

1.

2.
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ferent people.  It is not helpful if they are only able to 
do it with a person.  The new skill needs to be avail-
able for them to use when the need to: when navi-
gating the real world.  It is also important that every-
one that is teaching the new behavior is doing the 
same thing.  If not, this may affect your child’s acqui-
sition and could be another reason why it looks like 
they have a skill on one day and then they appear 
to have lost it the next day.  In clinical terms, this is 
called treatment integrity. It is critical that everyone 
is on the same page.

         Measure progress - make no  
         assumptions
As long as you are practicing a new skill, you should 
be tracking progress.  This means recording and 
graphing how they are doing with respect to learn-
ing the new skill or behavior.  This could be an accu-
racy measure (the number of correct responses over 
the number of correct + incorrect responses x 100), 
a frequency measure (a tally of the number of cor-
rect responses), or a probe measure.  The key is to 
establish mastery criterion prior to teaching so that 
you have a goal to achieve before you move ahead 
to the next skill.  For example, you might set a mas-
tery criterion of 80% correct before moving on to the 
next skill or level of difficulty.  This criterion will be 
informed by your child’s unique learning history and 
style as well as by the type of skill you are trying to 
teach.  This allows you to be objective and informs 
decisions around when and what to teach next.

         Set up a practice schedule
Make sure that as your child masters a new skill, you 
have a plan to practice it again after some time has 
passed.  This helps to make sure that all is not lost.  
This is child specific and would be informed by his/her 
learning style as well as by what you were teaching. 

         Verbal behavior considerations
One other explanation that could account for this is 
related to language development.  When we think 
about language development it typically begins with 
requests, and as we become more and more able to 
request things, actions, or people that we want, we 
begin to learn how to talk about things in a different 
way.  What we now know is that, for some kids, just be-
cause they can say “cookie” when they want a cookie 
does not mean that they will say “cookie” when they 

see a picture of a cookie, or an actual cookie.  It could 
be that your child has learned how to say certain 
words because he wants those things or actions, but 
at the times that he does not want them he has not 
learned to label them.  In some cases, you have to 
spend time systematically teaching words that they 
would use for different reasons.  For example I might 
teach a child to say “chip” when he wants a chip and 
once he has learned it in that context, I would teach 
him to say “chip” when he was asked “what is this?” in 
the presence of a picture of a chip. 

I hope this helps, but I would also recommend get-
ting in touch with a local behavior analyst as they 
would be able to help you assess and identify what is 
going on with your unique child and develop a solu-
tion informed by that assessment. 

3.

4.

5.

APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS

Sarah Kupferschmidt realized that Be-
havior Analysis was her calling when 
she first started working with children 
with autism in 1999. Once she discov-
ered its effectiveness and the impact it 

had in helping children with autism and their fami-
lies, it inspired her to pursue a Masters of Arts in Psy-
chology, with a specialization in Behavior Analysis 
from the University of Nevada, Reno. She is also a 
Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA). Not only 
does Sarah enjoy working directly with children 
with autism, she’s also very passionate about em-
powering others with the most effective tools to 
teach children with autism.  She has been training 
staff and clinicians, and coaching parents on how 
to do this since she started.  She is also passionate 
about the science and research behind the tools 
that she advocates for.   In partnership with Brock 
University, Sarah is currently involved in a research 
project which involves the evaluation of a parent 
training package that will help empower parents 
with tools to teach his/her child with autism im-
portant safety skills. She has been a Part-Time or 
Adjunct Professor since 2005 teaching ABA cours-
es.  Sarah also regularly presents workshops to par-
ents, therapists, and/or educators on a variety of 
topics related to teaching or working with individu-
als with autism.  Sarah is a Huffington Post Contrib-
utor, a  TEDx speaker, and was named  Top Safety 
Contributor for Autism Parenting Magazine in 2014 
and Top Behavior Analysis Writer for 2015. Visit her 
site: sarahkconsulting.com
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Reach Out
We encourage you to send in your questions, comments, suggestions and 
concerns to questions@autismparentingmagazine.com. We will do our 
best to find you answers, resources, and improve the magazine to help 
all families with children on the autism spectrum. Please note that we 
may post your questions and edit them if needed.  Please include a phone 
number in case we need clarification.  We thank you for reaching out to 
us.  We will do our best to provide helpful resources and the most current 
information.

Q&A
HELP: My Grown Son with Asperger's Has Daily 
Meltdowns 
By Angelina M, MS, BCBA, LMFT

  I have a 20-year-old son with Asperger's syndrome.  He has just started the workforce and tried college, 
but failed all of his classes. He was recently laid off from his employment and is now on unemployment.  
He lives in his own apartment and pays his own bills. The problem I’m having is he has meltdowns almost 
on a daily basis and sometimes several times a day. He vents to me by texting and constantly repeats the 
same thing over and over, using profanity as well.  How do I help him deal with these meltdowns at his 
age?  I have people telling me it’s misbehavior on his part and that he can control it, but I’m wondering, 
how can he control it?  I feel like I’m in between a rock and a hard place.  Any suggestions?

 Thank you,
 Sue 

QQ

A Hi Sue,

I partially agree with what others are telling 
you… he can control his behavior.  But ev-
eryone’s behavior is shaped by their environ-
ment and he may not have the tools he needs 
to cope in any way other than melting down. 

The best thing to do would be to help him 
strategize ways to cope when he is CALM and 
not upset. This could be at the start of his day, 
perhaps. You may say something like “OK, so 
I know yesterday you got very upset when 
____ happened and you lost your temper. To-
day, when something upsets you, what else 

could you do?” This is going to be an on-going con-
versation, not just a one-time deal. 

Depending on his level of understanding you can 
even talk with him about the consequences of his 
meltdowns, or potential consequences. For example: 
if he ever used profanity towards a police officer, he 
could be in a lot of trouble. So he’s got to find better 
ways to express himself.

Help him do these two things:

1) Identify triggers and his feelings. Teach him to 
notice how his body feels when he FIRST starts 
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to get upset.  Maybe his heart beats faster or 
harder, maybe he starts feeling hot, maybe 
his hands clench…whatever it is, help him to 
become more aware of his body and his emo-
tions. Tie his bodily reactions to his emotions. 
“OK, so you start to feel hot and your heart 
beats fast… then you feel angry.” Or the other 
way around, “You feel really overwhelmed and 
then you feel your hands get sweaty and your 
stomach starts to hurt.”

2) Identify ways to calm down and manage those 
feelings and reactions. Here’s a list of coping 
strategies he can try. Some may be more ap-
pealing to him than others. Encourage him to 
try them out and see what helps.

	 Taking slow deep breaths. BIG inhale 
in through the nose, slow exhale out 
through the mouth

	 Counting slowly, out loud (can be in a 
whisper or silently if he’s in public)

	 Taking a walk

	 Writing / journaling

	 Laying down for a few minutes

	 Listening to a favorite song

	 Running his hands under cold water or 
splashing cold water on his face

	 Squeezing or hitting a pillow

	 Tensing various muscles then letting go 
(face, shoulders, hands, arms, legs, etc)

	 Stretching 

You can also walk him through his options when he 
is facing a challenge or stressor. This is a tool from 
Melissa L. Rinaldi, Ph.D at Center for Autism and Re-
lated Disabilities, University at Albany.

Lastly, you may need to change YOUR behavior to 
help him change his. If he has become accustomed to 
texting you every time he’s upset and getting to un-

load all sorts of profanity and outrage on you, you’ll 
have to be the one to change that pattern.  Do not 
engage repetitive conversations.  You can tell him he 
is dwelling or perseverating and remind him you al-
ready talked about that.  You can even tell him you 
want to talk about it with him but first he needs to go 
use a coping strategy (i.e. “OK, I can see you’re really 
mad about this. Go take a walk around the block and 
then text me”).  Also, you may need to limit or delay 
your responses to his text messages.  Prompt him to 
think of solutions to the problem he’s facing.  And if 
it’s a situation where there really isn’t a great solu-
tion, have him focus on how he can feel better (i.e. 
coping strategies). We want to help him find better 
ways to manage his feelings and bodily reactions, so 
even when there isn’t a way to fix the problem he’s 
facing, he can still work on his own emotions. 

I hope this helps. Hang in there! And if he needs a 
more intensive approach to help him build these 
skills I really encourage you to pursue ABA services 
for him. 

Angelina M. works as a Board 
Certified Behavior Analyst, spe-
cializing in assessing and treat-
ing children and adolescents 
with autism, down-syndrome, 
and other developmental de-
lays. She began her career in Ap-
plied Behavior Analysis in 2006, 
following her youngest broth-

er’s autism diagnosis, and has since worked with 
dozens of children and families. She also writes a 
blog about her experiences as both a profession-
al and a big sister. Her brother, Dylan, remains her 
most powerful inspiration for helping others who 
face similar challenges.  

Learn more about Angelina and her blog, The 
Autism Onion, at www.theautismonion.com or  
www.facebook.com/theautismonion
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How Do I Ensure My Daughter 
with Special Needs  

Has Secured Housing For Life?
By Ryan PLATT,  
MBA, ChFC, ChSNC

FINANCIAL PLANNING

Alexis asks: 
 
“How do I best make arrangements for the physical care 
(housing, etc.) of my daughter when I am no longer 
around?”
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We do recommend that you find professionals to help you in 
creating your plan and in carrying it out.  

A
lexis, thank you for your question.  This is a 
concern that we hear from every family we 
meet.  It is truly at the core of planning for 
your daughter’s future.  I recommend you 
work through a series of steps in securing 
your daughter’s future:

1.  Investigate organizations in your area that 
provide housing for individuals with autism 
and schedule a time to meet with them.  De-
pending on your daughter’s abilities, there will 
likely be a number of options including Inde-
pendent Living Apartments with supervision, 
Group Home, AFL (Alternative Family Living), 
and, depending on your family situation, some 
organizations will work with you on customiz-
ing a housing option for your daughter.

2.  Once you have determined the options in your 
area, now it is time to determine the financial 
cost to those options.  It is very common that a 
majority of the cost will be covered by govern-
ment benefits such as SSI (Supplemental Se-
curity Income) and Medicaid; however, those 
programs do not cover all the costs.  It is im-
portant to understand the amount of money 
you will need to leave your daughter in order 
for her to have the life you want her to have 
when you are no longer here.

3.  Decide on how you will fund your daughter’s 
needs.

 a.  Use existing assets you currently have

 b.   At your death, leave all your assets to your 
daughter (but do not leave them to her di-
rectly or she will forfeit SSI and Medicaid if 
those assets total more than $2,000)

 c.   Buy life insurance with a death benefit that 
equals the amount your daughter will need

4. Set up a Special Needs Trust 

 a.   This is a legal tool that must be written by a 
qualified Special Needs Attorney

FINANCIAL PLANNING

 b.   You can leave your assets and life insurance 
to this Special Needs Trust which will be 
used for your daughter’s benefit, but it will 
protect her continued qualification for SSI 
and Medicaid

5. Communicate Your Plan

 a.    It is important that you communicate your 
plans with extended family members and 
friends so that all people who are involved 
in your daughter’s life are informed.  By do-
ing this, you are ensuring that all people 
who care about your daughter are reading 
from the same page, and that your wishes 
for your daughter will be carried out appro-
priately.

We do recommend that you find professionals to 
help you in creating your plan and in carrying it out.  
Due to the complexity of government benefits, taxes, 
and legal issues there are many pitfalls that you will 
want to avoid, and a qualified guide can help you do 
just that.  Please visit our website to download our 
Complimentary Guidebook on Special Needs Plan-
ning, which also includes Interview Questions that 
you can use to find a qualified professional.

For more information on how to prepare for the fu-
ture, be sure to contact a financial advisor who spe-
cializes in serving families with special needs. A Spe-
cial Needs Plan is driven by what they call Unleash 
L.I.F.E.™- L.I.F.E. meaning Lasting Independence For 
Everyone™. This is accomplished with education, 
action, and support in the creation, implementa-
tion, and continued monitoring of a specifically de-
signed lifelong and integrated plan for your fami-
ly: parents, caregivers, your loved one with special 
needs and their siblings.

6000 Fairview Road, Suite 400 
Charlotte, NC 28210 
704-557-9637 
www.aspecialneedsplan.com
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Healthy Eats courtesy of

By Elouise ROBINSON, 
Autism Food Club

Simple Chicken 
Kiev Recipe  

Sure to Please 

Ingredients
4 Large Chicken breast2-3 Garlic cloves
Small handful parsley  finely-chopped 
Scant ½ cup/100g dairy free spread at room temp2 Eggs

4 Cups /100g Gluten free Cornflakes
1 decent quality food bag

Method 

Preheat the oven to gas mark 4/ 350˚F /180 ˚C. 
Clean up the chicken breast, in the thickest part 
insert a knife and create a pocket keeping the 
hole as small as you can on the outside. Crush or 
very finely slice the garlic and mix into the diary 
free spread with parsley, insert into the hole in the 
chicken. You can fold thin end of the chicken breast 
over and use a cocktail stick to secure it this will 
help to cover the hole and keep the garlic mixture 
inside. In a shallow bowl break the eggs and beat 
with a fork. Place the cornflakes in the food bag and 
crush as finely as you can then place into another 
shallow bowl. Dip the chicken in the egg then in 
to the cornflakes and repeat the process. Place on 
oven tray and bake for about 30 minutes (varies a 
little depend on size).
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