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We also have a piece written by Kelly Pilkie, B.A, B.Ed , a spe-
cial needs preschool teacher, called Learning to Be Fun Again 
- Easy Ways to Engage Preschoolers with Autism.  Kelly believes 
kids on the spectrum don’t need expensive, top-of-the-line 
toys to be engaged. In fact, she says these kinds of toys can 
have the opposite effect for some children.  Instead, Kelly of-
fers low-cost play strategies, from simple hula-hoop activi-
ties to incorporating sensory activities into play.

Finding activities to help calm a child with autism is equally 
important during the summer, especially if he/she is prone 
to sensory overload and meltdowns.  Please read the piece 
Advice on Understanding and Calming Sensory Overload in 
Children by Kimberly Zissler Syers OTR/L, as the pediatric oc-
cupational therapist and mother explains sensory overload 
and provides excellent options for calming.

Summer break also provides a valuable opportunity to work 
on certain skills with your child.  Please take a look at Kirt 
Manecke’s piece called Top 5 Social Skills Tips for Teens with 
Special Needs for advice on helping high-functioning teens 
succeed in school, work, and daily life.  And while you have 
some extra time, work on another important skill: under-
standing the value of money.  For great tips on how to edu-
cate a child with autism the value of money through working, 
saving, and spending wisely, take a look at communication 
expert Karen Kabaki-Sisto’s piece, The Benefits of Teaching 
Your Child with ASD the Value of Money.

Wishing our readers a safe and relaxing summer.

Kind regards, 

Amy KD Tobik
Editor-in-Chief

Editor’s Letter

When I attended an autism-centered con-
ference in the Carolinas a couple of years 
ago, I met a woman who made quite an 
impression on me — Laura Nadine.  This 
vivacious woman from Georgia defined 

herself as a mother, author, public speaker, music teacher, 
and filmmaker, as well as an individual with autism.

Laura, who had her two children in tow during her presenta-
tion, described her diagnosis as a gift. You see, Laura spent 
most of her life struggling in school and with relationships; 
she couldn’t read until she was 9 years old and couldn’t tie 
her shoes until age 14.   It wasn’t until Laura’s own son was 
diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome several years ago that 
Laura learned she, too, was on the spectrum. Finally, Laura 
felt understood. 

Feeling understood is extremely important for both peo-
ple diagnosed on the spectrum as well as their neurotypical 
counterparts when dealing with autism.  So is perspective. 
That’s why we are so excited to share an exclusive interview 
with Laura Nadine on what it’s like to be on the spectrum 
while parenting both a child with autism and a neurotypi-
cal child.  We invite you to take a look at the piece Powerful 
Insights on Parenting from a Mother on the Spectrum, provid-
ed by Certified Autism Specialist Stephanie C. Holmes, as her 
interview reveals both the struggles of parenting as well as 
the joy.

Since sharing perspectives is vital to understanding, we are 
thrilled to share insight from a neurotypical young woman 
who has both a mother and a brother diagnosed with au-
tism.  Please read Stephanie’s corresponding interview with 
Laura’s college-aged daughter, Allana Loraine, in the piece 
called Ways Growing Up in a Spectrum Home Helped Me Learn 
to Effectively Communicate.  Allana’s viewpoint is both poi-
gnant and inspirational.

We all know a strong sense of family is so important to chil-
dren.  As we head into the summer months, let’s make our 
extended time together quality time.  We are happy to share 
some family activities you can easily do together provided 
by Mark D. Peterson, who is dad to Cory, a young, nonver-
bal boy.  Please take a look at Simple Family Activities to Share 
with your Child with Autism as Mark shares a list of simple ac-
tivities that have brought his family together.
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C
hildren living with Autism Spectrum Disor-
der (ASD) or Sensory Processing Disorder 
(SPD) tend to experience sensory overload 
or adverse reactions to sensory input more 
frequently than typically developing chil-
dren. In addition, toddlers and young chil-
dren do not have fully integrated sensory 

systems and may experience sensory overload more 
often than older children.  As a result, these children 
have a greater tendency to move from PNS (parasym-
pathetic nervous system response, a calm and alert 
state) to SNS (sympathetic nervous system response, 
a fight or flight state) in the presence of certain sen-

sory stimuli.  These children may perceive sensory 
input that seems “normal” or “routine” to adults as 
overwhelming or even painful. This explains why 
they often experience a fight or flight (sometimes 
known as a meltdown or an adrenaline response) in 
the presence of these sensory stimuli.

Each child is very different in terms of the type or 
amount of sensory input that causes this reaction. 
Many children living with autism or SPD have a hard 
time with self-regulation — which makes matters 
even more difficult, since they need assistance to 
calm.  As parents and caregivers, we need to recog-

ADVICE ON UNDERSTANDING  
and Calming Sensory Overload 

in Children
By Kimberly ZISSLER SYERS, OTR/L

MELTDOWNS

As a pediatric occupational therapist and a mother, I try my best to fully understand 
each child and his/her sensory needs, both at home and in my practice.  
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nize when a child is having a “fight or flight reaction” 
(sensory overload or meltdown),  and most impor-
tantly, pinpoint what triggered it.  Children who are 
experiencing fight or flight may attempt to escape 
the situation or hide, they may become aggressive, 
or they may cry/scream inconsolably. There are other 
indications of a fight or flight response as well: some 
kiddos may shut down or fall asleep. This reaction is 
often unique to the individual.

We need to remember that responding from a be-
havioral point of view is ineffective in these cases. As 
adults, we need to remove the excessive or adverse 
stimuli, and we may need to take the child to a calm, 
quiet place. Some children may need to be held, while 
others may prefer to sit alone with a blanket or a pillow.  
Some children may like the lighting low while soft mu-
sic is played, while others may prefer to sit with a fidget 
of some kind. In addition, attempting to reason with a 
child during sensory overload is ineffective. Be a calm 
presence and try to talk only when the child is ready.

Proprioceptive sensory input can often be calming 
because it provides us with information about where 
our body is in space (proprioceptive input is also 
known as deep pressure input— beanbag chairs, 
large or weighted stuffed animals, joint compres-
sions, lotion massage, etc. all provide this type of 
sensory input).  When having a meltdown or experi-
encing sensory overload, proprioceptive input helps 
to decrease over-responsiveness to other types of 
sensory input. It works in part by encouraging the 
production of serotonin, a modulator of the central 
nervous system. Proprioceptive input is often re-
ferred to as the body’s natural tranquilizer because 
of this regulatory effect. In other words, propriocep-
tion helps to counteract the “noxious” stimuli that 
the child was unable to effectively process.

Certain types of vestibular sensory input (sometimes 
referred to as movement input) can also be calming. 
However, vestibular input can also be alerting.  In gen-
eral, slow rhythmic movement is calming while fast 
movements with stops and starts are alerting. Some 
children who are in the midst of a sensory meltdown 
respond positively to swinging on a swing or rock-
ing in a chair, while other children prefer to bounce 
on a yoga ball or jump on a trampoline in times of 
stress. It is important to have a basic understanding 
of sensory input that is calming to your child (as each 
child has an individual response to sensory input) 
before trying any of these activities. Always talk to 

your child’s pediatrician and/or occupational thera-
pist before trying any new sensory activities. 

If you would like to learn more about occupation-
al therapy and childhood development, check out 
www.babyot.com or like us on Facebook www.face-
book.com/babyotsensory.  

MELTDOWNS

Kimberly Z. Syers is a Pediatric Occupational Thera-
pist and the mother to a two-year-old little boy. She 
has her BA in Psychology and her MS in Occupational 
Therapy from Kean University. Kimberly works exclu-
sively in Early Intervention with infants, toddlers, and 
children 0-3 years of age. She is the founder of www.
babyot.com, a website and blog for parents, caregiv-
ers, and practitioners to learn about Occupational 
Therapy, sensory integration, and childhood devel-
opment. She is also the creator of BabyOT on Face-
book, a community for parents and practitioners to 
ask questions and learn more about Early Interven-
tion and Occupational Therapy. Kimberly is in the 
process of writing a parenting book on a sensory ap-
proach to managing meltdowns and other challeng-
ing behaviors in toddlers and young children. Follow 
her on Facebook https://www.facebook.com/baby-
otsensory/ to join in on the fun! 
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I 
was interested in purchasing a necklace, so he 
took out a few large trays of jewelry that attract-
ed the other customers.  When he stepped away 
to retrieve something from the back room, he left 
these trays unattended. Upon his return, I asked 
him if he noticed anything wrong with this scenar-
io.  His response indicated that he did not think it 

was possible that someone could have stolen some 
items, nor did he realize this jewelry’s great value. 
 
My former student didn’t fully understand the con-
cept of ‘value.’  A bill or a coin, just like the shiny met-
als and stones at the jewelry store, has no value or 
use until it’s time to exchange it for something we 

It Doesn’t Grow on Trees 
The Benefits of Teaching Your Child 

with ASD the Value of Money
By Karen KABAKI-SISTO, M.S. CCC-SLP

FINANCIAL

I was so proud when one of my recently-graduated students with autism got a job at 
his family-run jewelry store. When I visited him there, he was the only one working, 
and a few customers were browsing.
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 Before your child earns any money, its value has to be understood. 
One way to do this is to make analogies between money and food. 

FINANCIAL

child what she thinks will happen if she goes 
to a restaurant and asks for food without hav-
ing any money.  Or, what if she tries to buy a coat 
for the cold winter at a store without money? 
 
Before your child earns any money, its value has to be 
understood.  One way to do this is to make analogies 
between money and food.  For example, when you 
are hungry, food is the most valued thing you desire.  
When we feel starved, we want to consume a lot of 
food to fill our empty bellies. When we’re only a little bit 
hungry, on the other hand, we eat a smaller amount. 
 
Along the same lines, some items that we want to pur-
chase ‘eat up’ or cost a large amount of money, and 
other items consume just a little money.  Sweets can be 
compared to valuables like gold or any other very ex-
pensive item.  Although we want to eat lots of sweets 
(or buy a lot of pricey things) because they are highly 
desirable, we are only allowed a small amount.  If we 
eat too many sweets, we get sick and then we can-
not eat healthy foods that our bodies need to grow.  
If we buy too many expensive items, we will not have 
enough money for the things we need every day.

Plan Ahead for How to Spend Earned 
Money
There has to be a need — similar to the feeling of 
hunger — to use money.  Make a list of what your 
child needs to purchase versus what he wants.  The 
‘needs’ list may include items like a bathing suit for 
an upcoming vacation, his lunch, or a new warm 
blanket for winter.  Compare this with items on his 
‘wants’ list, which may have items like a new video 
game or a remote-controlled airplane.

Alongside the items on the list, have your child write 
down how much she thinks the items are ‘worth.’  
Then, look through magazines, catalogs, or online to 
see and write down and compare the actual ‘costs.’

As an extension activity, make ‘price tags’ for 
each and every item possible in the house, espe-
cially within your child’s room. Ask her to write 
down how much she thinks each item costs.

want or need.  In comparison to a physical need or 
want, the value of money and jewelry can’t directly 
be ingested like an apple to resolve one’s hunger or 
transformed into a cushy mattress when exhausted. 
 
Often, people may think that people with autism ful-
ly understand the value of money simply because 
they learned about it in school. This is not always 
the case.  Mathematics and currency denominations 
are far different than truly understanding the prac-
tical application of money.  So, if your child with au-
tism struggles with judging the value of money and 
goods to satisfy his or her own unique wants and 
needs, here are some techniques to help:

Does Money Grow on Trees?
To empower your child with a better concept of 
money, start at the root — literally!  To really catch 
your child’s attention and make a point, go to a gar-
dening store and look at the various seeds that can 
grow into plants or trees.  Ask your child to find the 
seed that can grow into a money tree. When he gives 
you a strange look — because of course he knows 
that money can’t be grown — ask him, “Where 
does money come from?” Ultimately, your child will 
probably answer you with, “the bank,” or “the ATM.” 
 
You can then dig deeper with, “Yes, Mom and Dad 
put the money in the bank/ATM, but where did we 
get that money from?”  Your child will probably an-
swer, “your jobs,” or “at work.”  You can explain that 
a ‘job’ is called ‘work’ because one’s body is moving 
and thinking instead of playing or relaxing.  Since 
the boss can’t do these jobs or tasks by herself, she 
needs you and other ‘workers’ to work for her. Explain 
to your adult child that for every task that is complet-
ed, the boss gives the worker money.  So, for doing 
work, which is usually less fun than relaxing or play-
ing, your boss will pay you money.

Money is of No Value Unless It’s Put to 
Good Use
Requiring your child to use his earned money 
for leisure and necessary items is key.  Ask your 
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FINANCIAL

Karen Kabaki-Sisto, M.S., CCC-SLP, is a Communi-
cation Expert and Advocate helping people with 
autism for over 20 years. As a certified Speech-Lan-
guage Pathologist and Applied Behavior Analysis 
Instructor, Karen has been empowering people with 
autism & special needs to have more meaningful 
conversations like never before. Her highly effective 
“I CAN! For Autism Method™” – perfected for over 10 
years and now incorporated within the iPad app “I 
Can Have Conversations With You!™” – is changing 
lives through improved social and language skills. 
It is 100% fun for both kids and adults to use! Join 
the conversation at www.iCanForAutism.com.

Then, with a marker, cross out that value and 
write the true value [You may wish to show proof 
by showing a credit card bill or a store receipt]. 
 
In anticipation of earning money, help your child cre-
ate a makeshift ‘bank’ or ‘ATM’ for storage.  Give your 
child an empty shoebox with dividers for organizing 
20, 10, 5, and 1-dollar bills.  Use empty egg carton 
halves to separate coin denominations.  Since your 
child will start off with no money, he should contin-
uously log how much he earns and spends into a 
‘bank book,’ which would simply be a notebook.

House Chores and/or Employment
You can make a chart of daily house chores (using 
language like “jobs” or “work”) from which your child 
can choose to get paid by you for doing.  Unpleasant 
chores or those that take more time will earn slightly 
more money. Highlight the fact that payment is typ-
ically higher when the work is harder or takes more 
time.

Providing uneven wages will help improve your child’s 
mathematic skills.  For instance, perhaps offer a wage 
of $0.53 for bringing in the newspaper from outside; 
$1.14 for folding the laundry; $2.78 for scrubbing the 
floor.  Non-work-related tidiness that is expected as 
a member of the household, like putting shoes away 
or putting dirty dishes in the sink, would not earn any 
money.  If your adult child has gainful employment, 
cash some of her paycheck for her makeshift bank at 
home so that she can manipulate the bills and coins. 
 
As an extension activity, look at a calendar alongside 
the chart of choice chores.  Together, calculate the 
wages from the intended chores to predict the date 
when enough money will have been earned to pur-
chase the desired item.

Waste Not, Want Not
Warn your child as much as possible of the conse-
quences of spending money on ‘wants’ without leav-
ing enough money to cover his ‘needs.’  As in the analo-
gy of eating too many sweets discussed above, point 
out how to calculate and ‘save’ money to use it to buy 
even more items within a shorter amount of time. 
 
Compare prices from two different stores.  Using in-
dex cards, glue the pictures with the prices from dif-

ferent stores.  On a large piece of paper with three 
columns, ask your child to find and glue the ‘more 
expensive’ one in the first column and the ‘cheap-
er’ one in the second column.  In the third column, 
show your child how to subtract the prices to come 
up with the difference of how much she has saved.  
Add this amount of money towards another desired 
item on her list.  In this way, she will learn the true 
need of prioritizing and budgeting.

The Ultimate Payoff
It’s never too late to teach your child with autism about 
the value of money.  Even some adults who do not 
have special needs continue to learn, improve, and 
experience the power of money.  Money and valu-
able items are one of the ‘languages’ that adults use 
to communicate with others in society, which gives us 
independence as well as brings us closer together.  
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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 

A
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Stephanie Holmes: Laura, as a clinician who special-
izes in autism, I have often seen that as a child is be-
ing diagnosed, one parent also fits the diagnostic cri-
teria. How old were you when you were diagnosed, 
and what were the circumstances?

Laura Nadine: I have always been autistic, and I 
have always felt different. My son was diagnosed by 
an MD at Kaiser who noted in the official paperwork 
that “Mom might be ASD too.”   This led me to 
research autism.   As I tracked down books on the 
topic, I found myself relating to all the stories by 
autistic people.   It was like someone gave a name 
and a reason to this way I had always felt inside.   I 
attempted meeting with some medical professionals 
who felt autism was not a good diagnosis because 
I was female.  After some frustrating encounters, I 
headed to Emory to meet with a psychologist who 
had experience with women.  It was at Emory where 
I was officially diagnosed on the spectrum.  Feeling 
empowered by my diagnosis, I returned to college.   
While at Agnes Scott, I was given a full Psych eval so 
I could receive supportive services.  I had the benefit 
of attending regular counseling sessions with a great 
psychologist who really helped me cope with many 
issues I had struggled with.  I was 27 years old.

Holmes: Sometimes adults I work with think they 
may be on the spectrum, but they are not sure if they 
want to get a diagnosis or if they should keep it pri-
vate. What are your thoughts on that?

Nadine: Getting a diagnosis was not only beneficial, 
it was life-changing.  It is amazing how much one can 
learn in school when not constantly overburdened 
by the internal voice repeating “Why can’t I do this?”  
A diagnosis didn’t tell me anything about me that I 

POWERFUL INSIGHTS  
ON PARENTING  

from a Mother on the Spectrum
By Stephanie C. HOLMES,  
Certified Autism Specialist  
with Autism Advocate Laura NADINE
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AAs a professional in the field of autism and a mother 
to a child on the autism spectrum, I believe it’s 
important not only to talk about the spectrum and 
gain knowledge through academic means, but also to 
listen to the thoughts and perspectives of those with 
autism. In this way, we can truly understand their first-
hand experiences. 

My child is an older teen, so I am often looking for 
adults with autism who could serve as role models as 
well as researching information on being an adult on 
the spectrum.  Sadly, the information is often lacking.  
So when I heard Laura Nadine speak at a conference I 
was attending, I wanted to learn more about her and 
her journey.  I read her book, I Am Snamuh: My Journey 
With Asperger’s and the Power It Gave Me, as well as 
her blogs, and began asking her questions about her 
personal journey on the spectrum and her experience 
parenting a child with autism.  I found that we had 
many commonalities – when I write and speak, it is 
my goal to eliminate the stereotypes that portray a life 
with autism as “less than” and filled with loneliness.  As 
I speak with professionals about adults with autism 
and marital relationships, they often say, “Well, people 
on the spectrum prefer isolation and very few marry,” 
dismissing the question out of a misunderstanding of 
its relevance.  I am also seeing in my practice that often 
when a child is diagnosed, it is not uncommon for a 
parent to discover his/her own diagnosis. This is what 
happened for Laura Nadine.  I want to share her story 
with you and provide broader insights of autism by an 
educated woman who is on the spectrum. 
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My son, Jacob, is autistic. The 
hardest part about raising him 
is the assumption people make 
that I can explain everything he 

does since I am also autistic. 

didn’t already know, but it gave me reasons why I did 
what I did, and what tools could help me overcome 
challenges.   It also allowed me to engage in a dia-
logue with professionals and doctors, helping them 
frame my needs.  Whether it is priority boarding on 
a flight, or quiet space accommodations at a hotel, 
or receiving care from a medical professional, saying 
the words “I have autism” more often than not helps 
the other person know where to start a successful 
interaction with me.

Are there risks with an adult diagnosis?  No, not that 
weren’t already there.   The risk in autism is the in-
tense vulnerability, which is there with or without a 
label.   The diagnosis is not a list of excuses on why 
I behave certain ways that let me free of responsi-
bility. The diagnosis is a toolbox that allows me to 
empower the assets of autism, while adapting and 
evolving the burdens.

Holmes: Being a parent on the spectrum and hav-
ing one child with Asperger’s syndrome (AS) and one 
child who is neurotypical (NT), what has been chal-
lenging for you?  How do you feel your own diagno-
sis has been an asset and in what areas have you felt 
challenged?

Nadine: Parenting is always a challenge.   We want 
our children to contribute to society, live healthy, 
and sustain in a community.   No parent, even neu-
rotypical parents, can see the future their child will 
have, so we are all flying blind.   There were times I 
wished I could relate more to my NT child, Allana, 
because she wanted me to, not because I felt I was 
missing out.  You see, having autism meant I had to 
ask questions.  I couldn’t read what she wanted so I 
had to ask, and in many ways that was better.   I re-
member her teachers telling me that they were im-
pressed with how well my daughter could verbalize 
her needs.  She learned that out of necessity, but it 
proved to be an asset.

The worst part for me was when people would inter-
fere on the premise that Allana was missing out since 
I wasn’t NT.  That I wasn’t enough for her.  No parent 
is enough for their kid, that’s why we have teachers, 
coaches, counselors, friends, playdates, etc.   We are 
community beings.  But the type of interference that 
made me out as inadequate hurt Allana, not me.  She 
would be saddened over why people couldn’t see the 
best of me.  Eventually, she learned to be outspoken 
about it, but for a while there it was hard on her.

My son, Jacob, is autistic.  The hardest part about 
raising him is the assumption people make that I 
can explain everything he does since I am also autis-
tic.  They failed to see that my son had a personality, 
too.  He was stubborn but clever, loving but blatantly 
outspoken.  Everything he did that was annoying to 
others must be the autism, and everything they liked 
about him was due to his “progress.” Jacob would 
have still behaved the same if he weren’t autistic, be-
cause his boldest qualities were a part of his person-
ality. Autism can both enhance and over-magnify 
certain personality traits.   Handling it with positive 
support and understanding is how we adapt.

PARENTAL ADVICE
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As a parent with autism, it seemed I was never 
enough, for either my NT kid or my autistic kid.  Now 
many argue that is because I am outspoken about 
my diagnosis.  I believe others would have held the 
same opinion about me either way.   The naysayers 
believe they have a name for my inadequacies.  Now 
that I have a NT kid who went to college two years 
early, and an autistic son who looks to finish high 
school three years early, suddenly the naysayers have 
grown silent.   It doesn’t matter to me what people 
think.  Besides, I have amazing friends, an incredible 
network of professionals, and hundreds of students 
who know who I am and how hard I work as a parent 
to provide the best life possible for them. And if no 
one else knows, my kids do.

I asked Laura’s son, Jacob, some questions about how 
autism is discussed in his home and about his relation-
ship with his NT sibling. I also asked his thoughts about 
the benefits and challenges:

Jacob:  Autism was not treated as a hindrance at 
home.  There was a lot of understanding for any dif-
ficulties I faced because mom had autism too.  I feel 
like that is a good question to ask so that parents can 
learn how to speak to people with autism.

Holmes: With two family members with AS and one 
NT child in the family, how are compromises handled?

Jacob:  My mom jumped through all the hoops to 
make sure our needs were accommodated.  When it 

came to compromising with 
my sister, it felt to me how any 
other family would sort things 
out. We talked, both got some-
thing we wanted and both 
walked away unhappy, which 
seemed fair.  

Holmes: Has anyone reacted 
negatively to your mom be-
cause she is on the spectrum? 

Jacob: There have been a lot 
of negative things said about 
both of us.  To be honest, you 
know those things that are so 
sad that it is funny?   Some-
one who is so ignorant that 
it makes you laugh that they 
just don’t understand?   Once 
someone said to my mom that 

she would be good in war because she lacked empa-
thy and that made me laugh because it is ridiculous.  
They clearly made that conclusion on stereotypes.

Holmes:  What do you think are the benefits to your 
mom being on the spectrum? Challenges?

Jacob: Well I have a lot of respect for her. I am not sure 
what challenges would be unique because I don’t 
know what the struggles of a NT are.   But one chal-
lenge that comes to mind is people’s misconceptions 
about autism because people have it locked down in 
their brain that we are helpless, and have no empa-
thy.  This makes it hard for us to get jobs, or be taken 
seriously.  How do you compete with the conclusions 
people come to before you walk in the door?  

PARENTAL ADVICE

Son Jacob - photo by Brian Dooley
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 If we are open about our diagnosis, we can self-advocate and we 
can change the face of autism to be something more realistic.

Holmes: Laura, you mentioned that sometimes your 
thoughts or ideas were discounted in an IEP meeting 
because of your diagnosis?  What were the reasons 
that organization/school did that and why did they 
discount your opinion? How did you react?

Nadine: Public school professionals, particularly those 
in leadership positions, baffle me.  They are in the best 
position to advocate for change, but they rarely do.  I 
am constantly amazed at what people will do under 
the guise of job security or to maintain the illusion of 
superiority.  As a woman, I am often in situations where 
it is assumed I am the lesser one in the room.  As a 
woman with autism, many think they rank above me 
in reason, intellect, and in high-level thinking.  For the 
longest time, I was frustrated by this.  But then I learned 
to use that to my advantage.  For example, when my 
son was being tested to enter the Autism Spectrum 
Disorder (ASD) program in our local public school, I was 
told my parent questionnaire would be disregarded 
because my viewpoint was skewed by my own diag-
nosis.  Because I had been diagnosed, I knew my legal 
rights through IDEA and ADA.  When I pointed out that 
their actions were a violation of the law, I was then in a 
position to get what my son needed to succeed.

Holmes: Why do you feel a diagnosis is positive? 
Many parents worry about the stigma of the label.

Nadine: People worry about their autistic kids be-
ing marginalized if they are diagnosed or are open 
about a diagnosis.  The fact of the matter is that we 
are further marginalized by our silence. This is be-
cause people will define us by stereotypes and gut 
feelings, which can be catastrophic.  Autism is a wide 
spectrum. Just like light passing through a prism 
that is scattered into different colors, we autistic peo-
ple are varied in our challenges, interests, and needs.  
Red light is not lower functioning than blue light, but 
it is certainly different.  We are united by the fact we 
are scattered from the same prism. By advocating for 
ourselves, we educate the public about what autism 
is really like and how to make room for us in society.  
Rain Man [the movie] has turned out to be the face 
of autism propaganda, but that isn’t what autism is 
at all.   If we are open about our diagnosis, we can 
self-advocate and we can change the face of autism 
to be something more realistic.

Holmes:  I have had the privilege of previewing the 
documentary about you called Shadow Listener, 
which was very well done. You and I have discussed 
the division in the autism community and how there 
is so much debate on what qualifies as truly autistic.  
What are some of your thoughts or frustrations?

Nadine: Of all of my frustrations, I am tired of people 
telling me that I must be higher functioning because I 
don’t act autistic enough.  I have watched people tear 
through this amazing documentary made about me, 
because they don’t believe I am autistic.   Why?   Be-
cause I am not male?  Because I can’t count toothpicks 
you dump on the floor?   Because I am not good at 
math?  Because I didn’t insult you or embarrass you?  
Because I am not rocking and flapping all the time?  
You can’t see all of my autism because it is inside of 
me, just as you cannot see my blood until I am cut and 
bleed.  Just because I am not bleeding doesn’t mean 
I have no blood.  And just because I am not extruding 
autistic stereotypes doesn’t mean I am not autistic.

So I exist as a person too disabled to be abled, too 
abled to be disabled.  I fight everyday to exist with-
out supports, and when I grow weary I must exhaus-
tively prove I am in fact autistic, just to get a little 
support.  I’ve had people lecture me at the airport for 
getting priority boarding when they overheard me 
request it.  I’ve had people tell me I can’t understand 
their non-speaking children because I can function.  
What does that mean, function?  Is functioning sim-
ply meeting my carnal needs, or is it functioning be-
cause I run my own business?     I can say with cer-
tainty that my autism affects everything – from my 
carnal needs, to my parenting, to my ability to run 
a business.  It is my tenacity that makes me try over 
and over and over again, my courage that makes me 
wipe the spit of the ignorant from my face, and my 
autistic gifts that make it all worthwhile. 

Holmes: What are your thoughts about helping peo-
ple on the spectrum break through that glass ceiling 
by not letting others define them by the label or how 
well they function based on society’s norms?

Nadine: I am going to reach my goals with or with-
out the help of others.  But I tell you, there are days 
when there are not enough words in the universe 
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to stop the tears from flowing down my face; those 
days when I realize the glass ceiling of disability is 
made of 800 mm thick bulletproof glass and still sits 
below the gender gap.  I watch millions of dollars get 
thrown around by large autism organizations that 
are supposed to be protecting our interests, and I 
wonder what changes a few thousand or even a few 
hundred dollars invested directly in an autistic per-
son to build their own life could bring.

You can find out more about Laura Nadine  
at http://www.lauranadine.net/.
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Stephanie C. Holmes, M.A., 
is an ordained minister, a 
Licensed Christian Counsel-
or, and a Certified Autism 
Specialist. Stephanie’s ca-
reer path changed when 
her eldest daughter was 
diagnosed with Asperger’s 
syndrome in 2004. She then 
began to focus on helping 
families deal with the frus-

trations 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 pub-
lished 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 Au-
tism/Asperger’s Digest on issues Spectrum Teens 
face. www.counselorstephanieholmes.com

Laura is an Autistic Self-Advocate and likes to re-
fer to herself as The Shadow Listener. She runs 
an inclusive, online music school called Enlight-
ened Audio Academy. As a violinist, she composes 
songs she hears from the world around her and 
holds 2 state titles. As a filmmaker, she continues to 
grow, creating short films intended to reach out to 
viewers with messages of inspiration, highlighting 
the strengths of disability. As a public speaker, Lau-
ra delivers a powerful and uplifting message about 
the beauty of living with autism.  To learn more, 
please visit lauranadine.net.
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Ways GROWING UP  
in a SPECTRUM HOME Helped Me 
Learn to Effectively Communicate

By Stephanie C. HOLMES, MA, CAS
Certified Autism Specialist  
with Autism Advocate and College Student Allana LORAINE

N
ot too long ago, a couple I was 
counseling (who was made up 
of one neurotypical (NT) parent 
and one spectrum parent) end-
ed up divorcing. The NT parent 
asked me if I would sign an af-
fidavit saying that her spouse 

with Asperger’s syndrome (AS) was mental-
ly incompetent and a potential danger to 
their child so that she could file for full cus-
tody. I adamantly stated that AS/Autism 
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is not a mental 
illness, and simply having AS/ASD in and 
of itself was not a reason to take away the 
parental rights of an adult with AS/ASD.  I 
have also had people ask me if the lives of 
NT children in the home with siblings on 
the spectrum are somehow compromised 
or cheated. To address these issues, I have 
asked someone with first-hand experience 
her thoughts and perspective as the child 
of someone on the spectrum, as well as the 
sibling of someone with autism.

Allana Loraine is a college student and the 
daughter of professional violinist, author, 
speaker, and autism advocate Laura Na-
dine from a previous interview. Allana’s 
brother and mother are both on the au-
tism spectrum. 
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In my house growing up, if you wanted help or for your wishes 
or feelings to be respected or heard, then that needed to be 

communicated verbally. I like this system better.

Stephanie Holmes: How is AS/ASD discussed in 
your home?

Allana Loraine: Aspergers/Autism is discussed free-
ly and frequently in my home. When I say this, I mean 
that struggles are allowed to be communicated with-
out having to fear backlash. 

Holmes: How is it with two people on the spectrum 
and one neurotypical? How do you communicate 
or compromise so that each person feels heard and 
their needs are met?

Loraine: Actually, we do more than most families/ 
social groups. We communicate.  As I branch off into 
the world and now that I live more independently, it 
has become even clearer than in the past how much 
people do not communicate effectively.  I have ac-
tually become frustrated with people for not using 
their words to express emotions, feeling, ideas, etc.  I 
think it is unfair for people to burden others by mak-
ing the people they love guess their emotions. If you 
want to be left alone, you should use your words 
to say that you would prefer to be left alone, rather 
than just giving dirty looks. We teach girls that if they 
want something, they just need to sigh, cry, or jump 
up and down, and we teach boys that they need to 
not want anything. We teach girls to wield their emo-
tions like weapons, and we teach boys to find a bet-
ter weapon.

In my house growing up, if you wanted help or for 
your wishes or feelings to be respected or heard, 
then that needed to be communicated verbally. I like 
this system better. Honestly, it is much more effec-
tive. It is not selfish to have feelings, but it is selfish to 
expect everyone around you to figure out what you 
want and then become upset when they don’t.

I have become used to a system where I communi-
cate my needs and feelings, but I don’t think that my 
mother and brother have. Lately, there have been 
many incidences where I have communicated what 
I am feeling, and then I am accused of withholding 
what I am actually feeling. I believe that this is actual-

ly due to outside influence. Other people have tried 
to convince my mom that I need to be treated dif-
ferently because I have “neurotypical” emotions and 
behaviors, and that frustrates me. If I wanted to be 
treated in a different way, I would say something and 
then try to reach a middle ground. Discussions can 
be difficult, but it’s usually because people outside 
of my family decide that they know what I am actual-
ly feeling because they can read my body language 
or my facial expressions. Honestly, this drives me in-
sane. That is unfair and it gives the other person way 
too much power over me. I don’t like it when other 
people decide how I am feeling for me. Only I can 
decide that and it’s my choice if I want to share that 
or not, not theirs. If I want something and don’t say 
anything, then it’s my fault, not anybody else’s.

Because of these outside influences, telling my moth-
er and brother that I have emotions that are clear to 
read, and that by learning these patterns, they’ll al-
ways know how I feel, a lack of trust is bred. Now I 
have to spend so much time defending my words 
and convincing them to listen to what I am saying, 
which is exhausting.  Emotions are too complicated, 
and people are too complicated. I don’t believe that 
we have a healthy attitude toward dealing with our 
emotions in the first place, so why would I adhere to 
a system that I feel is more flawed than others? And 
why should I have to? Just because I can navigate the 
so-called neurotypical world better than my mother 
and brother, that doesn’t mean I agree with it. I know 
what kind of systems work for me, and I work hard to 
build structures that allow me to behave that way.  I 
work hard with my mother and brother to establish 
a system where everyone feels like they are being 
heard, and I am willing to see things differently in or-
der to do that. I don’t care if it’s not normal. Normal 
doesn’t work. Normal is overrated; it’s a cage. Instead 
of spending all of my energy trying to unhappily ad-
here to our society’s narrow definition of normal, I 
decided to work my own way and be honest about 
how I live my life. In this way, others can accommo-
date me just as I work to accommodate them. I be-
lieve that that is compromise. 
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Holmes: Has anyone ever said anything negative 
about your mom being on the spectrum?

Loraine: People often doubt that my mom is a fit par-
ent, and they blame it on autism. I think that when you 
have a parent on the spectrum versus having a child 
on the spectrum, you are forced so much more to 
learn to accept it. We live in a society that doesn’t be-
lieve that parents should compromise with their chil-
dren or that children should ever correct their parents. 
My mom didn’t raise me that way. I say this because 
people have asked me how I survive as the only “nor-
mal person.” Well, I compromised.  Just as my mother 
tried to learn how to communicate with me, I learned 
how to communicate with her, just as I would any oth-
er person.  Just because she has a diagnosis doesn’t 
mean she’s the one who needs to be cured.  Maybe 
her way of doing things is better than mine, even if 
it’s not “normal.”  I am not afraid to be different: does 
that make me autistic?  No, it doesn’t. Parents don’t 
want to blame themselves for their child’s behavior, so 
they say it’s autism. Why does it have to be anybody’s 
fault?  You don’t have to place blame in order to pacify 
a “problem.” If you don’t feel comfortable with a situa-
tion, then it is your responsibility to try and fix it, even 
if it’s not your fault. If you don’t take initiative to create 
your own happiness, then it becomes your fault. 

The most common critique I hear is comments about 
my mom’s ability to parent, but honestly, what par-
ent doesn’t receive criticism? Sometimes parents are 
wrong, sometimes they are right.  I work very hard to 
try and see things from my mom’s perspective, and if 
I can’t, I stay neutral until I can see it for myself. I trust 
that my mom is trying her very best, and until I see a 
better way to do something, I try to do things her way. 
I don’t always agree with her, but since she has always 
tried to compromise with me, I try to give her that same 
respect. Not every child is like my brother or me, and 
parents have to adjust accordingly: it’s their job. Again, 
so many problems stem not from autism, but from 
peoples’ unwillingness to accept what is different.  I am 
not afraid to do things differently. I am just tired of hav-
ing to justify myself to others in order to be respected. 
I don’t have to agree with someone to respect them. 
Respect shouldn’t have to be earned. The best way to 
get respect is to give it.  My mom taught me that. 

Holmes: What do you think are benefits to your 
mom being an educated woman and a professional 
musician while also being on the spectrum?

Loraine: I don’t benefit from her because she is these 
things, I benefit from her because she works hard to 
use these things in a way that will open up opportu-
nities for my brother and me. My mom tries to share 
what she has. She uses her education to educate my 
brother and me; she teaches me music, and she uses 
her talents and education to put food on the table and 
make connections, and then she shares the food and 
the connections with us.  I benefit from her because 
she isn’t selfish. The only reason that her autism is 
beneficial is because she accepts her autism and uses 
it to make her strong. I benefit from her because of 
her kindness and generosity. Like everyone else in this 
world, she used what she identified as her strengths 
to overcome what she identified as her weaknesses to 
follow her passions successfully, and then she shared 
her “wealth” with us so that we could have the sup-
port to do the same. She never stops fighting for what 
she believes in and she never stops giving what she 
can. Her example taught me and inspired me to do 
the same. This is how I benefited. 

  

As I work with families who have one or more members 
on the autism spectrum, I usually start by saying we are 
not going to try to recreate a family model based on 
two NT parents and NT children. What we have is some-
thing different, unique. We do not have this nice puzzle 
box with a picture for us to follow as we try to move be-
yond surviving to thriving as a family with both NT and 
AS/ASD persons in the mix.  What we are going to do is 
something unique that works for them — for this family 
does not have to look like any other.  Success will not be 
defined by a textbook or someone else’s perfect picture 
box, but by what is meaningful for every day function-
ing in this specific family.  I think Allana has shared the 
sentiment wonderfully that when you have member(s) 
of your family on the AS/ASD spectrum, the key is find-
ing what works for your family so that each member 
has his/her needs met in a way that feels acceptable to 
that individual.

As Temple Grandin has said, “Different, not less than.” 
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Make the right calls 

B
egin preparing as soon as possible (A.S.A.P.)! De-
pending on where you are headed, packing the 
appropriate clothing is the first step.  But, also 
don’t be afraid to go the extra mile and make a 
call to your local airport and inquire about any 

autism access programs available.  Some airports, such 
as Washington Dulles and Boston Logan, hold mock 
boardings to allow a child with ASD to become famil-
iar with an airport routine.  Inform them of any spe-

cific accommodations your child requires. This may 
include requesting priority seating, bulkhead seats 
(which feel less confining and eliminate the potential 
of seat-kicking), or any food requests.  Also, don’t be 
afraid to load up on healthy snacks prior to takeoff, 
because no one wants to travel on an empty tummy! 

Become an airport expert 
Create a visual story for your child in order to let them 
know what is coming ahead.  Anticipated story rou-

TOP 5 SUCCESSFUL WAYS  
to Travel with a Child with Autism
By Frederic GUIBET

Despite thoughts on how stressful traveling can be on you and your special needs child, 
it is important to note that any potential challenges can be avoided.  All it takes is the 
right strategy. Now that you have booked your travel plans, here are some helpful tips 
that can make your family trip a successful one! 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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tines for the travel process – including the car ride to 
the airport, checking in bags, going through security 
and the boarding process, etc. – can help to calm anxi-
ety.  Any pictures that are applicable to the journey — 
both before and after – can help a great deal because 
structure and routines are essential to alleviating any 
potential anxiety for a child with ASD.  Review this rou-
tine as frequently as possible before your travel date. 

More importantly, pack all the essential items, such 
as documentation of your child’s special needs, any 
piece of compact technology like a tablet, comfort-
able headphones for your child, and any non-digital 
items like a book, for situations where larger tech-
nology is prohibited. 

Navigating through the airport 
On the way to the airport, run through the visual sto-
ry with your child one more time to remind them of 
the routine they’ll soon encounter.  Don’t forget to 
build excitement for the adventure ahead!  In order 
to avoid long lines, consider joining TSA Pre Check 
to cut the wait time to get through security, as of-
tentimes airport checkpoints are overcrowded and 
congested. In 2014, world’s airports served more 
than 6.7 billion passengers in 2014, a 5.7% increase 
from the previous year, with average annual growth 
in passenger traffic from 2004-2014 at 4.3%. While 
you don’t want to have too much lag time spent at 
the airport, you also want to allow yourselves an am-
ple amount of time to check in your bags and get 
through security. If it helps, try to work out a sched-
ule to find the right balance. 

Bring your own entertainment
For children diagnosed with ASD, technology is con-
tinuing to play a major role in their development and 
communication.  Apps for games, reading, writing 
and communication seem to be the most impact-
ful. Technology is making a huge impact on creating 
positive forms of entertainment for kids with autism. 
The three levels of technology include: low tech—a 
communication system that doesn’t require a pow-
er source (like books), mid tech—which requires a 
source of power and is easy to program (like Lingo), 
and high tech—the more sophisticated electronics 
(like iPads) Please reference cesa7.org.  

Tablets have become a great travel tool - they are eas-
ily transportable, compact, and include many apps 
that are both educational and helpful for kids with 
autism. They are slowly becoming the preferential 
tool chosen by parents, as it places less pressure on 

parents to entertain their children while also calm-
ing their child from any anxiety they may encounter 
during the travel process. 

Scheduling
It’s no surprise that children with ASD need structure 
and consistency. “Autistic children need a regular and 
consistent routine so they know what to expect and 
when to expect it. People with autism naturally learn 
and repeat routines, therefore completion of the 
routine is in itself reinforcing. Routine provides cer-
tainty in overwhelming and ambiguous situations” 
(cesa7.org).  Some tablet applications have a sched-
uling that allows users to focus on repetitive tasks. It 
is important to create a schedule when traveling and 
not to deviate too far away from what was initially 
planned. Take into consideration any potential ob-
stacles you may encounter, and include that within 
your itinerary as if it’s impossible to avoid them. That 
way, you and your family are as prepared as possible. 

Travel decompression 
Recount the travel experience with your child. Include 
as much enthusiasm and excitement while doing so 
as possible. This will be helpful when you need to re-
inforce traveling as a fun experience to look forward 
to. With positive reinforcement, your child will associ-
ate a positive perspective of traveling, allowing future 
trips to get easier and less daunting. Good luck! 

frederic@ctextdev.net

Frederic Guibet, 41, a French native 
and passionate entrepreneur is the 
CEO & Founder of CommunicoTool, 
formerly known as C..TEXDEV, a 
startup that creates language 
and  development application that 

gives a voice to children with speech disorders.  After 
receiving Master’s degrees in Psychology, Neuropsy-
chology, and Cognitive Neuroimagery, Frederic be-
gan his career working for a French university in Caen 
as an Education Executive. In early 2011, he decided to 
change paths and further his education by obtaining 
a Developer degree. The catalyst responsible for Fred-
eric’s new career was that of his autistic daughter.  He 
wanted to be able to develop tools and applications 
that would allow her to express herself.  From there, he 
initiated the CommunicoTool project. He created the 
company in November 2012 and launched the first 
version of the application in 2013. One year later he 
decided to enter the US market.  In his free time, Fred-
eric enjoys taking care of his daughter, playing guitar 
and piano, and singing. 
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Scott, could you please tell us about your video 
series?

Our tagline reads: Turning “Dread Time” Into a Peace-
ful Bedtime, and that is what our videos are designed 
to do. The Everyone Sleeps series of videos are a per-
fect blend of images and sounds to help parents, but 
not replace them, in their efforts to soothe children 
and themselves into a restful state that facilitates re-
laxation, napping or a good night’s sleep. One of the 
things you will appreciate about our Everyone Sleeps 
videos is the fact you can watch them as a family. Also, 
the videos can be set to “loop” and play continuously.  
Our hope is that parents, families, and caregivers will 
use these videos consistently in their routine and ev-
eryone will go to sleep in a calm way. We want children 
to doze off without fussing, which will lead them to 
sleep contentedly through the night and not wake up 
crying and scared, trying to get into Mom and Dad’s 
bed!  This will allow Mommy and Daddy to sleep as 
well…thus the name Everyone Sleeps.

What inspired you to develop the concept for  
Everyone Sleeps?

When you’re a parent, the topic “Is your kid a ‘good’ 
sleeper” tends to come up a lot.  Well, in our case, we’d 
say yes, our son is sometimes a good sleeper…but he 
is not perfect.  And, as kids grow and try to exercise 
their voice, pushing limits when it comes to napping 
and bedtime, whether or not they are a ‘good’ sleeper 
isn’t so much the problem. The issue now is how to get 

them to sleep peacefully with minimal stress and stay 
asleep through the night.  It’s an ongoing struggle. 

My wife babysat and was a nanny for over 14 years, 
which allowed her to learn what techniques worked 
best for most children.  However, one family she was 
with for over 10 years had a child diagnosed with 
a brain injury.  It affected her decision-making and 
emotional parts of the brain, so her behavior was 
very unpredictable. She was very hard to “reach” 
when she would have a tantrum that would last for 
hours. 

Couple Develops  
UNIQUE VIDEO SERIES  
to Combat SLEEP ISSUES
By Amy KD TOBIK

Profile: Allison and Scott Buechner, Founders and Owners of Quiet Time Entertainment  
Product: Video Series: Everyone Sleeps Volumes 1, 2 and 3 
Website: www.everyonesleepsvideos.com

SLEEP
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SLEEP

to go to sleep.  To aid the situation, we bought every 
top-rated sleep DVD. Not only did they not work, but 
the one that won several awards, including video of 
the year, was so poorly shot and edited that I knew I 
could do a much better job (and do it in high defini-
tion).  So my wife and I put our heads together and we 
started thinking.  I was an Emmy award-winning pho-
tographer and editor with over 23 years of experience 
under my belt, and my wife had degrees in psychol-
ogy and experience in calming children and helping 
them fall and stay asleep. So, we took on our “Dread 
Time” nighttime challenge and Everyone Sleeps Vol-
ume 1 was created!

You mentioned using the videos with your foster 
children. Could you share the results?

With our foster siblings, it was double trouble, and 
if you tried to get one to bed while the other got 
to stay up…it was an issue.  If one started to have 
a meltdown or whine, sometimes the other felt like 
he/she had to “act” the same way to get the attention 
too! Oy vey!!

My wife started researching ways to first, try to either 
prevent the tantrum or to lessen the severity of it, 
and second, figure out how to reach her in that state.  
It was hard, but over the years my wife developed a 
plan that not only helped prevent the tantrum, but 
also found ways to reach the child when she was 
completely out of control.  She was starting to see 
how those same principles were actually calming 
down other kids she was watching, especially when 
it came to severely traumatic bedtimes.

These techniques became extremely helpful when we 
got our foster siblings – they could barely speak, still 
wore diapers, and used pacifiers and bottles.  Unfor-
tunately, they were self-destructive, constantly biting 
themselves and slamming their heads into the wall 
over and over. Both had mixed emotions. Together, we 
were able to love and teach them enough to become 
the happiest, most loving, well-adjusted kids.  But the 
hardest part for us was their horrific fear of bedtime.  
It led to 24-hour days for us, as they would have night 
terrors after we would spend hours trying to get them 
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SLEEP

Before introducing our videos to them, we were un-
able to stick to a routine.  When they knew it was time 
for bed (they both suffered from severe night terrors 
and were afraid to go to sleep), they would try to ne-
gotiate and give the “I’m not tired” or the “I’m scared” 
excuse.  The reasons only expanded from there: “I’m 
hungry,” or “I need to use the potty,” or “I want more 
milk, water, etc...” Anything and everything just to 
stay awake.  All the while, my wife and I were count-
ing down the seconds until they would go down so 
that we could spend quality time together, wash 
dishes, take a shower, prep for the next day, write 
an email, return a phone call….and hopefully not be 
awoken to the screaming and crying we so often en-
countered in the middle of the night. 

Well, once our project was completed, we played 
our Everyone Sleeps video for them, and immediate-
ly we witnessed a calming effect. Our foster siblings 
were quick to point out the colors, shapes, animals, 
scenes, and other visuals found in the video.  All of 
it is set to pleasant music, easy listening if you will, 
and it worked. I also realized that it works on adults 
as well, as it knocked my wife and our toddlers out 
within the first 10 minutes.  So it’s NOT exclusive to 
kids ages 0 to 6 years.  I knew at that point that we 
had hit a home run.  All the hard work we had put 
into timing the shots to go precisely with the beat of 
the music, all the countless hours that went into the 
planning of video placement, all the research behind 
the videos we chose and how they calm, and the ad-
ditional lesson in physics and science finally paid off!

Although we are not foster parents anymore, we now 
have our own toddler, Bryce.  Like the other children, 
he loves the videos and actually prefers to watch them 
over others – maybe because he knows Daddy made 
them and he wants to make me smile. By the way, he 
also now sleeps contentedly through the night. 

How does the Everyone Sleeps series of videos 
work? Can you describe the product?

There are three volumes so far and a bonus pack. The 
Everyone Sleeps series of DVDs use a special blend of 
colors, ultra-slow motion video, and classical, relax-
ing music beds that are precisely timed to the video.  
So, for example, while watching our videos – espe-
cially the slow motion clips – you are not focusing on 
one particular still image or thing, but instead are fo-
cusing on many relaxing visuals and sounds. For ex-
ample, there are slow motion clips of water pouring 

into a glass, calming visuals and sounds of a flowing 
stream, and eagles taking to flight in ultra-slow mo-
tion. When you focus like that, the electrical patterns 
in your brain slow down and relax.  Several studies 
indicate better relaxation and stress management 
by using techniques where you refrain from trying 
to control the content of the mind.  Our videos use 
methods that are often described as nondirective 
methods of relaxation. The videos cultivate the abil-
ity to tolerate the spontaneous wandering of the 
mind without getting too much involved. Instead 
of concentrating on getting away from stressful 
thought and emotions, our videos allow you to en-
joy the relaxing visuals and sounds, which in return 
simply let them pass in an effortless way. Eventually, 
this causes you to relax into a restful state that facili-
tates napping or a good night’s sleep.

What is your connection to the autism and  
special needs community?

As an adult, I myself suffer from severe ADHD, and have 
since I was diagnosed in the third grade. ADHD and As-
perger’s both share some similarities, and it is possible 
for a person to have both diagnoses. However, there 
are distinct differences between the two conditions.

For children with autism, our videos – especially Vol-
ume 2, which is all slow motion, and Volume 3, which 
is all wildlife and sea animals – are being used when a 
calming stimulus is needed, particularly a meltdown 
situation.  We also have customers who have loved 
ones with Dementia and Alzheimer’s disease that 
have had great success using our videos.  Our mission 
is to share our creation with as many people as possi-
ble, as our videos have successfully helped so many.

What does the success of this product mean to you?

The success of this video series means a lot to me 
personally.  I have spent my entire career mastering 
my craft in the area of broadcasting and video pro-
duction, so to finally create a unique video series that 
was meant just for our family, only to have it spread 
and help so many other people…words cannot de-
scribe the feeling of complete joy I have inside.  My 
family has always focused on helping others in need, 
rather than focusing on how much money our DVDs 
will generate. I honestly feel more rewarded when 
people tell us that the DVDs actually worked and 
how much of a blessing they have been than I would 
feel if I sold 100,000 videos. 
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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.   

HF Autism  ~  ADD/HD  ~   LD  ~  Asperger’s

WWW.CHARISHILLS.ORG

Phone:  940-964-2145

Charis is 

Greek for 

grace and 

acceptance.

Located in 
Sunset, TX  

VIEW PARENT VIDEO

http://www.charishills.org/index
http://www.charishills.org/ForParents-25
http://www.charishills.org
http://www.decodingmyautism.com
mailto:Support%40DecodingMyAutism.com%20?subject=


I
n my former life, when hiring for my specialty 
retail business, I looked for friendly teens with 
good social skills. The ones who smiled, made 
good eye contact, were polite, and could hold 
a friendly conversation were hired.  I knew that 
they could engage customers and keep them 
happy and coming back.  Often, we are drawn to 

making friends with people who have these same 
good social skills. 

Symptoms of autism and their severity can vary 
widely.  In cases of high-functioning autism, teens 
may be able to use all the social skills listed below 
effectively. In other cases, perhaps you can pick and 
choose skills you think would be a good fit for your 
child.

To help teens with autism succeed in school, work, 
and life, here are five valuable tips: 

By Kirt MANECKE

5
for Teens with Special Needs

TOP    SOCIAL SKILLS TIPS  
SOCIAL SKILLS

Social skills are especially difficult for teens on the autism spectrum, but many of 
these skills can be learned, and with practice, can become habit.  Social skills are 
critical in order to make friends, get a job, and to live a fulfilling life.  Research from 
Harvard University says social skills are the top factor for getting a job. 
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1. SMILE AND SAY HELLO

When you see a friend or a customer, greet them 
promptly and politely – just as you would greet a 
guest in your home. 

Here’s How:

    Smile.  Make it a warm, genuine, heartfelt smile.

    Look your friend or customer in the eye and say 
“Hello!” Speak in a warm, upbeat, and friendly 
manner. If you feel uncomfortable or feel like 
you’re staring, look at the person’s nose (no 
joke!). 

In the world of work, this may sound basic, but you’d 
be surprised how many businesses fail to greet their 
customers properly. Indifference is one of the biggest 
reasons people don’t return to a business. If you are 
a teen who is working or volunteering, or if you own 
your own business, you’ll be way ahead of the pack if 
you greet customers with a smile and a friendly “hel-
lo.” Customer service is important to where you work 
or volunteer because first impressions matter…a lot! 

2. INTRODUCE YOURSELF: MAKE A FRIEND

Friends are people you like and trust. It’s important 
to remember the golden rule: treat people the way 
you’d like to be treated. Be nice, be polite, and smile.  
Don’t be afraid to initiate a conversation with some-
one you would like to know. Make a friend! 

Here’s How: 

    Greet people with a smile and a warm “Hello!” 

     Introduce yourself and shake hands. Say, “I’m 
_____ (your name). It’s nice to meet you.”

     Engage them in an initial short, friendly con-
versation and pay attention. Find out how 
they’re doing: “It’s nice to see you. How’s your 
day going?” 

     Ask questions to get the other person talking 
about him/herself. “Where do you go to 
school?” and/or “Where have you been on va-
cation?”

    Listen carefully. Before long, you’ll probably 
find common interests and experiences you 
can talk about. 

    Once you have met someone, don’t hesitate to 
speak to them the next time you see them. This 

is how good conversations and friendships are 
created. 

When you are comfortable making new friends, it 
will be easier to initiate conversations with people at 
work or when volunteering. 

3. CALL PEOPLE BY NAME

One of the best ways to make a great impression on 
a person is to remember his/her name and use it! 

Here’s How:

    Smile.

    Look them in the eye.

    Enthusiastically say, “Hello_____ (their name).”

Don’t assume it’s alright to call adults by their first 
name unless they are close friends or family mem-
bers who have given you permission to do so. 

4. SAY “PLEASE” AND “THANK YOU”

Good manners never go out of style. They are ex-
pected in all social and business situations.

SAY “PLEASE”
Say “please” when you request something from your 
family, friends, or customers. For example, “Would 
you please unlock your gate so we can mow your 
backyard?” Be sincere and genuine.

SAY “THANK YOU”
Say “thank you” when someone does something nice 
for you. 

If you are working or volunteering, when a customer 
leaves your business, thank them for coming in. Say 
“thank you” in a warm and genuine manner. Or say, 
“Thank you for coming in. I look forward to seeing 
you again.”

SAY “YOU’RE WELCOME”
When someone says “thank you,” answer with a smile 
and a polite “you’re welcome.” Don’t answer with “no 
problem,” “sure,” or “yep.” Always treat others with the 
utmost respect.

5. DRESS FOR SUCCESS

People form an opinion within the first few seconds 
of meeting you, and yes, they do judge a book by its 
cover. 

SOCIAL SKILLS
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Sections adapted from Smile 
& Succeed for Teens Copyright 
© 2014 by Kirt Manecke. Kirt 
Manecke is an award-win-
ning author. His book Smile & 
Succeed for Teens: Must-Know 
People Skills for Today’s Wired 
World is a crash course in social 
skills and job skills to ensure 
teens succeed. Teens learn to 

smile, make eye contact, shake hands, say hello, en-
gage in conversation, interview and get a job, vol-
unteer effectively, and more. For job skills training 
for adults with autism, Kirt’s book Smile: Sell More 
with Amazing Customer Service is a crash course 
in customer service, people skills and sales. Con-
tact Kirt at Kirt@SmiletheBook.com. Learn more 
at www.facebook.com/SmileandSucceedforTeens 
and www.SmiletheBook.com. 

At work or when volunteering, if you are not sure 
what you are wearing fits the dress code, it’s safer to 
dress professionally.  Keep your clothes, including 
uniforms, clean and neat. Wash them regularly. Keep 
your shoes clean and in good condition. 

Pay attention to your grooming. In all situations, a 
neatly groomed, smartly-dressed look is best. Make 
sure you smell good! Shower or bathe daily. Avoid 
too much perfume or cologne – some people are 
very sensitive to smells.  Keep your nails clean and 
hair neat. Have breath mints on hand to keep your 
breath smelling fresh!

These tips will ensure teens make a powerful first im-
pression to succeed in school, work, and life.

SOCIAL SKILLS
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W
hen I divorced many years ago, I was 
fine with the idea of being alone with 
my kids for the rest of my life.  I have 
three children – of which the oldest and 
youngest both have moderate autism.  
If you live with autism, you know how 
“exciting” life can be!  I choose to use 

the word excitement as a way to look on the bright 
side.  I happily call our home a circus – and I wouldn’t 
want it any other way.  I also knew that most people 
wouldn’t be happy living in a circus.  After all, you nev-
er know what might happen on any given day.

The kids are young adults now, so many of the habits 
they had as children (running around without clothes, 

screaming tantrums, rigid schedules and obsessions, 
etc.) have gotten a little easier with time and the right 
medication.  However, neither has any sense of mod-
esty, so the bathroom door is as likely to be open as 
closed, and running from the bathroom to their room 
without clothes can happen at any time.  Only a very 
special person can handle our special kind of life.

When you feel ready to start dating, it can be scary.  
You want your children to be safe and happy – you 
may even worry they won’t understand that some-
one new may become a part of your family.  This 
can be especially true if your child is extremely rigid 
around new people and has a hard time with chang-
es in routine. The good news is that it is possible to 

5 TIPS TO FINDING A NEW LOVE 
When You Have Children with Autism
By Jen JONES

As a single parent, dating may not always be at the forefront of your thoughts.  Taking 
care of children, a home, and working is enough to keep anyone so busy that the 
thought of going out may be just too much.  But, you can’t lose yourself in taking care 
of everyone else.  You need to take care of yourself and have some fun to be happy!

PARENTAL ADVICE
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You need to decide before you start dating whether you are just 
looking for fun – or for a possible relationship. 

find someone to love you and your children.  The fol-
lowing tips might help you find that person and be 
able to explain your circus so they will want to join in:

 Define what you want
 You need to decide before you start dating 

whether you are just looking for fun – or for a 
possible relationship.  Some people only want 
to date if they are searching for a potential life 
partner, while others just want to go out and 
remember what being with other adults is like.  
Both ways of looking at dating are fine, but 
you need to be honest with yourself. This also 
means you need to be honest with anyone 
you go out with.  If you aren’t ready for com-
mitment, you need to let that person know at 
some point.  It isn’t fair to them if they want a 
serious relationship and you don’t.  Only want-
ing fun is perfectly fine!  Never let someone tell 
you how to feel – you need to do what is best 
for you.  Only you know how much you can 
handle, and maybe adding another person to 
your home isn’t something you want to do or 
feel is best for your children.

Remember that it’s always fine to change your 
mind!  You may be only looking for something 
casual and meet someone who opens your 
eyes to the possibility of having a love that 
surrounds you and your children in happiness, 
kindness, understanding, and love.  Be open to 
change – isn’t that what we constantly try to 
teach our children?

 Keep your private life away from your kids 
This may not seem like a good idea if you are 
always open and honest with your children, 
but you have a right to privacy, and this is bet-
ter for everyone involved.  Family doesn’t need 
to know details about the person you are dat-
ing until you know this person is really spe-
cial.  Dragging one new person after another 
through your children’s lives isn’t fair to anyone. 
 
Think about it.  Your child with autism has a 
difficult time with changes and new people.  

Why would you want to introduce someone 
into their lives until you are sure about the 
relationship?  You are asking for negative be-
haviors from your child. Can you picture the 
crying or screaming tantrums when your child 
wants that person and you have to tell them 
yet again that person is gone and never com-
ing back?  It’s hard enough for neurotypical 
kids to understand this.  Spend time getting to 
know someone – and making sure that person 
is fully aware of your situation – before you in-
troduce him/her to your kids.

 Always be open and honest with the person 
you are dating

 Let’s face it – autism is always different.  Even 
if that person knows someone with autism, 
they don’t know everything.  I have two chil-
dren with autism, and they are each their own 
person. While they have a few similarities 
(which I think are more due to genetics than 
autism), they are opposites in more ways than 
one. Even on your first date, you can men-
tion your children have autism, but you don’t 
need to go into any details unless the person 
seems genuinely interested.  You don’t need 
to share the fact that your child is as likely to 
paint the bathroom with feces as he/she is to 
dance naked through your home.  You don’t 
need to share the screaming tantrums or the 
obsessions that govern many of our lives. 
 
If you continue dating, you will have to share 
more details about your life.  It is only fair to 
the person you are seeing that they know what 
life is like in your home.  They have the right to 
decide whether they want to be a part of your 
“circus” or whether that is definitely not some-
thing they want.  Always be open and honest!

 You need to be careful about who you let 
into your life

 We all have fears of someone hurting our chil-
dren.  It seems the news is full of stories of how 
mom’s boyfriend or dad’s girlfriend harmed a 
child.  Parents of children with autism need to be 
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even more careful. Unfortunately, people who 
prey on children may even target those with spe-
cial needs, as these children are more likely to be 
unable to tell anyone that they are being hurt.

 Always be cautious about what you tell a 
new person

 I don’t mean to scare anyone, but your child’s 
safety is the most important thing in your life.  
Until you are sure that someone is a “decent” per-
son, keep him/her away from your kids.  Keep a 
careful watch when you do introduce them and 
be aware of any changes that occur in your chil-
dren (behaviors, refusing to eat, trouble sleep-
ing, etc.) that could indicate a problem.

 Once you find someone special, share your 
life

 If you are lucky enough to find someone who 
you truly care about, be open to sharing your 
life with them. You need to slowly let them 
learn about your children.  Invite them to spend 
time in your home and relax. It’s so hard to re-
lax when you feel someone is judging your 
children and your home, but you have to re-
member this person wants to be here.  And, 

the reality is, if the person cannot handle sitting 
through a meal with your child flapping or beep-
ing or bouncing, this is not the person for you. 
 
Of course, you will be nervous, but try to re-
member this person is willingly coming to your 
“circus.”  They may not know what to expect, 
but that’s OK!  You can learn together!  You 
never know what they might teach you – after 
all, sometimes fresh eyes can see solutions that 
tired eyes miss every day.

Remember that you are allowed to have time for your-
self and you are allowed to have fun.  Being a single 
parent is hard – when you have a special needs child, it 
can be extremely difficult!  You are a strong person, but 
even people who are strong need shoulders to lean (or 
cry) on at times.  Don’t let the fact you have a child with 
autism prevent you from looking for your true love.

Jen Jones is a preschool teacher, a freelance writer, 
and the very proud mom of three amazing young 
adults.  Autism has been part of their lives for more 
than 25 years, and she wants to share the joys au-
tism can bring to a family, as well as let people know 
that, even during dark days, life will get easier.

PARENTAL ADVICE

Covering the 35 years the poet has worked in group 
homes and his relationship with an ex-girlfriend's 
autistic son, this book goes beyond the labels. 

No one's special or exceptional or looking for pity or 
finding miracle cures. With his unique perspective, he 
shows individuals making it day to day with help from 
loved ones and staff members. It's the tedium, the care 
and love, the frustrations, the well-earned dignity, the 
sense of helplessness and the small epiphanies that 
make up anybody's life.

Driven by the rhythms of everyday language, Tony 
Gloeggler’s Until The Last Light Leaves focuses on a 
world habitually ignored. 

Available from the author at  
agloeggler@nyc.rr.com for $15.00

Also listed with Amazon and Small Press Distribution for $16.95



C
hildren affected by autism appear to be par-
ticularly attracted to video games because of 
the visual nature of screen-based technology, 
the structure, and immediate feedback gam-
ing provides.  Video game play also helps kids 
on the spectrum practice flexible thinking, 
become more comfortable making mistakes, 

recognize the importance of practice in order to im-
prove skills, and share an interest with their peers.

Video game-based technology is a powerful tool for 
teaching children with autism language and com-
munication skills, cognitive flexibility, and social 
skills. Many studies demonstrate the ways that vid-
eo games and technology engage kids – particularly 
kids on the spectrum – by improving sustained at-
tention and persistence during the learning process. 
As a result, many parents and educators have begun 
to use apps and games made specifically for kids 

Making Popular  
VIDEO GAMES Good FOR KIDS 

Affected BY AUTISM
Randy KULMAN, Ph.D.
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It’s hard to find a child these days who doesn’t love video games, but for many kids on 
the autism spectrum, digital play has an especially strong draw.  
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with autism to teach social, communication, and life 
skills.

Transferring game-based learning into real world 
skills like self-control, cognitive flexibility, and sus-
tained attention requires some form of mediation. 
Parents and educators need to help kids connect 
what they are doing in the game to the tools they 
need for daily activities.  Many higher functioning 
kids with autism (Level 1 Autism Spectrum Disorder) 
may not be interested in some of the games and apps 
made explicitly for kids on the spectrum, preferring 
to play popular games and apps instead.  But even 
playing mainstream games and series like Minecraft, 
Pokemon, Legend of Zelda, and Mario Bros. offer op-
portunities for fun and learning that also give kids a 
shared interest to talk about with others. 

With all this being said, there are studies that sug-
gest that children on the autism spectrum can be-
come overly engaged in video game play and dis-
play problematic behaviors, such as inattention and 
obsession. These studies indicate that certain types 
of games — role-playing games in particular — can 
be especially difficult for children affected by autism 

to disengage from.  Parents of kids with autism are 
well aware of these behaviors.   Although a special 
interest in video game play, which allows a child to 
communicate with their peers and share experienc-
es, is likely to have more benefits than negative con-
sequences, these considerations mean that parents 
of children affected by autism need to be alert and 
attentive to excessive video gameplay.

Finding the best video games and apps for children 
affected by autism can be problematic.  As noted 
earlier, popular games and apps are generally sug-
gested for children with Level 1 Autism Spectrum 
Disorders.  Not only are higher functioning ASD 
children capable of understanding and mastering 
these games, they provide a fertile ground for com-
municating with peers and practicing social skills by 
playing online games with others. Developing his/
her own expertise can become a source of pride for 
a child on the spectrum. And while these games are 
popular and involve significant levels of strategic 
thinking, their complexity and elevated character 
development can contribute to a child’s obsession 
with the game.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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In order to help a child affected by autism get the 
most from their game play, parents, educators, and 
child care professionals are strongly encouraged to 
involve themselves with their children and students. 
If you don’t want to actually play the game, at least 
sit down and observe the child while they are play-
ing.  Learn to ask questions about what they’re do-
ing and help them answer in a way that considers 
your lack of understanding of the game. You might 
also encourage them to work on a specific task in the 
game that showcases their effort and achievement. 

Helping the child turn game-based learning into 
real-world learning can be particularly important 
for children affected by autism.  By definition, these 
children struggle with generalization and a reduced 
capacity to transfer a skill used in one setting to an-
other setting.  One way to help a child who loves Mi-
necraft practice these skills is to encourage them to 
go beyond playing Minecraft and learn to build with 
LEGOs, design and build a backyard fort, or even 
learn about the geology and geography that is om-
nipresent while playing Minecraft.

Here are a few of the best games for helping children 
affected by autism improve executive function, prob-
lem-solving, and social emotional learning skills (SEL):

If... is a game designed to teach children about so-
cial emotional learning skills (SEL). If...encourages 
kids to think about what their actions communicate, 
imagine what they say, and consider how what they 
say affects other people.  As children progress in 
the game, they learn social cues and conversational 
techniques to assist with empathy and compassion.

Portal 2 is a simple but imaginative game in which a 
player uses the game’s singular tool, a portal gun, to 
navigate through otherwise impassable levels by plac-
ing portals of varying properties. With very few rules 
and little instruction, Portal 2’s open-ended gameplay 
actually requires high levels of cognitive flexibility. 
This dynamic is part of what makes Minecraft so at-
tractive to children on the autism spectrum.

Minecraft is, of course, incredibly popular both with 
typically developing kids and kids affected by autism.  
This “sandbox” game (open-ended with no real rules 
or end goals) allows children to exert a lot of con-
trol over their environment.  In the creative mode, 
Minecraft provides an opportunity to explore an un-
known world and face fears without giving up safety.

New Super Mario Bros. U emphasizes the need for 
cooperative play, tending to a task with one’s team-
mates, and developing common interest in achieving 
a goal. New Super Mario Bros. U requires that players 
understand the ways their actions affect other play-
ers and helps kids practice skills like communication, 
flexibility, and empathy.
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Randy Kulman, Ph.D. is the Founder and President 
of LearningWorks for Kids http://learningworks-
forkids.com/ , an educational technology compa-
ny that specializes in using video games to teach 
executive-functioning and academic skills. For the 
past 25 years, Dr. Kulman has also been the Clinical 
Director and President of South County Child and 
Family Consultants, a multidisciplinary group of pri-
vate practitioners that specializes in assessment and 
interventions for children with learning disorders 
and attention difficulties.  Additionally, Dr. Kulman 
is the author of numerous essays and book chap-
ters on the use of digital technologies for improving 
executive-functioning skills in children. His current 
research projects include the development of a par-
ent and teacher scale for assessing executive-func-
tioning skills in children and a large survey study 
examining how children with ADHD and Autism use 
popular video games and apps. He is an advisor and 
occasional writer for ADDitude Magazine, Common-
sensemedia.org, Toca Boca and also writes columns 
for Inside ADHD and the South County Independent.  
He is the author of two books;  Train Your Brain for 
Success: A Teenager’s Guide to Executive Functions 
and Playing Smarter in a Digital World.

1058 Kingstown Rd. 
Wakefield, RI  02879 
401-789-1553 
randy@learningworksforkids.com 
@rkulman 
@lw4k 
pinterest.com/lw4k 
https://www.facebook.com/LearningWorksForKids
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H
is eye contact is getting better, as this skill 
was not honed until he turned three. He 
doesn’t answer to his name or respond if 
someone calls for him to stop doing some-
thing. His fine motor skills are very good; his 
therapists tell me that he is bright. Cory is a 
very happy and healthy child who loves to 

laugh and likes to be the center of attention. He is 
a very good eater and sleeps well, so we are happy 
about that.

Cory currently goes to school at the Friendship House 
in Scranton, PA, which is a facility that specializes in 
working with children who are autistic. He goes there 
Monday through Friday from 8:30am to 3:00pm, so 
our time with our son is basically weeknights and 
weekends. His school is very structured, as they per-
form activities and sessions that require him to re-
main focused throughout the day. Because of this, he 
falls asleep in the car on the way home from school 
and will sleep until around 6:30pm each night. When 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Simple Family Activities  
to Share with your Child  

with Autism
By Mark D. PETERSON

Jenna, my wife, is a stay-at-home mother, and I’m an engineer at a telecommunications 
company.  Our son, Cory, is four years old and was diagnosed before he turned two. 
He is primarily nonverbal, but is able to speak some words coherently, if prompted. 
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he wakes up, we let him do what he likes, such as 
watching his cartoons, jumping on his indoor tram-
poline, and playing with his cars and trucks – though 
we still try to incorporate teaching from some of the 
activities he did at school that day. He does very well 
with his numbers, alphabets, colors, and shapes, and 
he picks up new learning activities fairly well. So, as 
much as we like to have Cory play at night (when ev-
ery four-year-old needs to have playtime), we try to 
incorporate some learning activities as well.

When Cory was diagnosed with autism I wondered 
if we would be able to do all the sorts of activities 
a father looks forward to with his son. I envisioned 
us playing catch in the backyard, traveling to sports 
games, and going to the movies. I almost felt cheat-
ed knowing that some parts of our father/son bond-
ing would most likely not happen. We are doing ev-
erything we can to continue with his learning, so I’m 
hopeful that we can someday enjoy the activities a 
father and son should have.  But that doesn’t mean 
we can’t enjoy family activities that Cory can be 
heavily involved in – it’s just different activities due 
to his diagnosis. Here is a listing of several activities 
we love to do together:

iPad
Cory has really taken to the iPad, as it’s very inter-
active and he likes pressing the buttons to get a re-

sponse. We also feel this helps considerably with his 
motor skills as he watches the apps and presses the 
buttons with his finger.  We only download educa-
tional apps that he really enjoys playing with, as it’s 
both informative and fun. The apps we download 
concentrate on the alphabet, numbers, shapes, col-
ors, and speech that make it fun for his age group. We 
enjoy watching him play on the iPad, helping him if 
he gets stuck on a certain part. It’s fun for all of us as 
we watch him interact with the app and cheer when 
he gets something right.  

Hide and Seek
One of our favorite activities at home is playing hide 
and seek. Cory and I will be in the kitchen and Jenna 
will hide somewhere in the house and after about 
10 seconds we go looking for Mommy.  Mommy will 
softly say “Cory” and he has to follow her voice in or-
der to find her.  He loves playing this, because once 
he finds his Mommy, she will pop out of her hiding 
place and exclaim “you found me,” which makes Cory 
laugh and laugh. We’ll take turns, so I’ll hide and he 
has to find Daddy.  This is fun for us and we feel it 
teaches him both to recognize the voice of Mommy 
and Daddy and know how to look for one of us.

Indoor Trampoline
It was recommended by one of his therapists that we 
get him an indoor trampoline so he can jump on it 
and exert energy along with the sensation.  He loves 
to jump on it while watching his cartoons on the 
TV.  He has gotten so good at it that he will do tricks 
where he jumps on his knees and then back to his 
feet. It’s so fun to watch him, and he loves it when 
we cheer after he does one of his tricks. When a song 
comes on his cartoons, we sing and laugh and jump 
up and down with him. This is one of his favorite in-
door activities, especially when he gets a lot of atten-
tion. All the indoor trampolines that we found have 
a handle bar, which is nice for little children to hold 
on to while jumping. Unfortunately, we recently had 
to take ours off, as he was getting a little too heavy. 
He started swinging on the bar and we were afraid it 
would tip over. At first he was not too happy about 
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We are doing everything we can to continue with his learning,  
so I’m hopeful that we can someday enjoy the activities  

a father and son should have. 
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We try to get out in our backyard as much as we can so he can run 
around and get some exercise. He loves playing ball with us as we 

pass a little inflated ball to each other 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

we always go there for a couple of hours while he 
slides down the slides and swings on the swings. This 
is a great way for him to exert energy, and he’s usual-
ly ready for a nap afterwards. We don’t bring a TV or 
his trampoline, so we try different fun things to keep 
him occupied, like running around or grilling out.  
Sometimes, at night, we’ll just lie in bed and talk to 
Cory about what we did that day and what we want 
to do the next day. He responds very well to that, as 
he is very happy being in the camper.  This coming 
year, Jenna and I decided to reserve a seasonal camp-
site where we would just leave our camper there and 
head over every weekend. The site we picked out is 
perfect for him, as it has a pool, playground, walking 
trails, and a nice big lake. We are very much looking 
forward to spending time with him there.

These are some of the fun activities we like to do 
with Cory. His diagnosis means that he’s somewhat 
limited in some aspects, so we’re always looking for 
activities that he can do and enjoy. Although Cory 
is nonverbal, he is very good at “telling” us what ac-
tivities he likes and doesn’t like. When we introduce 
a new activity to him, he is usually willing to try it, 
which is encouraging to us. We really want Cory to 
be well-rounded, so we’re always introducing a lot 
of different types of activities and we continue with 
the ones he enjoys.  With everything, we always 
make sure he’s the center of attention, as he thrives 
on that. Of course, there are some activities that we 
aren’t able to do together, but his diagnosis does not 
mean we cannot have a great time and create great 
memories...it’s just different types of memories.

the lack of a handle bar and cried, but after a while, 
he accepted it.

Scooter
My sister got Cory a three-wheel little scooter when 
he turned three. We were a little apprehensive about 
it since we didn’t want him to fall off and hurt himself, 
but he took to it well. He rides it around the house 
with one foot on it while the other is pushing.  And, 
like the trampoline, he started doing tricks where he 
would lift his leg up and look at us for a response. We 
cheer him on and get excited when he does a trick. 
We say “get ready, get set, go,” and he launches on 
the scooter to the end of the room and waits for us 
to say it again before he comes back.  This is great, 
as he always wants us to respond with cheering and 
applause when he does something different on the 
scooter. We also feel that this helps with his balance 
and coordination.

Backyard Play
We try to get out in our backyard as much as we 
can so he can run around and get some exercise. He 
loves playing ball with us as we pass a little inflated 
ball to each other. He tries to throw the ball, but it 
doesn’t go very far, so sometimes he decides to car-
ry it to one of us. We just started teaching him how 
to catch the ball, but he’s struggling at that. He also 
likes to kick the ball to one of us when we yell “kick 
the ball!”  This is great family fun, as it seems to help 
with his hand/eye coordination. He also has a small 
plastic bike that he likes to ride. Right now he can’t 
peddle it, so we mostly push him, but we’re currently 
working on that and I’m sure he’ll get it soon.

Camping
Camping is one of our favorite activities with Cory.  
We have a 16-foot camper which we use on the week-
ends at different campsites. Cory just loves it.  He 
enjoys being outside and exploring at the different 
sites, though we do have to keep a keen eye on him, 
as he does tend to wander.  Jenna and I like to take 
walks, so we bring his scooter so he can ride along-
side of us. Most campgrounds have a playground, so 

Mark Peterson is an engineer for a local cable com-
pany and resides in Carbondale, Pennsylvania with 
his wife, Jenna, and their son, Cory. Cory will turn four 
years old in March, and was diagnosed prior to his 
second birthday. The Petersons relocated to North-
east Pennsylvania from Hilton Head Island, South 
Carolina, so that Cory could attend an autism specific 
program in Scranton, Pennsylvania. Cory is thriving in 
the Early Intensive Behavioral Intervention program, 
and his parents are thrilled with his progress.
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I 
heard those words loud and clear just a few 
days ago when Ryan got invited to a Super Bowl 
Party. This was his first invite from a classmate 
in almost 10 years. To say Ryan was ecstatic is 
an enormous understatement. He had to fight 
back the tears when he shoved the invitation 
in my face!  It doesn’t matter that when I asked 

who the invitation was from that Ryan momentar-
ily forgot the lovely young girl’s name (facial rec-
ognition is something Ryan struggles with) – what 
mattered most was that this nice (momentarily 
nameless) girl handed an invitation to him. Yes, him. 
 
On the Sunday night before the big party, Ryan 
jumped up on my bed and reminded me where he 
would be “seven nights from tonight.” Then it was my 
turn to fight back the tears.  My beautiful, 125-pound, 
14-year-old son looked at me, somewhat sheep-
ishly, and asked if I would help him “practice” some 
things he could talk about with the party guests.  I 
was flabbergasted. For YEARS, we have tried to role-

play – “practicing” and rehearsing various conver-
sations, “what if” scenarios, and “what to expect” 
moments – to which Ryan often refused. However, 
on this night, he said, “I don’t know what to expect 
at a Super Bowl Party and I want to be prepared.” 
 
After I recovered from the shock and AWE once again 
that this kid bestows on me with increasing regular-
ity, I told him there was nothing I would rather do.  
He then jumped off my bed, bounced away, and 
shouted, “Not now, but later.” And there it was. Such 
a simple concept in four short words. Four words 

Not Right Now, But Later 
WORDS TO LIVE BY

By Kate HOOVEN

If only I heard those words 10 years ago. 
If only I believed those words 10 years 
ago. If only I tattooed those words back-
wards on my forehead 10 years ago so 
every time I looked in the mirror those 
words would not only have hidden my 
deepening frown line, they would have 
hidden the fear in my heart from the 
only person who saw it, me.

But I didn’t, because I wanted “now.”

“Later” felt too late.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
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that could have saved me such worry and heartache 
had I only trusted them for the past decade – had I 
only trusted him.  Because AWEnestly, that is pret-
ty much how this autism journey has been going. 
 
“Not right now, but later” could truly have been 
the mantra, the theme, the words to live by for 
my son.  As I watched him happily bounce out of 
my bedroom a few short nights ago while hum-
ming the latest Minecraft music buzzing around 
in his head, I realized that he has been “saying” 
those very words for years. I just wasn’t listening. 
 
“Now it’s time to learn to use the potty,” I once 
shouted, screamed, begged, and bribed.  “Not 
right now, but later” was what Ryan was trying to 
tell me all those years ago when “now” was not the 
time for him. “Now” his brain was not quite ready 
to understand the signals his body was telling him, 
which is why it took him longer to toilet train than 
most kids his age. “Later” worried me though, be-
cause it felt way past “now.” However, when he 
was ready, “later” came, just like he knew it would. 
 
“Now, I want you to learn to tie your shoes so you 
are ready for kindergarten” – right after we read this 
book on shoes, practice with these pretend laces 
sewn into the pages, and watch your big brother 
Kyle demonstrate the skill on his own shoes.  Ryan 
struggled, became frustrated, and chucked the 
book past my head. “Not right now, but later,” be-
cause it didn’t matter how cool the book was with 
the fake shoe on the front, or how much he idol-
ized his brother and all of his cool abilities. Ryan’s 
fine motor skills weren’t on board with all the oth-
er kindergartners, so “now” was not the time for 
shoe tying (or shirt buttoning). “Later” came, later. 
 
“Hey buddy, now I want to hear Ryan talk instead 
of (insert any character on TV he was scripting non-
stop at the time here____). I like Ryan’s voice soooo....
much better,” I cajoled.  Ryan went about his latest 
script in his latest voice as if he hadn’t heard my re-

quest time and time again. The thing is, that WAS Ry-
an’s voice.  He was communicating with me in the 
only way he knew how and if I would have heard 
“not right now, but later,” it would have sounded re-
markably like Dora the Explorer, but I wasn’t listen-
ing.  “Now” I do hear Ryan’s voice, along with the 
latest Minecraft YouTuber he is obsessed with, and 
no matter who I hear, no matter what is said, I listen. 
 
“Wow! I can barely see your eyes because your hair is 
so long. We have to go for a haircut now,” I whispered 
in his ear while he was almost asleep, so I could live 
with myself knowing I told him. But, I hoped and 
prayed that he didn’t really hear me, because then I 
wouldn’t have to listen to the cries, the worries, and 
the fight to get him in the car until “now” actually 
meant now. The tears, the pleas, the heartbreaking 
“no, no, no” with every piece of hair that floated to 
the ground was Ryan’s way of telling me, “Not right 
now, but later.”  The snip, snip, snip of the scissors was 
loud in his ears.  The pieces of hair falling on his neck 
felt like shards of glasses poking through his skin. 
The different comb, the chair that lifted up and spun 
around, and the numerous conversations happening 
in the salon were all too much for his overloaded sen-
sory system. “Not right now, but later.” And as always, 
“later” came, with Ryan flopping in the salon chair 
and barking, “Just give me the usual,” because now he 
is prepared, knows what to expect,  and is ready. 
 
“Now that you are older, maybe you should wear 
clothes like a lot of the other middle schoolers,” I 
said (repeatedly) as Ryan walked out the door in 
silky track pants that I have had such a hard time 
finding in men’s size pants (apparently men do not 
wear satin pants to work out in these days). The 
same clothes, day in and day out, was Ryan’s way of 
telling me, “Not right now, but later.” It was because 
those clothes made him feel comfortable, and the 
predictability of how those clothes felt on his body 
was one thing he could count on not to change 
throughout his day. Then one day after a shopping 
trip from the mall, other words came that I was NOT 

“Not right now, but later” could truly have been the mantra,  
the theme, the words to live by for my son.
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expecting: beautiful words of self-awareness.  “I wish 
my body wasn’t such an ‘arsehole’ and I could wear 
different things.  I really want to, but my body won’t 
let me. My brain is highly connected to my sensory 
system...more than it is for my friends.”  I was dumb-
founded, but able to recover enough to take in this 
beautiful moment and remind Ryan of all the things 
that came “later” for him, when his body was ready. 
 
And just two weeks later, when he felt his body was 
ready, a request came for khaki pants, followed by 
a declaration that his “brain is stronger” now and 
ready to try them. “Later” came today as he walked 
into school wearing American Eagle khaki pants 
and a brand new Hollister shirt. “Not right now, 
but later” on his terms, in his way, when  HE  was 
ready, not me. And that is exactly how it has been 
all along and exactly how it should always be. 
  
“Not right now, but later” has proven true time 
and time again. “Now” was what I needed, what I 
wanted, and what I thought should be on my time 
schedule.  “Later” was what my boy needed, what 
he wanted, and what he was telling me all along.  
Ryan may have never said those exact words to 
me until just a few days ago, but he has been tell-
ing me that for years. I just hate that it took years 
for me to hear him, to understand him, and to re-
spect his time frame. I hope that one day he for-
gives me and understands that “not right now, but 
later” has rung true on this journey for me as well. 
 
Better late(r) than never, right?

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Kate Hooven is a mom of three fabulous kids, and 
she shares how her family rides the waves of autism 
without drowning at The AWEnesty of Autism. The 
blog is real, raw and AWEnest. Kate hopes in the few 
minutes it takes a parent riding a similar wave to 
read one of her posts, that parent feels a little less 
lonely and little more determined to ride the wave 
and hold on. She has been blogging for three years 
and has had several posts shared on The Mighty, 
Yahoo Parenting, AutismAwareness.com, The Au-
tism Society of America and Autism Speaks.

https://www.facebook.com/TheAWEnestyOfAu-
tism/

http://www.awenestyofautism.com/
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NATURAL HEALING:  
How to Heal the Gut to Heal  

the Behavior
By Karen THOMAS

AUTISM HEALTH

The health of the gut directly affects the health of the brain and behaviors.  When the 
gut is injured, it decreases the ability of the brain to function properly. 

1.

2.

pression), sleep, and appetite control. GABA calms 
the nerves. When the GABA system is weak or inef-
fective, it commonly results in anxiety and impulsive 
behavior. If there is trouble with impulsivity, or the 
ability to concentrate and focus, then dopamine is 
low. To heal the brain and behavior issues, we must 
first start with the gut.

The best way to protect your brain from toxins starts 
with your gut. Yes, air pollution, pesticides on food, 
and mercury, aluminum, and other toxic compounds 
found in vaccinations all contribute, but we have 
some control over their intake if we choose to. The 
gut, on the other hand, is often injured without our 
knowledge.

How to Heal the Gut Lining
 Diet: Eating moderate protein with good fats 

such as olive oil, coconut oil, and avocado is 
very important. Eliminating processed carbo-
hydrates, gluten, and other processed foods, 
sugars, bad fats, and dairy products is also es-
sential.  I always see parents giving their kids 
foods they think are healthy, but they are not.  
Just because it’s gluten-free does not mean it 
is good for you. Please get your free download 
of The 15 Most Important Foods To Consume 
and the 15 Most Important Foods To Avoid If You 
Want To Heal The Gut And Maximize Brain Func-
tion, at www.naturallyhealingautism.com.

 L-glutamine: One of the best supplements 
to heal the holes in the gut lining is the ami-
no acid L-glutamine. The product Glutagenics 
from the company Metagenics is an excellent 

T
he lining of the digestive tract can be injured 
due to candida or yeast overgrowth, pesti-
cides, toxic food, heavy metals, antibiotics, or 
NSAIDS such as aspirin.  They all weaken and 
damage the gut. Holes can be created in this 
delicate single-celled lining. Once this hap-
pens, “leaky gut” allows for undigested food 

and other toxins to enter the bloodstream, where 
they make their way through the body’s organs, in-
cluding the brain. Here we often see the symptoms 
of autism, ADHD, depression, anxiety, and a lack or 
inability to focus.

The brain is protected by another single-celled sys-
tem called the blood-brain barrier. When toxins and 
inflammation are present in the system, this delicate 
barrier cannot do its job of protecting the brain, thus 
allowing toxins to enter it. When the brain is toxic, it 
can become injured and cannot function properly.

The hypothalamus is a part of the brain that tells us 
if we should feel fear or if we are safe to remain calm. 
This is otherwise known as fight or flight. The hy-
pothalamus is also involved in aggressive behavior, 
territorial defense, sleep, appetite, and energy. The 
hypothalamus has no protective blood brain barrier. 
It must be protected from toxins. The hypothalamus 
is commonly seen injured in children with autism.

The gut produces a lot of neurotransmitters, or brain 
messengers. An impaired gut lining cannot produce 
the necessary chemicals to help the brain function 
properly. Three of these neurotransmitters are se-
rotonin, GABA, and dopamine. Serotonin is respon-
sible for monitoring behaviors, such as mood (de-
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choice for this. It contains L-glutamine to heal, 
deglycyrrhizinized licorice (DGL) to calm, and 
aloe vera (laxative properties removed) to 
soothe the digestive tract.

 Probiotics help to balance the candida over-
growth and help prevent leaky gut.

 Omega 3 fatty acids reduce inflammation and 
help heal and protect the gut lining. They are 
also crucial for the health and proper function-
ing of the brain.

Help for the Brain
Additional help for behavior can come through sup-
plementation:

 For anxiety, GABA can be built by a supplement 
with its own name, GABA.

 For issues with mood, sleep, or appetite, sero-
tonin can be generated through a natural sup-
plement called 5HTP (5-hydoxy tryptophan). 
Consult your physician before taking 5HTP if 
you are already taking anti-depressant medi-
cations.

 For impulsivity and issues with concentration, 
dopamine can be synthesized through the 
amino acid L-tyrosine.

 Take alpha lipoic acid and modified citrus pec-
tin to assist removal of toxins.

AUTISM HEALTH

• Aiko & Egor: Animation 4 Autism is a tablet and smart 
phone app designed for children with autism to easily 
learn and engage with their families.

• To download, search “Aiko & Egor” on the iTunes Store 
for your Apple device and the Google Play Store for your 
Android device.

• Visit www.aikoandegor.org to learn more about the app, 
watch animated videos, and sign up for our e-newsletter.

The app is developed by See Beneath, 
a San Diego-based nonprofit co-
founded by autism experts with years 
of experience in autism research and 
intervention.

www.aikoandegor.org,  
facebook.com/aikoandegor, 
@aikoandegor

Karen Thomas healed her 
own son from the symptoms 
of autism. She shares a multi-
tude of valuable resources in 
her book, Naturally Healing 
Autism: The Complete Step-
By-Step Resource Handbook 
for Parents.

Karen interviewed New York 
Times best-selling author and 

noted psychiatrist, Dr. Daniel Amen, on her April 1, 
2016, radio/podcast release at www.autismone.
org. Listen in for more insightful knowledge on 
brain support to help your child.

Visit Karen’s blog at, www.naturallyhealingautism.
com, and follow her at, www.facebook.com/natu-
rallyhealingautism.

3.

4.

1.

2.

3.

4.

http://www.autismone.org
http://www.autismone.org
http://www.aikoandegor.org
http://www.momsenergyreignited.com
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https://twitter.com/aikoandegor/


T
he most obvious difference between people 
with autism and those without it is the degree 
of sensitivity.  For an autistic person, opening 
the curtains on a moderately sunny morning 
might feel like having a very bright flashlight 
shone directly into their eyes at close range. 
A plate falling onto the kitchen floor might 

sound as disturbing as standing next to loud drilling 
on a building site without any earmuffs.  The National 
Autistic Society in the UK has produced this very short 
but powerful film (http://bit.ly/overloadedsenses) to 
give us a glimpse of what it must feel like to constantly 
experience this sort of sensory overload.

But rather than perceiving this as a deficiency, it 
should be seen as a great attribute – an acute abil-
ity to perceive the detail of sensory information.  It 
is a more refined way of using our senses than most 
people understand.  The problem isn’t with the au-
tistic person, who has been blessed with these great 
abilities, but with the rest of us, who have allowed 
our sensory processing to be blunted in creating a 
world for ourselves in which constant extreme sen-
sory stimulation is used as a substitute for excite-
ment.  We seek out busy environments with flashing 
lights and loud noises as a means of having what 

we call a “good time.”  We build shopping centers in 
confined indoor spaces where the sound resonates 
and spend hours at a time there.  Even the most be-
nign children’s films are aired at great volume in cin-
emas, with loud, sudden, intensely emotive music.  
Over time, our senses have adapted to the increas-
ing prevalence of this sort of thing as the new norm, 
and we have learned to withstand it.  The already 
heightened senses of some autistic people have not.  
In a world in which we didn’t feel this compulsion 
to over-stimulate ourselves in this way and uninten-
tionally overwhelm our autistic brothers and sisters, 
their sensitivity wouldn’t be problematic. It would be 
a huge strength, as their refined senses would be a 
great asset to us all.  Instead, we curtail this great po-
tential and class them as ‘disabled.’

A less discussed aspect of the sensitivity of autistic 
people is the emotional part of it.  It is often assumed 
that an apparent lack of understanding of or limit-
ed reaction to emotional expression indicates that 
there is no sensitivity to it at all.  Again, I would sug-
gest the opposite.  Someone raising their voice a lit-
tle will affect an autistic person not only on the level 
of the sound itself, but much more so on the level 
of the intensity of the emotion, which they may feel 

WHAT IS AUTISM REALLY?
By Guy SHAHAR

To many who come across autism in passing, it 
is considered a disability through which people 
are rendered in some way deficient, having the 
handicap of not being able to function as ‘normal’ 
people and – this part is usually subconscious – of 
being less valuable than those who do not have 
autism.

I would suggest that the reality is starkly different. 

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
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powerless to stop.  While a non-autistic person may 
be able to laugh off somebody else’s annoyance or 
anger, an autistic person’s great emotional sensitiv-
ity might mean that it is experienced as enormous 
pain.  I believe that this is related to a natural incli-
nation they have to be supportive, caring, trusting, 
and ready to put the well-being of others above their 
own.  This is the way they are eager and willing to 
behave.  When they are unable to display this — be-
cause the prevailing culture of casual cynicism and 
negative emotional displays would assure them a re-
sponse more often than not of indifference or even 
cruelty — they have little choice but to hide away 
inside.  The reactions of others are deeply painful to 
them.  They do not have the option of feeling okay 
with the negativity that is around them and are not 
given any positive way to be able to interact with it.

Again, in contrast to our own blunted emotional 
processing that enables us to display and deal with 
intensely negative emotions while carrying on with 
daily life, the refined emotional capability of an au-
tistic person — which would otherwise be a great 
strength, if their inherent kindness and good-will 
were allowed to have full expression and make a 
massive contribution to our world — is stifled.

In the book Transforming Autism, which explores this 
perspective at greater length, I use the example of a set 
of very sensitive kitchen scales which can measure to a 
hundredth of a gram vs. a set of robust industrial scales.  
If a 5kg rock was dropped onto each of them, the in-
dustrial scales would be unaffected and go on working 
as normal, while the kitchen scales would at best start 
to malfunction — giving unreliable or incomprehensi-
ble readings — and at worst be destroyed.  The kitchen 
scales, being so refined, can give a much better quality 
of reading than the industrial scales could ever do, but 
at the cost of their resilience.  The analogy is obvious.  
Think what the growing community of autistic people 
could bring to this world, how they could improve it — 
in ways we could never imagine and could never hope 
to do ourselves — if only we let them. If only we recog-
nized the richness and refinement within each of them 
that they came here so ready and willing to give. If only 
we didn’t keep piling 5kg rocks on top of them.

Autism is not a disability.  It is a condition of en-
hanced sensitivity which enables those who have 
it to bring great perception and loving care into the 
world.  In other circumstances, where calmness and 
mutual consideration reigned, they could not only 
be fully integrated into the world, but would become 
pioneering leaders, setting an example for the rest 
of us.  But the condition is fragile.  Through our own 
sensory over-stimulation and competitive adversari-
al mentality, we prevent the expression of their enor-
mous potential and create a world that is intolerable 
for them to live in.  Being relentlessly bombarded 
with unnecessary stimuli, excitement, and negativi-
ty, they are unable to function at what would other-
wise be their astounding best, and are forced inward 
and onto a reliance on coping strategies just to be 
able to withstand it all.  And then we give them a la-
bel and shove them off into a quiet corner where we 
don’t need to look at them.

Let us consider autism from this perspective, and be-
gin to respect and appreciate the unique individual-
ity of each autistic person.

Visit his blog and his website

Click here  for more information about the story 
behind the book.

Guy Shahar is a British writ-
er and autism advocate. His 
own son was diagnosed with 
autism at two years old in 
2012, but rather than follow 
the traditional medical path, 
his family sought out alterna-

tive treatments that have transformed him from 
a completely non-functioning toddler into a lov-
ing and contented six-year old today, thriving in a 
mainstream school. Early in 2016, he wrote about 
how they had made that transition in the book, 
Transforming Autism, which is now available from 
Amazon.  Since writing it, he has established the 
Transforming Autism Project (http://transformin-
gautism.co.uk) to increase awareness of the true 
nature and potential of each autistic individual.

Autism is not a disability.  It is a condition of enhanced sensitivity 
which enables those who have it to bring great perception and 

loving care into the world. 
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 Let your child show you
               the way in . . .
      So you can show them 
                         the way out.   

The Son-Rise Program Since 1974–Unique, Innovative, Proven
• Empowering parents to direct their child’s program
• Joining each child in order to bond and understand their world
• An easy, step-by-step social curriculum that works
• A nurturing home-based environment to maximize communication
• Engaging each child’s own motivation to learn with love and respect

Call today for a complimentary 25-minute 
consultation 1-800-714-2779 
www.autismtreatment.com

“My 8-year-old son came 
over to me and put his 
arms around me and we sat 
embracing. I have waited 
all his life for that moment. 
Without The Son-Rise 
Program, it would never 
have happened.”

–Peter Carroll 
TV Producer, 
Brighton, England

HOME OF THE SON-RISE PROGRAM® SINCE 1983 

2080 S. Undermountain Road
Sheffield, MA 01257 USA

Read the book, Son-Rise: The Miracle Continues, 
by Barry Neil Kaufman

HOME OF THE SON-RISE PROGRAM® 1974

ATCA spectrum ad.indd   1 6/13/16   10:41 AM
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W
e know that engagement and inter-
action are important skills for young 
children with autism.  Active engage-
ment and shared attention can help 
build communication skills.  The more 
children with autism are engaged with 
other people, the more they will build 

important social communication skills.

Spending hours every morning and afternoon try-
ing to earn the attention of my young students has 
taught me a few things about making myself inter-
esting. You don’t need expensive games, iPad apps, 
or top-of-the-line toys to engage children with au-
tism.  In fact, those can have the opposite effect. 

The most successful strategies to engage students 
have been free and simple to do at home or in a 
classroom. Here are a few ideas for you to try today:

Revert back to your childhood: Working 
with this specific group of children has given me 
the permission and privilege to leave adulthood for 
a few hours each day and just play.  Many parents 
approach me and comment that it is not as easy for 
them to do this at home because they are just “not 
fun.”  My advice for them is that everyone can be fun!  
In order for young children with autism to build posi-
tive associations, it is our job as teachers and parents 
to leave our egos at the door and get down, dirty, 
and fun. Pick something that your child or student 
likes and figure out a way to make it more enjoyable 
in ways that they cannot do on their own. For exam-

LEARNING TO BE FUN AGAIN 
Easy Ways to Engage Preschoolers 

with Autism
By Kelly PILKIE, B.A, B.Ed

The first thing I learned as a preschool 
teacher to children aged three to six who 
are on the spectrum is how to be “fun.” 
This seems like it would be common 
sense to any teacher or parent, but it 
is incredibly difficult to do especially 
when wheels, numbers, and letters 
on the circle time carpet are more 
interesting to the child. Being “fun” is 
unquestionably the MOST important 
part of my job teaching preschool at 
the Maier Centre with Children’s Autism 
Services of Edmonton.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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ple, we have lots of students who love spinning and 
watching things spin, so in the gym, we often chan-
nel our inner child and hula-hoop with them.  Not 
only is it great exercise for us, the kids absolutely love 
it.  Once we stop and leave the hoops on the ground, 
even the least engaged student will pull our hands 
to it or bring it to us, indicating that they want us to 
do it again. Mission accomplished.  

Incorporate sensory aspects: Sensory play 
helps keep children engaged.  Bins with rice and sand 
are great sensory ideas but they are rather limited to 
sitting at a table. There are limitless creative ways to 
incorporate sensory elements in almost every part of 
your day. Whether it is circle time, the toileting routine, 
or going to a restaurant for dinner, bringing props that 
speak to the five senses will increase your chances of 
capturing the attention of your children. Some of our 
classroom favorites are using a spray bottle as rain 
during Itsy Bitty Spider or waving a flat piece of card-
board to play “ready, set, wind.” Another big hit, espe-
cially with the boys, is using whoopee cushions to mo-
tivate students to sit at circle with some humor. When in 
the community, try using finger squishes while singing 
“This Little Piggy,” deep pressure hand squishes along 
with Pat-a-Cake, or the Bumpy Road lap game.  

Adjust how you think about games: Grow-
ing up, we are taught that in order to play traditional 
games, we need to learn and follow a specific set of 
rules. This is true if you are intending to help your child 
learn how to play certain games properly, but is a minor 
concern if your goal is to engage your child in an activ-
ity that they find enjoyable. My tip to you is to let them 
show you what the game is and how to play it. Perhaps 
when playing Connect 4, your child is only interested in 
the red and black coin pieces. Rather than asking your-

self “why won’t they play this the right way?” why not 
join in with them doing what they are already doing 
by stacking or rolling the coin pieces? When you join in 
their play rather than trying to show them how to play 
the “right way,” you stand a better chance of having a 
positive interaction and the child is more likely to initi-
ate play with you again in the future.

In the end, the goal is to play with children, keep 
them engaged and interested…and have fun! Begin 
by giving yourself permission to get in touch with 
your inner child again. It’s crucial to get down and 
dirty and make ourselves fun in order to gain the at-
tention of the children we adore so much. 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Kelly Pilkie was born and raised in Alberta.  She took 
a special interest in working with children with spe-
cial needs,  specifically  those with autism after tak-
ing a position as an In-Home Support worker while 
earning a BA at Concordia University of Edmon-
ton.  Kelly later received her B.Ed Degree from the 
Concordia After Degree program and went on to 
teach special needs class at Onoway Elementary for 
students in grades 3-7. For the past two years, she has 
worked at Children’s Autism Services of Edmonton 
as a preschool teacher for students with severe 
delays, helping prepare them for the transition to 
typical preschool and kindergarten  programs  in 
the community. Kelly says she has the best job 
because she gets to be a kid again and be silly with 
kids while watching them learn new skills and grow 
into independent-minded children. Helping  families 
learn strategies to connect and develop confidence 
supporting their children has encouraged her to go 
back to school and she will be starting her Masters in 
Counseling Psychology.
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The American Autism Association is a non-profit organization
that provides free educational resources and therapeutic
programs to individuals and families impacted by autism.
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E
ver since he was an infant, his 
appetite was literally insatiable.  
It was strange that he would 
eat, eat, and eat, but never be-
came ill from continuous gorg-
ing.  It eventually dawned on 
me that Dylan’s eating issues 

were sensory-based.  I had put to-
gether the food/texture issues when 
he was a preschooler.  However, it was 
not until mid-elementary school that 
I made the sensory dysfunction lack-
of-feeling-full connection.  He never 
felt full.  He was, and is, in a state of 
chronic hunger no matter how much 
he eats, or how frequently.  We also re-
alized that his behavior is greatly im-
pacted by his degree of hunger.  Dylan 
now refers to his stomach as a “diva” 
who dictates his patience level and 
general mood.  Dylan needed mastery 
over basic culinary skills, for his sanity 
and mine.

As was often the case, it was the promise of rewards 
in the form of favorite foods that coaxed Dylan to 
engage in an activity that held very little, if any, in-
terest for him.  Halloween is one of Dylan’s favorite 
holidays, and every year, from second grade forward, 
Dylan and his sister, Laura, would make and decorate 
a spooky, graveyard cake.  Until about sixth grade, 
it was Laura and I who actually make the cake and 
readied the decorations. Dylan would participate 
only in the placement of cookie gravestones and 
candy fences and, of course, the consumption of the 

cake and leftover decorations.  Both Dylan and Lau-
ra observed that decorating a Halloween cake was 
perfect for Dylan, as “making it look messy and bad 
actually makes it look better.”  I could not argue with 
the logic of this statement.  So, with the exception of 
the annual Halloween cake, Dylan’s participation in 
food preparation was furtive and forced.  

We began slowly and deliberately with the likes of 
sandwiches and chocolate milk.  Dylan’s fine motor 
skills have always been below par, so I was familiar 
with the constant challenges and subsequent frus-
tration that working in the kitchen would bring. 

GAINING IMPORTANT LIFE SKILLS 
A Cautionary Culinary Tale

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

By Polly GODWIN EMMONS

As my son, Dylan, progressed in age, height, and weight, it became abundantly clear 
to me that he needed to learn how to fend for himself in the kitchen and acquire 
some independent living skills. 
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We practiced each step, and under my guidance, he triumphantly 
placed his first batch of cookies into the preheated oven.  

Working with knives — cutting, spreading, washing 
— would require constant vigilance and direction.  
Mixers, spatulas, and griddles presented yet anoth-
er set of challenges.  This was stacking up to be a 
long and arduous process for all of us.  As a special 
education teacher, I was familiar with the concept 
of ‘accommodation versus remediation,’ which ba-
sically means that once a skill has been worked on 
(remediated), but no longer shows improvement,  
then it becomes time to figure out how to achieve 
that skill in an alternate way (accommodations). The 
kitchen was certainly an arena where I would need 
to be open to figuring out accommodations for his 
less-than-stellar fine motor skills.

Slowly but surely, Dylan gained confidence and com-
petence in the kitchen.  He began slicing bananas 
with a spoon, as the butter knife was too “wobbly” 
and he would sometimes inadvertently grab it by the 
blade instead of the handle.  I honestly do not know 
whether his grabbing it by the blade sometimes 
was caused by haste or a visual integration prob-
lem.  All I know is that we did not need a trip to the 
emergency room for stitches, so working with sharp 
knives did not occur in earnest until late high school.  
Spilled milk and other liquid ingredients were a fre-
quent cause of frustration, as was the concept that 
cooking times were variable and not exact.  Often I 
would resort to placing an old, vinyl tablecloth down 
on the surface of the table where Dylan was work-
ing.  That way, I could just fold it over, take it out the 
back door, and shake it out into the yard.  I could at-
tribute most of his difficulties with cooking to fine 
motor issues, lack of patience, and difficulty with 
multi-tasking.  However, a sensory issue that I should 
have anticipated, but did not, leapt into forefront in 
a really frightening way.  We were baking his favorite 
oatmeal chocolate chip cookies, and everything was 
moving along quite well.  Dylan had been practicing 
each step of the process over and over again.  He was 
now comfortable getting the ingredients out, lining 
them up, and adding them in a certain order.  He 
had even mastered the art of creaming together the 
butter, eggs and sugar in a separate bowl.  At that 
point, the only issue we still seemed to be having 
was Dylan’s penchant for eating the chocolate chips 

and cookie dough by the handfuls!  Mysteriously, as 
with all of his overeating due to his continuous hun-
ger, he never got sick from indulging this way.   Most 
people would have turned green and been holed up 
in the bathroom for a long, uncomfortable time, but 
it never bothered him.

The next step was for Dylan to learn how to place 
the cookie dough on baking sheets and to take the 
baking sheets in and out of the oven.  We practiced 
each step, and under my guidance, he triumphantly 
placed his first batch of cookies into the preheated 
oven.  Life was good.  He was even able to weath-
er the ambiguity of cooking time, and performed 
a visual check at seven minutes, then again at nine 
minutes.  The cookies were ready at the nine minute 
mark and Dylan accordingly donned the oven mitts 
and leaned over to pull out the tray of cookies.  

“Dylan, quick, put the cookies on top of the stove!” I 
ordered.

“What’s wrong? Am I doing something wrong?” He 
stammered and looked confused, still leaning into 
the oven.

In one motion, without thinking, I yanked his arms 
up and closed the oven door with my knee.  He was 
still holding onto the cookie sheet, but the flesh on 
his right forearm was bubbling!  As I push him over 
to the sink and flip on the faucet, I shouted, “Your 
arm is burned.  Don’t you feel that?”  

He looked to his arm, then back to me. “It feels weird 
but it doesn’t really hurt.”

I was incredulous and tried to decide whether to 
take him to the emergency room or not.  His right 
forearm looked like it had been “grilled” like a hot-
dog.  The discrete marks on his arm from the oven 
rack are plump, bubbling and discolored.  I contin-
ued to run cold water over his arm, and asked him 
what it felt like.

“I don’t know…I guess it feels cold right now because 
cold water is running over it. Do I have to go to the 
hospital?”  he sputtered.  

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
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In my wildest dreams, I never would have believed that he would 
be making a variety of meals with ease and pride.

I could tell that he was beginning to panic.  He start-
ed to flap his hands and took quick, staccato breaths. 
“Mom, mom, mom…am I going to be alright?  Am I 
going to have to go to the hospital?”

He increased to full panic mode, and I tried to figure 
out if we should go to the emergency room.  I told 
him that we both needed to calm down and that 
he would be fine.  I instructed him to do his belly 
breathing for the next three minutes while the cold 
water runs over his arm.  He stared at the clock and 
concentrated on his breathing.  At the end of the al-
lotted time, I turned off the water and took a look at 
his arm.  The active bubbling has stopped, but huge 
blisters and “char” marks remained, creating a defin-
itive “grill” mark along his entire forearm.  I ask him 
again if his arm hurts and how much.  He hesitated 
and started poking at it, stating that it still felt weird, 
but that it really did not hurt.  I winced at the sight, 
stopped him from poking at the wound, told him in 
calming voice (that was, admittedly more for myself 
than for Dylan at his point) that he could cause infec-
tion if he touched it without washing his hands first.  
He complied almost automatically.

“Oh no! Will I need a band aid?”  I heard the panic 
creeping back into his voice.  Dylan freaks out when 
band-aids are required.  

“No, not a band-aid,” I reassured him. “I think we will 
put ointment on it and wrap it in gauze.” 

He let out a sigh of relief. “Gauze is ok, I can deal with 
that.”

It took weeks for the burn to heal, but Dylan insisted 
that it never hurt.  The burn left a scar, which serves as 
a visible reminder of his extreme tolerance for pain.

Ultimately, I was very glad that we both eventually 
got over the “burned arm” incident and went forward 
with his instruction in the culinary arts.   Amazingly, 
over the years, Dylan really has become quite a good 
cook!  His signature dish is an exquisite chicken ri-
sotto, with mushrooms and chestnuts.  In my wildest 
dreams, I never would have believed that he would 
be making a variety of meals with ease and pride.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Polly Godwin Emmons is a Special Education teach-
er and a consultant specializing in Autism Spectrum 
Disorders and Sensory Integration as well as a Lectur-
er Casual at Binghamton University and a published 
author. Polly is passionate about her work, and the 
proud mother of two adult children, one of whom has 
Asperger’s syndrome. 
www.emmonsautismconsulting.com

Emmons, P. G., & Anderson, L. M. (2005). Understand-
ing sensory dysfunction: Learning, development and 
sensory dysfunction in autism spectrum disorders, 
ADHD, learning disabilities and bipolar disorder. Lon-
don: Jessica Kingsley.

Anderson, L. M., & Emmons, P. G. (2004).  Unlocking 
the mysteries of sensory dysfunction: A resource for 
anyone who works with or lives with, a child with sen-
sory issues. Arlington, TX: Future Horizons.

http://www.emmonsautismconsulting.com/

An autism
parent's
summer
companion.

Also
available 
as an eBook

Amazon
Bestseller

A treasure of
practical, playful
and engaging
activities
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A
sperger’s on the Inside is an honest and 
moving memoir by Michelle Vines 
about life on the high-functioning 
end of the autism spectrum.  In her 
book, Michelle takes the reader with 

her on her journey as she slowly comes to 
terms with and accepts her diagnosis.  She 
also explores her past and tells her story from 
childhood to coping with life in her thirties. 
Her story is deeply personal and ideal for 
those with a loved one on the spectrum 
whom they wish to understand better. 

“This book is a must read. I adore her style of writ-
ing and how open and honest she is with the audi-
ence. This book is very relatable and helps me under-
stand my son so much more. Would recommend it to 
friends and family for sure!” (Amazon) 

“Michelle Vines clearly sets forth how someone with 
Asperger’s, or high-functioning autism, operates in 
everyday life. I found her style of writing easy to fol-
low and understand.... I have a much deeper com-
prehension of AS in general and so much empathy 
for Aspies and of their struggles now.” (Amazon)

WHAT'S NEW ON THE BOOKSHELF?

Touching New Memoir Explores Life  
with High-Functioning Autism

By Michelle VINES

ASPERGER’S on the INSIDE

The book is available on AMAZON or wherever  
you regularly order books: 
https://www.amazon.com/Aspergers-Inside-Mi-
chelle-Vines-ebook/dp/B01CDB9R02?ie=UT-
F8&qid=1462975785&ref_=tmm_kin_swatch_0&sr=8-1 
For more information, feel free to visit Michelle’s You-
Tube channel: 
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCyI16JZLxN-
Do1seG0KqlFeg

Michelle Vines was born in Liverpool, Australia and grew up in Melbourne.  In 2002, she graduated from The 
University of Melbourne with bachelor’s degrees in Chemical Engineering and Science before working in oil 
and gas and in plastics for several years.  She then retired to become a mother of two boys.  At age 30, Michelle 
moved with her family to Houston, Texas and was officially diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome.  Michelle 
found the diagnosis to be a huge relief and has since dedicated much of her time to helping others understand 
those on the autism spectrum. In 2014, she gave a public presentation on “Life as an Adult with Asperger’s Syn-
drome,” which has been viewed by tens of thousands of people on YouTube and has been instrumental in giving 
many others hope and the courage to seek out their own Asperger’s diagnosis.
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WHAT'S NEW ON THE BOOKSHELF?

In Becoming Chief – How to Lead Your Child’s Special 
Needs Tribe, tough topics are covered, wonderful 
real life stories told, and practical parent friendly tips 
shared including:

 Adjusting to, researching, seeking support for, 
and sharing your child’s diagnosis

 Staying organized and using time and technol-
ogy well

 Achievable ways to look after yourself

 Explanations of different professionals and 
therapy services

 Team management, goal setting, individual-
ized programs, and measuring progress

 Tips for finding and managing funding

You are your child’s strongest advocate and fiercest 
protector.  For extraordinary things to happen, you 

need to advocate assertively and lead with skill and 
determination. You need to Become Chief of your 
child’s special needs tribe.

This is a practical, easy-to-read book that will help 
you feel even more organized, energized, and skilled 
with leading your child’s team and program. For more 
information and to purchase a copy of the book, visit 
the Nacre Consulting website: 

http://www.amazon.com/Becoming-Chief-Cathy-
Love

New Book Provides Advice on How to Become 
Your Child’s Strongest Advocate

Becoming Chief 
How to Lead Your Child’s  

Special Needs Tribe
By Cathy LOVE

A
s a parent of a child with extra special 
needs, there’s always a lot going on. 
Parents can be overwhelmed by 
child development experts, complex 
funding, and disability systems.

There is frustration with aspects of their 
child’s school and therapy programs. With 
the constant juggling act, there is little time 
or energy to navigate through the process, 
and leadership skills can slip through their 
fingers.

Cathy Love is an occupational therapist, coach, 
speaker, author, and the founding director of Nacre 
Consulting. Cathy works with parents and disabil-
ity service providers to achieve brilliant outcomes 
for children with special needs. In particular, Cathy 
works as a Family Service Coach, guiding parents 
to manage their child’s tribe. To support her work as 
a family service coach, Cathy has written this book.
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I’m sad you’re locked inside your box 
While I can step outside, 
Your glimpse of life is very sparse 
While mine goes far and wide!
You get to see in black and white 
While rainbows light my view, 
There’s magic in all that I see 
And everything I do!
I know some folks feel bad for me 
They think I’m not quite right, 
But truth be told, no tears for me 
I really am quite bright!
My world is different every day 
I see more than you see, 
If you could step outside your box 
Much happier you’d be!
So if you dare, please take my hand 
And follow where I lead, 
My eyes see flowers as they grow 
While your eyes see the seed!
I’m sad you’re locked inside your box 
But I can set you free, 
Please join me on my tour of life 
For my eyes hold your key!

© Copyright 2013 Amy Comstock

Lost and lone
in the darkness
of my chaotic world
show me the way 
to walk to yours

Be my interpreter
as I travel with you
teach me the words
that end my silence

Hold me on my outbursts
my terrible fears
of realizing
how different
your world is to me

Give me the clues
to solve the puzzle
your mind is to mine
I´ll give you the answers 
to mine

Be a light in my shadow
be a shadow in my light
and as we meet
our days will become bright.

Amy Comstock is the mother of 
five…and all five have four paws 
and a tail! Her passion in life, be-
sides saving animals, is writing 
poetry about things that matter 

to her. Her main topics are autism, special needs, 
bullying, suicide, and animal rescue! If some-
thing moves her emotionally, she will take her 
thoughts and express them poetically! The one 
thing in Amy’s life that makes her the most proud 
is her involvement with the Humane Society of 
Forsyth County, Georgia!

In Your Box
By Amy COMSTOCK

Tere  Acosta  lives in 
Tampico, Mexico. A 
former ESL teacher, 
she is now an autism 
advocate and poetry 
writer. Tere has two 

kids 20 and 12, one of them on the spectrum.

Light and Shadow
By Tere ACOSTA
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W
elcome back to Social Skills Corner. For 
the July issue, we are going to describe 
ways you can help your child manage 
crowded events in general and July 4th 
celebrations, specifically.  We will be-
gin with an example of what can oc-
cur if you and your family try to attend 

large events without adequate preparation.  

Mary has three children, including Sarah, who has au-
tism.  Each year, her other two children ask to attend the 
July 4th festivities at the neighborhood high school.  In 
the past, she always said they could not attend because 

The Social Skills Corner

5 SIMPLE WAYS  
to Help Your Child with ASD Cope  

with Crowded Events 
by Jamie E. CARTER, Ph.D.  
and Ahna I. O’SHAUGHNESSY,  M.A.

she was concerned that Sarah would become upset by 
the noise and activity.   She feels bad that she has always 
said no in the past and decides at the last minute that 
they should go this year.  She convinces herself that Sar-
ah is older and can better tolerate noise and crowds.  At 
4:00 o’clock in the afternoon on the 4th, she tells all three 
children that they will be leaving in an hour to go to the 
high school stadium where the fireworks are held.   She 
wants to get there early so that they can get a good seat 
and enjoy some of the pre-fireworks activities. 

Sarah immediately starts screaming because her routine 
has been disrupted.   She eventually calms down, every-
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one gets in the car, they drive to the high school, and then 
they find a seat in the bleachers.  There is a lot of noise, 
it is very crowded, and there are strong smells coming 
from the grill at the snack bar.  Sarah begins saying that 
she wants to go home.  Mary repeatedly tells her to “wait 
for the fireworks.” The fireworks begin, and the noise is so 
upsetting to Sarah that she bolts out of her seat and runs 
toward the parking lot.  Mary takes off after her, catches 
up to her, and they sit in the car and wait for the fireworks 
to end and the other two children to come along so that 
they can go home.  She then drives home in silence be-
cause she is upset that she “ruined” everyone’s day.  

As you can see, Mary had good intentions, but she 
made a hasty decision to attend the festivities due 
to the guilt she felt about depriving her children of 
attending the fireworks in previous years.  Due to her 
lack of preparation, the outing was not a success. The 
following ideas will help you to make events such as 
July 4th easier and more manageable for your child: 

  Manage your own expectations and emotional 
reactions.  Family events and holidays can be 
stressful for all families, even those without a 
special needs child.  It is difficult to accommo-
date everyone’s needs.  Realize that you will 
not be able to please everyone.  Even though 
you cannot have control of the entire situa-
tion, by planning in advance you can help to 
minimize problems.  Depending on how your 
child handles changes in routine, give an ap-
propriate amount of warning and mark the 
upcoming event on the calendar.   Consider 
reading a book about the type of event you 
will be attending, watching a similar event on 
TV or writing a story about it for your child.  
Discuss with your child what she can expect, 
and emphasize the aspects of the event that 
she will most enjoy.  You may want to rehearse, 
through a role-playing activity, what your child 
will be doing at the event.

  Don’t schedule multiple events for the same 
day. For instance, if your community has a 
parade, a cookout,  and a fireworks display, 
choose one of these to attend.

  If you are going to attend an event with a great 
deal of sensory stimulation, consider using 
noise cancelling headphones for noise, sun-
glasses for light, or a sachet to block odors that 

may be offensive to your child.  Have a commu-
nication device or signal (verbal or nonverbal) 
that your child can use to let you know that she 
needs a break from the stimulation.  

  Although there may be many activities at the 
event, your child may not be interested in them.  
You may want to bring a bag with an iPad, books, 
puzzles, a fidget and/or other activities for your 
child to do while other family members partici-
pate in the scheduled event.  

  Realize that your goal of attending an event as 
a family may not be realistic.   It may be better if 
you take some of your children to an event and 
your other child stays home with your partner 
or goes to a friend’s house.  For example, your 
child with autism may prefer to watch a na-
tional broadcast of fireworks on TV without the 
sound on while your other children attend the 
live fireworks in your community.

By planning for the event, giving your child advance no-
tice, taking into account your child’s sensory issues, and 
having a signal to leave,  you may be able to prevent 
meltdowns and potentially dangerous outcomes, such 
as your child running from a situation.   And, don’t for-
get, when you child has a success at the event, be sure 
to give her plenty of praise, high fives, and thumbs up!

The Social Skills Corner

1.

2.

4.

5.

3.

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 chil-
dren and adults and providing psychotherapy and 
consultations. Ms. O’Shaughnessy is a psychology 
associate providing behavioral services to various 
agencies and schools that serve adults and children 
with autism and other neurodevelopmental disor-
ders 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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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
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P
erth’s Curtin University Autism Academy for Soft-
ware Quality Assurance (AASQA) aims to find 
these people while they are high-school-age 
and develop their very particular software skills 
even further, ultimately linking them to employ-

ers in business and industry.  

It is estimated that more than 200,000 Australians have 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). More children are on 
the spectrum than those with cerebral palsy, diabetes, 
deafness, blindness and leukemia combined, yet fewer 
have employment than those with a disability. 

Autism West education officer Louise Sheehy says that’s 
something the organization wants to see rectified. It 
has established a Coder Dojo at Autism West’s support 
groups in Willetton, Morley, and Mosman Park. 

These dojos function as ‘feeder groups’ into the Autism 
Academy by identifying those young people with an 
aptitude for software coding (the codes are the com-
plex set of instructions that make computers work).   

The dojo teenagers build robots and program them to 
move using software like Scratch and Python.  

Ms. Sheehan says, “A lot of our kids don’t test very well 
academically because of anxiety or social and sensory 
issues, but they have extraordinary skills.” 

“The Academy recognizes that employment shouldn’t 
all be based on academic achievement, and it builds on 
the strengths of these young people and that’s really 
important.”  

Professor Torbjörn Falkmer from Curtin’s School of Oc-
cupational Therapy and Social Work says while it is in-
ternationally recognized people on the spectrum have 
exemplary skills for the work, they can find workplaces 
challenging. 

Some don’t like loud noises, confined spaces, or the feel 
of particular surfaces.

“We are working not only to prepare people with au-
tism for the workplace, but also their employers, edu-
cating them about how to understand, prepare, and 
care for the employees,” he says. 

Bankwest employed three interns from the Academy in 
April, making it Australia’s first specialist work/learning 
scholarship for undergraduates with autism.    

Contact Autism West chief executive officer Alison Da-
vis on 9383 6123 or 0411 435 for further information.  

autismwest.org.au

High School Kids with Autism 
Make Terrific Computer Coders  
Tenacity, meticulous attention to detail, and exceptional focus are some of the traits 
that make great software testers. These characteristics are commonly found in people 
on the autism spectrum. 

University of WA student 
volunteer Kooper Delacy 

shows Alex Hanks (17) some 
robot coding moves at 

Autism West’s Coder Dojo. K.

AUTISM NEWS
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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: I Need Simple Ways to Teach My Child Self 
Control 
By Angelina M., MS, BCBA, LMFT

  My seven-year-old son, who has Asperger’s, acts on instinct most of the time. He does not think before 
doing things! For instance, he touches others’ items without asking permission, and in the grocery store, 
he touches everything, even though I’ve told him over and over again that he can’t do that. How do I 
teach him to think before reacting? 

QQ

A
I’m so glad you asked this. Kids on the spec-
trum often struggle with executive function-
ing, which includes the ability to plan and to 
understand consequences.  While this can 
sometimes be addressed through medica-
tion, I have also used behavioral strategies for 
issues like you described. 

One way to help encourage self-control is 
by using a token system. Before going to the 
store, you can set a contingency with your 
son that if he earns all his tokens, he can earn 

some big reward. Make the final reward something 
worth his while, that he doesn’t always have access 
to, and something you can deliver immediately. For 
example: a favorite treat or time on the iPad can be 
given right away, whereas a trip to the park requires 
you to drive there. Pick something tangible you can 
give him instantly. You can set the goal of how many 
tokens he needs to earn in order to get the reward. 
Then, while you’re shopping, you will set a timer. For 
each minute, or two minutes, that he keeps his hands 
to himself, you will give a token on the board. Set 
the time interval to be something realistic for him. If 
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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

 

you know he can’t go five minutes without touching 
something, don’t set the timer for five minutes. Make 
it attainable.  It’s vital for the success of this proce-
dure that you give the token when he earns it, right 
away!  You cannot be browsing pasta sauces for an-
other 30 seconds after the timer goes off. You have 
to instantly give him a token each time he refrains 
from touching when the timer goes off.  Also, note 
that you will have to make the outing QUICK! Don’t 
spend 30 minutes shopping.  Make it short so that he 
can be successful. 

If a token system is not effective, you may also try a 
First-Then contingency with him. For example: first 
stay with me down the whole aisle, then you can 
pick something to touch. You can allow him to act on 
his impulse, but only after demonstrating self-con-
trol.  This creates balance while increasing his abili-
ty to wait.  Set a time limit so that he can know his 
boundaries. Maybe after waiting appropriately with 
his hands to himself, you allow him 30 seconds to 
touch things on the aisle. You can use a visual too, to 
show him the FIRST and the THEN. 

Focus on what you WANT him to do, rather than what 
you DON’T want him to do. This is important because 
it keeps the focus on his good behavior rather than 
the problem. Give him an incompatible behavior to 
do instead of touching things. Examples may be: 
pushing the shopping cart, putting his hands in his 
pockets, holding the cereal boxes, or even carrying 
the shopping list and the money to pay. Giving him 
a job to do that keeps his hands busy might help de-
crease his need to touch everything else. You may 
also be able to meet both of your needs by allowing 
him to grab what you need off the shelves. This ac-
complishes your goal of putting items into your cart, 

while also satisfying his desire to touch and grab 
things. 

Lastly, when attempting to help your son control 
these impulses, it may be best to limit his opportuni-
ty to act on them. Meaning: try to avoid places where 
there are lots of things to touch. Use a proactive ap-
proach as often as possible. And remember to be 
consistent in noticing his self-control. Tell him when 
he’s doing a great job keeping his hands to himself.  
Shine a big spotlight on his good behaviors!

Wishing you the best of luck with this! Stay consis-
tent and stay positive.
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E
xecutive function skills (EF) are the things we 
need to do to get through our day in a mean-
ingful way.  Some experts describe EF as “higher 
level cognitive processes that are necessary for 
future oriented behavior.”  It includes things like 
planning (e.g., time management), self-control 
and regulation, working memory, and flexibil-

ity.  Unfortunately, for some kids and potentially even 
more kids with autism, EFs are not something that we 
just acquire spontaneously. Rather, these are skills that 
need to be taught.  I work with a young boy with au-
tism that would often scream or cry when things that 
he is playing with wouldn’t “work” the way they were 
supposed to…or at least the way they had for him in 
the past.  For example, sometimes when he was play-
ing with his mini farm animals and pretending to have 
them board a play bus, as more and more animals en-
tered the bus, the other ones might fall over, or move 
from where he had originally placed them.  He found 
this very upsetting and would often scream and/or cry 
when this happened. As a parent, it can be heartbreak-
ing to see your child in distress.  Luckily, there are things 
we can do to help our children cope with these kinds of 
stressors, and in some cases, it involves teaching really 
important EF skills that will lead to an improved quality 
of life.  Learning important EF skills may also potentially 
minimize the number of times he/she is in distress, be-
cause we will have empowered them with a new way 
to cope.

The challenging behaviors that I described above 
may have been related to a potential characteristic 
of children with autism, described as “insistence on 
sameness.”  When talking about EF skills, this could 
be related to cognitive flexibility.  Of course, the best 
way to help someone with challenging behavior is 
to conduct a functional behavior assessment and 
develop an intervention that is informed by that 

assessment.  It is important to remember that any 
challenging behavior serves a purpose for our little 
one, and it is fulfilling a need that they have.  Con-
ducting the assessment will help us get to the bot-
tom of why it is happening, so that we can develop a 
customized plan that includes a preventative strate-
gy and a teaching component that helps your child 
learn a new way to get his/her need met.  Contact 
a local Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA), as 
they would be happy to help with that.   Let’s just 
say for argument’s sake that you already did that.  In 
that process you discovered the reason behind your 
child’s challenging behavior, and you also discov-
ered that your child may be missing some critical EF 
skills.  A good place to begin is to look at teaching 
some cognitive flexibility, which in turn may lead to 
less crying and screaming because being more flexi-
ble may lead to improved quality of life.

Valuable Ways to HELP  
a Child with ASD Deal  
with the UNEXPECTED

By Sarah KUPFERSCHMIDT, MA, BCBA

APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS
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In the case example described above, you might say 
that he had a hard time with changes in the environ-
ment that made it difficult for him to do what he was 
used to doing.  The toy falling down was unexpected 
and was not how he was accustomed to playing with 
it.  This was stressful for him, as seen by the screaming 
or crying that happened right after.  It may be helpful 
to him if he could learn to do something other than 
screaming and crying, but also if he could learn to be 
a little more flexible when things do not go his way.  
This skill is very important for all of us to learn, because 
it is inevitable that somewhere down the line, despite 
our best efforts, things are not always going to go the 
way we had thought or hoped they might.  How we 
deal with that is related to cognitive flexibility.  

Here are some tips for teaching flexibility:

Make the learning as fun as possible
This is always a good tip no matter what we are teach-
ing.  Making the learning fun can improve your odds 
of success, because it makes it more likely your child 
will be motivated to learn.  In the case of flexibility, it 
may also make it less likely to evoke challenging be-
havior that has been the go-to response for your child.  
Some examples might be to make small changes in 
your daily interactions.  For the little boy that I was re-
ferring to above, I would show up wearing a hat one 
day and not the next. I could let him play with the 
hat every once and a while and then put it back on 
my head.  Some hats could be fun – like the one we 
used for my Dad’s 70th birthday party that was in the 
shape of a birthday cake with candles sticking out of 
it.  It provides opportunities to work on different skills 
(e.g., naming the things on my hat), but it also makes 
it more likely that he will accept different things like 
this.  We would also sing songs a lot in session and I 
would switch the order of the verses.  For example, in-
stead of singing ‘the wheels go round and round’ first 
I might sing the doors on the bus go open and shut 
first for the Wheels on the Bus song.  The key here is to 
use things that you know your child will find fun.

Start small and build upon successes
When it comes to learning how to be more flexible, 
it is important that we start with small expectations 
and build upon those.  We don’t want to evoke or 
set up a situation that purposefully evokes the stress 
behavior, so we would start with a small exposure.  
In the example above of the hat, he liked the hat and 
wanted to play with it a lot.  I would put it on for short 

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 empow-
ering 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 Universi-
ty, 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 important safety 
skills. She has been a Part-Time or Adjunct Professor 
since 2005 teaching ABA courses.  Sarah also regu-
larly presents workshops to parents, therapists, and/
or educators on a variety of topics related to teach-
ing or working with individuals with autism.  Sarah 
is a Huffington Post Contributor, a TEDx speaker, and 
was named  Top Safety Contributor for Autism Par-
enting Magazine in 2014 and Top Behavior Analysis 
Writer for 2015. Visit her site: sarahkconsulting.com

periods of time and then let him play with it.  Moni-
tor your child’s behavior and tweak the expectation 
based on successes.  

Practice with all kinds of different 
scenarios
This is a really important part of teaching anything 
new.  Use all kinds of different examples and con-
texts to teach flexibility.  I described the hat and using 
songs, but you can use a variety of scenarios, making 
sure that they are relevant to your unique child.

Learning the behavior of being flexible can be diffi-
cult for many, but there are ways to teach it that make 
it fun and potentially less stressful.   Having the skill 
of being flexible when the unexpected happens may 
lead to improved quality of life, because let’s face it: 
no matter what we do to prepare, there will always 
be a time when we cannot control the outcome.  
Learning important coping skills and learning to be 
more flexible is key to navigating the real world.

APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS
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Ron, thank you for the thoughtful question.  

F
unding your son’s Special Needs Trust is quite 
an important task.  I know that statement 
sounds obvious; however, most families do 
not know the amount of money that their 
child will need for their lifetime of support 
in order to ensure the Special Needs Trust is 
funded with enough money.  Most families 

also do not know what type of accounts are more ef-
fective to leave in a Special Needs Trust especially as 
it relates to taxation.  Life insurance is certainly one 
type of financial vehicle that can be used, and it may 
just be the most effective.

 Life insurance offers tax advantages (as of 2016 
Tax Code), because when you die, it will trans-
fer into your son’s Special Needs Trust free of 
income or capital gains taxation.  Please don’t 
overlook this advantage, because when com-
pared to other types of accounts, this one fact 
can potentially save you tens or even hundreds 
of thousands of lost dollars in the form of taxes 
that do not have to be paid.

 Life insurance provides immediate liquidity to 
fund your son’s trust.  This means the trustees 
do not have to wait until your estate is settled, 
and your assets are dispersed in order to fund 
the trust.  There are many families that have 
used real estate as their main investment ve-
hicle, which is fine, however real estate must 
be sold in order to fund the trust.  The process 
of selling the real estate can take time, mon-
ey, and energy, and at the time of the owner’s 

death, the property value may be down due to 
market conditions.  The question with illiquid 
assets like real estate or a family business is, 
“will your child’s life stop in order to wait for 
the trust to be funded?”

 Certain types of life insurance also are not de-
pendent on the stock market for their value.  It 
is best to use these types so that fluctuations in 
the market do not impact the amount of mon-
ey your son’s Special Needs Trust will receive.

When you are considering life insurance, it is critical 
to understand the various types available and which 

Ways to Fund Your  
CHILD’S LIFETIME SUPPORT NEEDS

FINANCIAL PLANNING

By Ryan PLATT, MBA, ChFC, ChSNC

  Ron asks: “I have a Special Needs Trust for my son, and at this point it is not 
funded.  I was thinking about funding it with life insurance when I die.  Is this 
is a good idea?”
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Permanent life insurance means the life insurance will continue 
for your entire life.  All permanent life insurance policies are not 

created equal.  

type will best fit for the purpose of funding your son 
or daughter’s special needs trust.

 Term life insurance provides a death bene-
fit for specific period of time with a locked in 
price for that period.  For instance, an individu-
al can purchase 5, 10, 15, 20 and even 30-year 
term life insurance policies in which the price 
will stay constant for time period you select, 
but then, once that time period expires, it is 
common that your cost of the insurance will 
increase substantially. That means that if you 
live long enough, you will most likely not be 
able to afford the death benefit.  Term life in-
surance is great for a specific purpose over a 
specific time period, but when you are trying 
to fund your son’s Special Needs Trust regard-
less of when you die, you will most likely want 
to entertain a permanent life insurance policy.

 Permanent life insurance means the life insur-
ance will continue for your entire life.  All per-
manent life insurance policies are not created 
equal.  The two main types of permanent life 
insurance is Universal and Whole life.

– Universal life insurance has been com-
monly referred to as Flexible Adjustable 
life, because it is designed so that you 
have flexibility in terms of your pay-
ments, year to year.  The reason for this 
is the internal pricing of the insurance is 
based on your current age, meaning the 
younger you are the less costly it is, but 
the older you are, the more costly.  It is 
important that, if you decide to use a uni-
versal life policy to fund your son’s Spe-
cial Needs Trust, you overfund (pay more 
than the insurance company requires) 
the policy or ensure it has a Guarantee.  
I have seen too many universal life poli-
cies that were not funded properly and 
therefore the death benefit vanished 

(before the insured died), leaving the 
Special Needs Trust without funds.

– Whole life insurance has always been 
considered more stringent than univer-
sal life and typically it is not as flexible. 
However, in recent years it has become 
more flexible in terms of its funding and 
design.  Whole life insurance will usually 
have a higher contribution level than uni-
versal life insurance; however, its internal 
insurance costs are more stable and do 
not rise as an existing policyholder ages.

– Survivorship or Second to Die is a joint 
policy that typically covers a husband 
and wife and pays a death benefit at the 
second death in order to fund your son’s 
special needs trust.  This type of insur-
ance is available in both universal and 
whole life cost chassis.

Having a plan to fund your son’s Special Needs Trust 
is vital.  Please consult an experienced special needs 
professional to ensure you make the most educated 
decision for your family’s situation.

FINANCIAL PLANNING

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

70    |  Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 49

http://www.aspecialneedsplan.com
http://www.AutismParentingMagazine.com


Yummy Passion 

Fruit Panna  
Cotta 

   Ingredients
• 2 teaspoons of powdered  gelatin

• 1 tin full fat of coconut milk• 1 tablespoon of sugar• Juice of 2 ripe and wrinkly passion fruit• 1/3 cup of passion       fruit syrupA very quick and simple dessert to make using gelatin.  This has 
been shown to help repair the gut as well as provide many 
other health benefits, so it can be a supportive addition to 
the diet.  Gelatin can be added into many things such as hot 
drinks, smoothies, soups, stews, jellies to aid thickening. 

Healthy Eats courtesy of

By Elouise ROBINSON, 
Autism Food Club

METHOD:

1.   In a small saucepan, whisk together 1 cup of the 
coconut milk with the powdered gelatin and the 
sugar. Allow to sit for 5 minutes to allow the gel-
atin to “bloom.” 

2.   Gently heat the mixture over medium-low heat, 
whisking well to help the gelatin dissolve, be 
careful not to boil this mixture. 

3.   Once the gelatin has completely dissolved, re-
move from the heat and stir in the remaining co-
conut milk, passion fruit syrup and juice. 

4.   Pour the mixture into 5 small dishes, and place in 
the fridge to set for at least 4 hours before serving. 

TIPS:

Put straight into the fridge to prevent separation as 
some coconut milks can separate.  If you find this a 
problem, blending the mixture helps prevent this. 

The panna cotta keeps for around 4 days in the fridge.
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