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to detect if a child is being bullied along with ways to help 
identify bullying behavior.

Tackling a new year can be exhilarating — and at the same 
time — a little daunting.  While setting life-changing goals 
is commendable, it’s important to keep your list realistic.  Be 
sure to read a piece by Michelle Myers called  Starting the 
New Year Off RIGHT, as she provides excellent advice on 
ways to tackle the approaching year. From parenting and 
marriage to home life and self-care, Myers shares her tips for 
improving all aspects of life while keeping it simple.  Her ad-
vice will make you rethink your approach to the new year.

As you set goals for the future, be sure to also take the time 
to reflect on your family’s accomplishments. Perhaps take a 
few minutes to write down a couple of highlights from 2015 
— they don’t have to be glamorous.  Maybe your child finally 
slept in his own bed, made it through a shopping trip or tried 
a new food.  Perhaps you were able to slip in a date night. It’s 
all progress. If journaling gives you a sense of peace, consider 
making this a part of your weekly routine. It will be an excel-
lent reminder of progress on those more challenging days.

In addition to the most up-to-date news and professional 
guidance for you and your child on the subject of autism, we 
are proud to highlight our top 12 contributors for 2015 in 
this issue. Over the past year, Autism Parenting Magazine has 
grown to more than 200 contributors made up of physicians, 
scientists, inventors, educators, writers, artists, young peo-
ple, moms, dads, grandparents, siblings, and people who are 
on the spectrum. Together, we create a special community 
that families affected by autism can trust. We are thankful for 
everyone.

As we enter a new year, we wish you the daily renewal of 
hope and strength along with the unconditional support 
of family and friends.  Here’s to changing the way autism is 
viewed in the future.

Kind regards, 

Amy KD Tobik
Editor-in-Chief

Editor’s Letter
Dear Readers,

It’s a new year! A chance to refresh, renew and set sights on 
the future!

One of the most rewarding aspects of acting as editor of Au-
tism Parenting Magazine is connecting with our readers as 
they share both their fears as well as their dreams for tomor-
row.  Whether a family has been successfully managing au-
tism for years or they have a newly-diagnosed child, it seems 
everyone has similar concerns:  Should I send my child with 
autism to public school?  Will he be bullied?  Will my child be 
able to live on his own?  Will he have the money he needs for 
future care?

We work hard to continuously provide the best answers for 
our readers as we know how significant the most up-to-date 
information is to families.  Most recently, concerns have es-
calated to more volatile topics such as: Can a child with au-
tism really be declared a public nuisance by the courts? Are 
children with autism really more violent, as reported in the 
news? These are all serious subject matters and we aim to 
share the latest information and hope to help dispel the prej-
udice.

In response to these tough questions, we are thrilled to fea-
ture an exclusive interview with Civil Rights Attorney Areva 
Martin. She is currently representing Vityut Gopal and Parul 
Agrawal, and their 11-year-old son with autism as neighbors 
have filed a lawsuit in an effort to have him declared a public 
nuisance.  In her interview, Martin, who has a child on the 
spectrum, gives advice on how to become an autism advo-
cate and explains why we should all be aware of a lawsuit 
that has captured national media attention in the United 
States. The outcome of this controversy, as discussed in The 
Never-Ending Battle for Autism Rights, has important impli-
cations for all families affected by autism. 

Another hot topic this month is the implied connection be-
tween autism and violence often portrayed in the news. In 
her article, Erasing the Prejudice - Are People on the Spec-
trum Really More Violent? Stephanie C. Holmes, MA, Certi-
fied Autism Specialist and the mother of a teen on the spec-
trum, shares information regarding whether there is a link 
between autism and violence. Included within the piece is a 
special interview with Professor Tony Attwood, a clinical psy-
chologist and specialist in autism disorders. It’s a piece worth 
sharing with others.

Bullying is another common concern among our autism fam-
ilies. Over the years, we have published articles on how to 
help a child with autism handle bullying.  But what if your 
child is not able to tell you he is being treated poorly?  Take 
a look at How Do You Know When Your ASD Child is Being 
Bullied? for some quick tips from speech-language patholo-
gist and communication expert Karen Kabaki-Sisto on how 
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How did you get involved in the autism 
community? 
When my son, Marty, was diagnosed with autism at 
age two, I was a busy mom of two with a demand-
ing law practice and a full range of activities in my 
community and church. I had no idea how I was go-
ing to handle a life-long commitment to protect and 
advocate for a child with special needs. It didn’t take 

long to see parents with fewer resources than I had 
were managing this disorder and its life-altering ef-
fects—and many were single parents, some holding 
down two minimum wage jobs or raising multiple 
children with special needs. I became poignantly 
aware of the problems parents face when trying to 
obtain services and even basic human rights for their 
special needs child. 

The Never Ending Battle for  
AUTISM RIGHTS

 
A Special Interview with Civil Rights Attorney Areva Martin

By Mary Sue LAWRENCE

AUTISM RIGHTS

A civil rights lawyer and autism mom talks about the importance of advocacy, work-life 
balance and the potentially groundbreaking lawsuit in which she’s representing the parents 
of an autistic child.

Nationally recognized autism advocate and civil rights attorney Areva Martin is also mom to 
Marty, who has autism. Here, she gives advice on how to become an advocate and why it’s 
still important, raising an autistic child, and why we should all be concerned about a lawsuit 
that has captured national media attention because it declares an autistic child a nuisance. 

Advocates from Martin’s California-based nonprofit, Special Needs Network, petition the statehouse for legislative 
change during a 2014 rally.
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Is that why you started your nonprofit, 
Special Needs Network? 
Yes, meeting these brave parents inspired me to 
marshal my skills as an attorney to create a commu-
nity safety net. Thousands of children with autism in 
underserved communities of color fall between the 
cracks. These children are often diagnosed later than 
their non-minority peers; misdiagnosed at a high-
er rate than their mainstream counterparts; labeled 
emotionally disturbed; and are often over-medicat-
ed. Many are denied insurance benefits and med-
ical care and treatment. They are denied their fun-
damental right to an education and a future. This 
discrimination compelled me to start Special Needs 
Network to promote social justice, equality and dig-
nity for children with disabilities. Special Needs Net-
work gives thousands of parents and caregivers of 
children with autism in South Los Angeles and the 
state of California a voice.

Elevating the notion that there was and is an under-
served community for children who experience au-
tism is one of my greatest accomplishments. I help 
give a voice to those families who don’t have re-
sources, and I’m so proud to be able to do that.

Why is advocacy for autism still so 
important?
Autism affects one in 64 children, yet the gener-
al public still has many misconceptions and unan-
swered questions as to what it looks like, what the 
real face of autism is. People outside the autism com-
munity are baffled by and don’t understand it. There 
is a continuing need to educate and raise awareness. 
People with autism are not dangerous. Kids on the 
autism spectrum can make tremendous strides. Our 
job in the autism community is to continue to bring 
awareness and understanding.

What are some actions you’ve taken that 
have been most helpful to your son’s 
growth?
Not allowing myself to be isolated, but instead seek-
ing out families who have also gone through this 

experience. Connecting with other families gave me 
great insight into things including the best therapists 
and programs in our community. It created a social 
network for us, as well as socializing opportunities 
for my son. There’s a lot of fear as a parent, because 
you’re concerned about being ostracized. But I’ve 
found it’s better to be upfront and open about your 
child and use that chance to educate people. Parents 
can be everyday advocates. You don’t have to join a 
group or be public a spokesman to be an advocate. I 
wrote about those opportunities in my book, The Ev-
eryday Advocate: How to Stand up for Your Child with 
Autism and Other Special Needs.

As a busy lawyer and advocate, what 
advice would you share to help balance 
raising a child with autism and working 
outside the home?
Parents should not feel as if they have to make a 
choice between a career and caring for their autistic 
child. You can do both. Studies show parents who are 
happiest are those who are fulfilled in their careers. If 
you have the ability to work and earn income, please 
know you’re helping rather than hurting your child. 
You are creating resources that give them an oppor-
tunity for increased activities and programs. 

For me, work-life balance includes a nonnegotiable 
health and fitness component. I had a love-hate re-
lationship with exercise and was a yo-yo-er, working 
out hardcore in preparation for events. When my 
schedule got hectic, I would drop my exercise rou-
tine, putting everything else first. I hadn’t made exer-
cise a lifestyle choice, hadn’t made it a priority. When 
I friend asked me to start a walking regimen, I put 
her off, thinking I would get in shape so I would be 
able to keep up. But on that day, I started looking at 
it differently. I made a commitment to walk four days 
a week. I scheduled it on my calendar, first thing in 
the morning, to make it consistent.

I stayed at it. Walking turned into running; now I run 
five times a week. For the first time, I feel like I’m in a 
good place with health and wellness. That commit-
ment to myself, to what is now usually 60 minutes 
of exercise, five times a week, has changed my life. 

AUTISM RIGHTS

Connecting with other families gave me great insight into things 
including the best therapists and programs in our community.  
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It has become my quiet time, my reflection time, my 
meditation time to nurture my body and mind. Par-
ent of children with autism, in particular, make it a 
priority to put their child first. But self-care is a part 
of being a good advocate. I strongly encourage par-
ents to make regular exercise a part of your routine. 
Make it as important as your child’s IEP or therapy 
sessions. You will see a change in how you approach 
the world, the stress and rigors that come along with 
raising a child with autism.

What has changed since your own child 
was diagnosed? 
There remains a lack of awareness, despite the fact 
that the incidence of autism has continued to grow. 
When my child was diagnosed, that number was one 
in 160; today, some reports say kids are undercount-
ed and its actually one in 45, so the number of kids 
who have the diagnosis has risen substantially. These 
days, we all know someone with a child impacted 
with autism. There have been many positive chang-
es: more and more families are getting connected 
with services and a national movement recently re-
sulted in a national insurance mandate. 

However, there is a lack of opportunity for the grow-
ing population of young people with autism who 
are aging out of the system. They continue to need 
intensive services, but there is not a lot available to 
them in terms of housing, job training, jobs, social 
events and other opportunities to be involved in the 
community.

You have a big following and are very 
active on social media. How do you use 
that to advocate and bring attention to 
autism-related causes, including this 
lawsuit?
I often go to social media to galvanize support, and 
use it for Special Needs Network to get attention from 
policymakers or connect families. With social media, 
it’s possible to take a local niche issue and turn it into 
a national issue very quickly. Embrace it in some way 
on your terms – write a blog, get a Facebook, Twitter 
or Instagram account. Use them to connect with oth-
ers in the autism community and be informed. It can 
give you a powerful voice.

Many of our readers know you from your 
regularly appearances in the media on 
television programs like The Doctors, 
Dr. Phil, Dr. Drew and Anderson Cooper 
360 where you are frequently discussing 
breaking and trending news. How did 
you become a nationally recognized 
media expert and commentator?
Five years ago, I represented a family in a case that 
was in the national spotlight because an educator 
was prosecuted criminally for child abuse. The vic-
tims were primarily non-verbal autistic kids. My cli-
ents and I were invited to the Dr. Phil Show to discuss 
this the case and for Dr. Phil to give the parents some 
advice on how to deal with the trauma they experi-
enced after learning of the abuse. Once on the show, 
I developed a relationship with the producers and as 
they say in Hollywood—“the rest is history.” On a se-
rious note, speaking up for those families before mil-
lions and watching their reactions made it clear to 
me that I could use my Harvard law degree not just 
in the courtroom representing families, but I could 
also speak to millions on a wide range of issues that 
impact the autism community, underserved popula-
tions, children and families.

I now work with various networks regularly as a go-
to expert and commentator on autism and civil rights 
issues as well as trending and breaking news. I use my 
appearances to advocate on behalf of women and 
children, particularly kids with autism. Lately my com-
mentary has focused on setting the record straight 
that people with autism are not dangerous, that they 
are more likely to be the subject than the perpetra-
tors of violence. It’s a platform to give a voice to stories 
that are important to our autism community.

AUTISM RIGHTS

Areva Martin with campers at Special Needs Network’s 
summer camp, Camp JPAC - the only summer inclusion 
camp in Los Angeles for special needs children and their 
siblings.
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You and your Los Angeles-based firm, 
Martin & Martin LLP, are representing 
the California parents in the recent 
lawsuit in which neighbors are asking 
the courts to name an autistic child 
a public nuisance. How did you get 
involved with this lawsuit?
The family was encouraged to seek me out because 
of my advocacy work. As the mother of an autistic 
son, I’m a member of the autism community and 
have represented families in other civil rights cases. 
Though not filed as a civil rights case, this lawsuit 
against a family of an autistic child raises serious civil 
rights issues.

How did this situation between neigh-
bors end up as a lawsuit?

Two sets of neighbors, Marci and Robert Flowers 
and Bindu Pothen and Kumaran Santhanam filed a 
lawsuit in Santa Clara County Superior Court seek-
ing monetary damages and a temporary and perma-
nent injunction against my clients, Vityut Gopal and 
Parul Agrawal, and their now 11-year-old son, who is 
on the spectrum. Some of the allegations date back 
to when my client (the little boy) was three years old 
and involve hair pulling and entering a garage and 

opening a bag of fertilizer. In the lawsuit and media 
interviews and posts, the plaintiffs claim that my cli-
ent “terrorized” the neighborhood and presented a 
threat to them. They even claimed that his presence 
and conduct in the neighborhood diminished their 
property values. They believed their only recourse 
was to file a lawsuit and have the court declare him a 
public nuisance. 

Why is a lawsuit like this so important 
to the autism community? What 
implications might it have?
This case is challenging where families with autism 
can live. In some ways, it’s no different than the bar-
rage of lawsuits filed in the 1960s against African 
Americans and other minorities as they sought to 
move out of urban areas of major cities and into all 
White communities. They were often met with racial 
hostility, burning crosses and expensive lawsuits, all 
aimed at denying them fundamental rights guaran-
teed under the U.S. Constitution. 

This and lawsuits like these invoke those same neg-
ative feelings, stigmatize kids with autism as being 
dangerous and create the possibility that kids with 
autism or another disability will be forced into isola-
tion. It could set the strides and progress the autism 
community has made back decades in terms of com-
munity and school inclusion.  Ultimately, one must 
ask, if this family can’t live in this neighborhood—
where can they live? 

What do parents need to know and how 
could they respond as members of the 
autism community? 
This case illustrates why autism parents need to be 
involved in raising awareness and educating fami-
lies where they live–neighbors, homeowners asso-
ciations, community and political leaders and law 
enforcement agencies. This is why getting involved 
with nonprofit advocacy programs is so important. 
You cannot assume people in your community un-
derstand what autism looks like.

Parents should not feel as if they have to make a choice between a 
career and caring for their autistic child. You can do both.   

AUTISM RIGHTS

Areva Martin with her son Marty who was diagnosed 
with autism at 2 years old.
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As the autism population continues to grow, issues about 
discrimination will grow, and people in the community will need to 

be aware of the law and be prepared for challenges.  

Personally, as a mom of a child with autism, I’m out-
raged by this case because I know how difficult and 
challenging it is to provide the best care for some-
one on the autism spectrum, to make medical ap-
pointments and secure needed services. To fight a 
lawsuit is an added burden of cost, time and resourc-
es, and emotionally draining.  Add to that the already 
lengthy list that parents of autistic children have to 
manage. These parents are brave and courageous to 
speak up about something so personal. It has to be 
devastating to be asked that your child be declared 
a public nuisance.

What advice do you have? Have you ever 
dealt with a situation like this?
Yes. Autism families who are renters experience a 
great deal of harassment and discrimination. I’ve 
worked with and defended families who have had 

child protection services called on them because 
their autistic child yelled or made noise or they have 
been threatened by landlords with eviction. It’s much 
less common with homeowners. It’s important for 
families to know their rights, to know that there are 
federal anti-discrimination housing and other civil 
rights laws that protect them and their rights to live 
freely in the neighborhoods of their choice. 

This case is shocking and has captured national me-
dia attention because it seeks to declare a young 
child with a neurological disorder a public nuisance. 
Think about the context in which we typically use the 
term “public nuisance” – it’s a term normally reserved 
for waste sites or other harmful, non-human entities. 
These are things that disrupt, diminish or bring harm 
to a person or property value. This lawsuit is asking 
that a child who is disabled be characterized like a 
toxic waste site! 

AUTISM RIGHTS

Mary Sue Lawrence is a freelance writer based in Charleston, SC. She enjoys the outdoors, traveling and spend-
ing time with her husband and 5-year-old son.

Is discriminating against autism families becoming more common?
As the autism population continues to grow, issues about discrimination will grow, and people in the 
community will need to be aware of the law and be prepared for challenges. In another recent legal case, 
an autistic child was kicked off an airplane because he was making noise. In one of the mass shootings 
we’ve recently experienced across the nation, it was determined that the perpetrator was on the autism 
spectrum. These are quiet, underlying messages that individuals with autism are dangerous or uncontrol-
lable. I can’t help but imagine these messages, as subtle as they are, will start to have an impact. When we 
hear families like the ones in this lawsuit talk about a young boy terrorizing the neighborhood, it’s dam-
aging to the progress we’ve made within the autism community. The fact that a kid – a child who goes to 
school, to restaurants and events, on planes, places throughout his community – can be thought of in that 
way should be of great concern to the autism community. 

I am humbled to have been selected to fight for the Gopal family and to stand up to bigotry against kids 
on the spectrum. I am also grateful to the thousands of families and advocates across the country who 
have shown their support to the family by blogging about the case, contributing to their Go Fund Me 
account, or sending words of encouragement. As I fight the legal battle for my clients, I urge advocates 
around the country to continue to show their support. As a community we must, and we can, end harass-
ment and discrimination against kids on the spectrum and their families. 
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  Families of individuals dealing with Autism, Asperger’s, SPD, and similar issues often suffer from sleep-
less nights. Some families have experienced months and years of sleepless nights. Overstimulation, anxi-
ety, and sensory issues are among the causes of sleeplessness in individuals. What can be done? Medica-
tion alone only addresses part of the problem. Sensory Goods Weighted Blankets are designed to work 
with the sensory system, allowing the individual to rest their body and mind. They work by calming 
overstimulation, anxiety and providing sensory input for sensory seekers. Individuals dealing with 
Down Syndrome, night terrors, Restless Leg Syndrome and other special needs have also benefited
from using these products.

Testimonials: 

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

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

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

How Are You Sleeping? 

OT Testimonials:

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

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

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

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

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

Contact us at:
info@sensorygoods.com

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

SensoryGoods.com 

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


A ROUND OF APPLAUSE  
for Our Special  
Contributors 

By Amy KD TOBIK

As some of our readers may remember, Autism Parenting Magazine received the 
esteemed Gold Award in the category of Family/Parenting from the Mom’s Choice 
Awards® in 2014.  Proud of our contributors for their great effort and dedication to 
serving families affected by autism, we were inspired to create a special means for 
recognition.  And because of positive feedback, we have decided to make this a yearly 
event.

 2015 AWARDS

F
irst, we need to thank everyone who has con-
tributed in making Autism Parenting Magazine 
a success. It takes all kinds of people with di-
verse backgrounds and experiences to connect 
with our audience — physicians, scientists, in-

ventors, educators, writers, artists, young people, 
moms, dads, grandparents, siblings, and people who 
are on the spectrum. Together, our contributors form 
a distinctive, award-winning publication.

Selecting only a dozen people to receive this year’s 
honor was a challenge as we have grown to more 
than 200 contributors.  Every participant really de-
serves applause. 

We would like to highlight 12 people chosen for this 
special recognition for 2015.

2015 TOP CONTRIBUTOR AWARDS

Top Assessment and Treatment Writer   
Angelina M., MS, BCBA, MFTI

Angelina works as a Board Certified Behavior Analyst, 
specializing in assessing and treating children and 
adolescents with autism, down-syndrome, and oth-

er developmental delays. She began her career in Ap-
plied Behavior Analysis in 2006, following her youngest 
brother’s autism diagnosis, and has since worked with 
dozens of children and families. She also writes a blog 
about her experiences as both a professional and a big 
sister. Her brother, Dylan, remains her most powerful 
inspiration for helping others who face similar chal-
lenges.  

12    |  Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 42

http://www.autismparentingmagazine.com/author/angelinamacdonald/
http://www.AutismParentingMagazine.com


 2015 AWARDS

Top Dietary Advice Writer 
David Sponder, Licensed Educational  
Psychologist, BCBA 

David is a Licensed Education Psychologist who has been 
working with Individuals with Special Needs for over 30 
years. In addition to the L.E.P., David holds a Master’s 
Degree in Special Education and Teacher Specialist 
Credential for Children with Severe Handicapping 
Conditions. His specialty is working with children with 
developmental, emotional, psychiatric and behavioral 
issues.  He is the only person in the world who obtained 
certification in the three major approaches to working 
with Autism Spectrum disorders: ABA, Relationship 
Development Intervention (RDI) and Developmental, 
Individualized, Relationship-Based (DIR/Floortime) 
methods

Top Occupational Therapist Writer
Amy Wagenfeld, PhD, OTR/L, SCE

Amy is the Research Coordinator at the Els Center of 
Excellence in Jupiter, FL and Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Occupational Therapy at Rush Univer-
sity. She received her BS in occupational therapy from 
Western Michigan University, an MA in human devel-
opment from Loyola University Chicago, and a PhD in 
education from Walden University. Amy presents on 
and publishes widely in peer-reviewed and popular 
press journals, magazines, and books, on topics relat-
ing to occupational therapy, interprofessional collab-
oration with designers, and access to nature. She is 
co-author of Therapeutic Gardens: Design for Healing 
Spaces, published by Timber Press.

Top Educational Advice Writer
Esther B Hess, PhD

Esther is a developmental psychologist and executive 
director of Center for the Developing Mind, a multidis-
ciplinary treatment facility that supports children, ad-
olescents and their families with developmental and/
or regulatory disorders in West Los Angeles. 

Top Behavior Analysis Writer
Sarah Kupferschmidt, MA, BCBA

Sarah has her Masters in Psychology with a specializa-
tion in Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) and is a Board 
Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) who has worked with 
hundreds of children with autism and their families 
since 1999.   She has clinically supervised and trained 
hundreds of staff on how to implement treatment 
strategies that are based on Applied Behavior Analy-
sis (ABA), she conducts parent coaching and training 
in the form of workshops for families and teachers 
on a variety of topics (e.g., safety skills, toilet training, 
language development, using technology to teach, 
and challenging behavior) just to name a few. She is a 
Part-Time Professor and Co-Founder of Special Appu-
cations, which is an mhealth company that develops 
solutions for children with special needs using ABA to 
inform the instructional design.   Sarah has appeared 
on Hamilton Life, CP24, CHCH news, the Scott Thomp-
son radio show, The Bill Kelly radio show and on A Voice 
for All on Rogers TV and Mom Talk Radio.
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Top Autism Fitness Writer
Eric Chessen, M.S.

Eric is the Founder of Autism Fitness. An Exercise Phys-
iologist with an extensive clinical and educational 
background in Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), Eric 
has spent over a decade developing successful fitness 
programs for individuals and groups on the autism 
spectrum. In addition to working with his athletes, Eric 
consults and provides seminars around the US. He is 
the author of three E-Books and the creator of the Au-
tism Fitness Toolbox and PAC Profile method. 

Top Special Needs Financial Writer
Ryan F. Platt, MBA, ChFC®, ChSNC™

Ryan completed his Special Care Planner Certification 
in 2005 at the American College in Bryn Mawr, PA, in 
which he received advanced training in estate and tax 
planning, special needs trusts, government programs, 
and the emotional dynamics of working with people 
and families with special needs loved ones. In 2013, he 
went on to complete the Chartered Special Needs Con-
sultant designation. A pioneer in his field, Ryan is one 
of only a few planners certified through Massachusetts 
Mutual Life Insurance Company (MassMutual) and the 
American College in Special Care Planning in Charlotte. 
He is the founder of A Special Needs Plan. 

Top Parental Narrative Writer
Lisa Fish Smith 
Lisa is the mother of seven children ranging in ages ten 
to twenty-six. Lisa’s youngest two children have special 
needs. Lisa’s blog called “Quirks and Chaos” entertains 
and educates as she discusses autism, adoption, Fetal 
Alcohol Syndrome (FAS) and ADHD. 

Top Life Coach Writer
Deanna Picon
Deanna is the founder of Your Autism Coach, LLC, which 
provides personalized guidance, support and seminars 
for parents of special needs children. She is a parent of 
a non-verbal, young man with autism. Deanna is the 
author of “The Autism Parents’ Guide to Reclaiming 
Your Life,” which is available at www.amazon.com. 

Top Music Therapy Writer
Adam Reece, PhD

Adam was born in Manchester and graduated from 
the University of Manchester with a 2:1 degree in Psy-
chology.  On graduation however he moved to Ireland 
and pursued a musical, as opposed to an academic 
career, writing and recording original music. When his 
daughter was born he returned to the UK and began to 
study for an MSc in Learning Disabilities at the Univer-
sity of Manchester, graduating in 2008. For his disser-
tation he focused on the impact music has on speech 
and communication for individuals with special needs. 
Continuing in this line of research, he enrolled as a 
candidate for a PhD at the University of Roehampton 
in the same year. He currently works as a pianist and 
composer, and is also involved in research focusing 
on the importance of music in education. His thesis 
will be published within a self-contained chapter of a 
book edited by Professor Adam Ockelford focusing on 
the impact music has on language for individuals with 
autism. 

 2015 AWARDS
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Top Social Skills Adviser
Frank Gaskill, PhD

Frank is an American psychologist and author who 
specializes in  Asperger syndrome, effective parenting, 
and how technology and children can interface safe-
ly and successfully. With  David A. Verhaagen, Gaskill 
co-founded a private psychology practice in Charlotte, 
NC called Southeast Psychological Services. It later be-
came known as Southeast Psych. Gaskill is the co-au-
thor, with Ryan Kelly of a graphic novel about Asperg-
ers. In addition to having a comic based on Aspergers, 
he is also the host of an online video series dedicated 
to promoting the idea that Aspergers is a more high-
ly evolved brain. This show is called, “The Dr. G Aspie 
Show.”  

Top Young Adult Writer
Sydney Holmes

Sydney was diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome in 
2004. She is a senior in high school and often works 
with her mother, Stephanie Holmes, a certified autism 
specialist, to educate others about issues Spectrum 
teens and girls face.
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“I’ll Never Give Up On You”
ccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccc

Please, click to listen & share
youtube Autism Song “I’ll Never Give Up Ou You”

* To Our Wonderful Children * 

All Proceeds Used to Further Autism Awareness

Available on iTunes 
https://itunes.apple.com/.I’ll Never Give Up On You

    Autism is what our children have, 
autism  is not who they are. Writing
and  recording  this  Autism  Song - 
"I'll  Never  Give  Up  On  You"  was  such  a  positive 
experience. The picture of this little boy with his angelic 
face, is my son. He was diagnosed with autism at age 3. 
He is now a wonderful young adult. Different. Yet, equally 
important!  Keep raising awareness. 
The Best to You and Yours on this uncommon journey, 
George

http://www.autismparentingmagazine.com/author/frankgaskill/
http://www.autismparentingmagazine.com/author/sydneyholmes/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A8a6ufii_1s
https://itunes.apple.com/us/album/ill-never-give-up-on-you-autism/id916006287?i=916006324&ign-mpt=uo%3D4


A
s a mother, I want to protect and advocate 
against false linkages that “the autism/Asperg-
er’s” was the fault or blame in these senseless 
acts of violence. It is important to remember 
that having a disorder/syndrome does not 

preclude an individual from having other disorders 
that could significantly affect mental functioning. 

For example, a person with cancer could also have 
another medical issue, such as diabetes or heart dis-
ease. The same is important to remember with a per-
son on the autism spectrum.

However, Adam Lanza (Sandy Hook 2012), James 
Holmes (Aurora, CO 2012) and now Chris Harper 

ERASING THE PREJUDICE 
Are People on the Spectrum  

Really More Violent?
An Interview with Dr. Tony Attwood, PhD, AS/ASD expert

By Stephanie C. HOLMES, MA,  
Certified Autism Specialist

 ASD BEHAVIOR

As the mother of a Spectrum Teen, I am becoming concerned about prejudice against 
persons with Autism Spectrum/Autism Spectrum Disorder (AS/ASD) because of three 
shootings that occurred in the U.S. where the shooters were identified as having AS. 
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Mercer (Oregon 2015) have all been said to have 
been diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome. Is there 
a connection? 

In reference to the Lanza/Sandy Hook shooting, as-
sistant professor of pediatrics and psychology at 
Ohio University, Dr. Eric Butter was quoted in US 
News and World Report as saying, "Aggression that 
we see in autism can best be described as disrup-
tive and irritable behavior and is often consistent 
with the communication and social difficulties that 
are the hallmarks of autism spectrum disorders." He 
added, "It is a very human experience that when you 
cannot explain how you are feeling, that you will 
then act out in frustration, anger, and aggression. 
But, it is not consistent with the diagnosis that you 
would plan and execute a crime like we saw here."  
Aggression that leads to this kind of planned, vio-
lent, criminal act is not mentioned as a symptom in 
the current DSMIV or the new DSM5.” Butter also said 
that between 20-30% of persons with autism act out 
aggressively, but the aggression is usually a reaction 
or impulsive outburst. “The autistic person may be 
quick to shout in anger or push or shove or throw 
something, but methodical planning of murderous 
acts is not related to the spectrum.”

Autism Spectrum is not a mental illness. In the three 
cases cited above, a mental health issue was more 
than likely the issue that would lead to causation. 
At a conference held in Atlanta, GA (2012) Dr. Tony 
Attwood, world renowned expert in Asperger’s syn-
drome said, “The ASD individual is actually more 
prone to a depression attack that could result in su-
icidal more than homicidal violence.” Attwood said 
those on the spectrum can have a sudden “depres-
sion attack” that comes on quickly and strongly, as 
with a person who experiences panic disorder. The 
depression attack can come with few warning signs; 
thus, cognitive therapy for AS/ASD teens is a pro-ac-
tive tool to combat such a depression.”

However, it would be negligent to not discuss the 
possibility that a special interest (which is a symptom 

of AS/ASD) can become a clinical concern. The com-
mon thread of Lanza, Holmes, and Harper-Mercer is 
not simply the Asperger’s but that each potentially 
had a mood disorder, each story claimed the person 
had been bullied or felt rejected/isolated, and each 
had a special interest in weaponry/retribution. This 
combination is the subject of what becomes a clini-
cal concern. 

A previous blog posted for American Association of 
Christian Counselors, “Special Interests: The Good, 
the Bad, the Dangerous” paints a broader view of 
special interests. For the most part special interests 
can be challenging or used to motivate persons on 
the spectrum, but there is a word of caution from 
Dr. Attwood when special interests cross the line of 
challenging to a clinical issue. Here is some advice 
from the renowned clinical psychologist where he 
discusses the subject of special interests:

Dr. Attwood: 
“The intensity or focus is what first becomes clinical-
ly significant. If the child loves Thomas the Train and 
spending time in that activity is pleasurable and re-
duces stress this is acceptable. It becoming clinically 
significant when mum or dad says it is time to put 
Thomas down and come each lunch or time to put 
Thomas down and do school work and is met with a 
NO! or refusal behaviors. It is no longer just about an 
enjoyable activity it is an obsession, even irresistible, 
a compulsive behavior that has to be dealt with clin-
ically as such.”

Holmes: 
So what are some of the un-healthy or concerning 
issues to be concerned about with special interests 
when working with AS/ASD persons?  Special inter-
ests that can become problematic (even with legal 
recourse) can include weaponry, first person shooter 
games, movies that glorify violence as retribution, 
arson, and pornography.

Dr. Attwood: 
“Many times, an AS/ASD person may be experienc-
ing being bullied or in some situation that they feel 

Autism Spectrum is not a mental illness. In the three cases cited 
above, a mental health issue was more than likely the issue that 

would lead to causation. 

 ASD BEHAVIOR
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powerless which can then lead to the desire to have 
power. This can lead to a fascination with guns or 
other weaponry or movies where the hero of the 
Hollywood story is being bullied but he solves the 
problem by destroying the bad guys so to speak. So 
this special interest can feed the idea that violence 
is the solution to the problem and we do not want 
them to see violence as the solution.”

Dr. Attwood said that if an AS/ASD adolescent or 
young adult struggling with depression or darker 
moods has an intense interest or focus on drugs/
alcohol, pornography, weapons, self-harm, or even 
junk food, these are things to be concerned about. 

Holmes: 
What is happening with the brain and wiring that 
leads to the intensity of focus?

Dr. Attwood: 
“What we have here is an issue with the frontal lobes 
and executive functioning. This lack of flexibility or 
what we call lack of theory of mind contributes to 
the one track mind which is what I call ‘Frank Sinatra’ 
or ‘my way’ only thinking and not being able to take 
in other people’s perspective or opinions. This lack 
of flexibility, rigidity really contributes to this frontal 
lobe dysfunction.”

In my previous 2014 interview with Dr. Attwood he 
said that studies that show “no impact” on teens that 

spend countless hours playing violent and graphic 
video games are done on neurotypical (NT) teens.  
There is a need, however, for study and research to 
assess the impact of these games on the AS/ASD 
theory of mind.  Again, this does not say if a person 
with AS/ASD plays these games they are dangerous. 
It is a parental responsibility to monitor the time and 
intensity the child has with these games. If the be-
lief becomes that violence can solve the bullying is-
sue or make one powerful this is when we need to 
be concerned.  A similar interest in fire or arson can 
stem from this feeling of powerlessness.

As an autism specialist and professional counselor, 
I urge parents to be vigilant of the special interests 
your spectrum child engages in approaching the 
tween and teen years.  The interest combined with 
intensity and focus and how he or she responds 
when it is time to stop the interest to engage in 
something else is a red flag that the interest is be-
coming a clinical concern or obsession.  If the person 
is being bullied or does not have a social group or 
sense of belonging and has begun isolating, this is 
another concern. Helping the spectrum tween/teen 
find a social group and interact with people in per-
son (not solely on chat groups or Facebook or oth-
er social media) is a proactive method in addition to 
cognitive therapy, relationship skills building, and 
sense of purpose or belonging perhaps volunteering 
for a cause that is important to the spectrum person. 

As an autism specialist and professional counselor, I urge parents 
to be vigilant of the special interests your spectrum child engages 

in approaching the tween and teen years. 
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Professor Tony Attwood is a clinical 
psychologist who has specialized 
in autism spectrum disorders since 
he qualified as a clinical psycholo-
gist in England in 1975.  He current-
ly works in his own private practice, 
and is also adjunct professor at 
Griffith University, Queensland and 

senior consultant at the Minds and Hearts clinic in 
Brisbane.  His book Asperger’s Syndrome – A Guide 
for Parents and Professionals has sold over 350,000 
copies and has been translated into over 25 lan-
guages.  His subsequent book, The Complete Guide 
to Asperger’s Syndrome, was published in October 
2006 and is one of the primary textbooks on Asperg-
er’s syndrome.  He has several subsequent books 
published by Jessica Kingsley Publishers, Future Ho-
rizons Inc. and Guilford Press. Tony has been invited 
to be a keynote speaker at many Australasian and 
International Conferences.  He presents workshops 
and runs training courses for parents, professionals 
and individuals with Asperger's syndrome all over 
the world and is a prolific author of scientific papers 
and books on the subject. He has worked with many 
thousands of individuals of all ages with Asperger's 
syndrome or an Autism Spectrum Disorder.  

Stephanie C. Holmes, M.A., is an 
ordained minister and Licensed 
Christian Counselor with the 
Board of Examiners for Georgia 
Christian Counselors and Thera-
pists and was formerly an LPC in 
North Carolina. She is a Board Cer-
tified Christian Counselor through 

the AACC’s Board of Christian Professional and Pas-
toral Counselors and a Certified Autism Specialist. 
Stephanie’s career path changed when her eldest 
daughter was diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome 
in 2004. She began to change her focus to helping 
families deal with their frustrations and challenges 
of having a special needs child. Stephanie practic-
es counseling at her home church, Calvary Atlan-
ta and advocates for special needs families. She 
specializes in Aspie- NT marriage therapy and has 
clients across the country through Skype consul-
tation. She speaks nationally about AS/ASD and 
families, Spectrum Teens, and Aspie- NT marriage. 
Her newly published book Confessions of a Chris-
tian Counselor: How infertility and autism grew my 
faith, walks you through her personal journey as 
well as give you clinical advice from her clinical ex-
perience of 10 years in the AS/ASD field.
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http://www.slate.com/articles/health_and_science/medical_examiner/2012/12/adam_lanza_asperger_s_
can_autism_explain_the_sandy_hook_tragedy.html

http://health.usnews.com/health-news/news/articles/2012/12/16/aspergers-autism-not-linked-to-vio-
lence-experts

http://www.aacc.net/2015/07/23/complex-cases-aspergersasd-specialrestrictive-inter-
ests-the-good-the-bad-and-the-dangerous/

Future Horizon Conference. Dr. Tony Attwood. Atlanta, GA  (2012)

The dates for Tony’s USA presentation tour in October 2016 are as follows:
Monday, October 10th    Boston, MA - AANE
Wednesday, October 12th           Ann Arbor, MI – The Autism Society of Michigan/Metro Parent
Saturday, October 15th                Long Island, NY - AHA
Monday, October 17th                 St. Louis, MO – Judevine Center
Wednesday, October 19th           St. Paul, MN – ASA of Minnesota
Friday, October 21st                     Boise, ID – Peak Conference
Further details of Tony’s 2016 USA Fall presentation tour will be posted on his website in early 
2016:  www.tonyattwood.com.au.
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Y
ou see, when I look back on the last year, all I 
can think about is how the heck did I survive 
it? What did I achieve last year? Well I’m still 
here and smiling, so that’s good enough for 
me right now!

We’ve had the most stressful year I could have ever 
imagined with my son needing to be homeschooled 
due to his all-consuming anxiety which crippled 
him. And I’m not ashamed to admit to you that as a 

result of this I ended up on anti-depressants, as I was 
simply buckling under the pressure of holding it all 
together for my family.

And finally I feel like things could just about be set-
tling down for us. He’s adjusting to a new school, and 
my depression fog is slowly beginning to lift … so I 
almost don’t wanna tempt fate by making any wish-
es or resolutions for what I want next year. And be-
sides which, I don’t know about you, but living with 

STARTING THE NEW YEAR 
OFF RIGHT  

Parenting, marriage and self-care

LOOKING FORWARD

By Michelle MYERS

Well folks, it’s that time of year again; the time where we are supposed to look back over 
the past 12 months through rose tinted glasses and reflect upon our achievements. 
Setting goals and challenges for ourselves for the New Year that’s upon us.

Well, not me… I’m rubbish at sticking to my resolutions anyway! 
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We celebrate the little things, and then usually collapse into bed 
utterly wiped out, but deeply satisfied that another day is over.

autism means we tend to spend our lives in the here 
and now, as I just can’t think too far ahead into the 
future. It’s too daunting, so we get through each day. 
We celebrate the little things, and then usually col-
lapse into bed utterly wiped out, but deeply satisfied 
that another day is over.

So as I smugly wave goodbye to a stressful 2015, I 
reckon my focus has to be to make 2016 a simpler 
year for all of us. There was just too much drama last 
year.

You know another thing about me; apart from the 
fact that I can’t keep resolutions, is that I am keen 
baker (stay with me here as there is a point to this.) 
And I love to spend a few hours in the kitchen every 
now and again whilst the kids are at school, exper-
imenting with new recipes. But every time without 
fail I always find myself coming back to my favorite 
cake.  A good old Victoria Sponge. It has to be one 
of my all-time favorites, and you know what – out 
of all the cakes I have ever made – it also has to be 
the simplest. Not many ingredients and only a few 
steps involved, but if it’s done right the results are 
just scrummy. It works for me every time. I suppose 
you could say it’s my signature bake.

So I am going to ‘generalize my skills’ (you clued up 
autism folks will see what I did there) by saying that 
2016 is going to be my Victoria Sponge Year.  Sim-
ple... that’s my word for the year.

So what will this look like? Well let’s take a look at my 
life and how I am going to inject a little simplicity into it:

Me, myself and I...
I know us parents don’t like to be told what to do, but 
this really is essential and, if I’m honest, took me a 
long time to get my head around too. But in order to 
look after our kids, we need to look after ourselves. I 
need to accept help when it’s offered and stop beat-
ing myself up for being human.

	 So I am going to make life easier on myself 
by simplifying my day. I will reduce my com-
mitments and learn to say NO without feeling 
guilty.

	 I will also try to accept myself for who I really 
am, and stop wishing my life was easier. My life 
is here and now. I will stop over-thinking and 
over-worrying about things. People can think 
what they want... does it really matter...The 
simple answer to that is No!

	 I will try and pause for five minutes a day to no-
tice the little things. To savor a sip of coffee, to 
smile when my kids are getting along, or walk 
in the rain like my son loves to do so much. He 
sees the pleasure in the simplicity of things and 
feels every raindrop on his face with a smile.

My marriage - “Do you take this tired  
exhausted mother to be your lawful 
wedded wife...”
Hmmm. Remember when we married Husband? We 
were young, fresh-faced and youthful. Well, we may 
be none of those things anymore, but I reckon we 
can learn a lot from those simpler times.

	 Maybe we could have a date night in 2016? 
Now there’s a thought. Does it matter if little 
man doesn’t stick to his usual routine occa-
sionally? Nah, I don’t think so. We need to be 
together, and laugh, and talk, and to simply 
just be ourselves sometimes.

	 Another simple thing I think could help is 
switching off the tech every now and again. 
Our lives have become so saturated with in-
stant information and social media, that sim-
ply to sit and watch a movie together sharing 
a bag of popcorn is something that very rarely 
happens So this year I aim to spend some of 
my evening (once the kids are in bed!?)  With 
no mobile in hand, watching Netflix.

	 And finally – and probably most important of all – 
I am going to try to remember why we married...
Love. I love you with all my heart. It’s a simple as 
that! And I know sometimes life has a habit of 
taking over, but if we can remember that simple 
truth every day, then we’re not doing half bad.

LOOKING FORWARD
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Accept there will be good and bad days and stop worrying about 
things out of my control.

Home - is where the heart is...
Home is where I can truly be myself. I laugh, cry, wor-
ry and try to make memories that last a lifetime. But 
it can also be a pretty stressful place to be at times. 
So this year I aim to put the needs of my family above 
all else, simplifying our commitments.

	 We will do what’s right for all our children – in-
cluding our son – and if people don’t under-
stand that, then the new simpler me isn’t go-
ing to stress about it... as it’s their loss and not 
mine.

	 I will worry less about the cleaning and what 
people think when they come round (they 
know where the Hoover is if it’s causing them 
that much distress).

	 Accept there will be good and bad days and 
stop worrying about things out of my control.

	 Embrace the bonkers! My house is a mad-house, 
plain and simple, take us you find us I say.

Parenting - The most rewarding and yet 
challenging job known to man...
There is so much advice out there for mums like me – 
the latest fad, recommendation, or therapy. Who do 
you listen to? I could drive myself round the bend with 
worry if I tried everything out there. So this year I aim 
to simplify things by having more faith in myself.

	 I will trust my own gut instinct more than any 
other manual or advice sheet. That’s because 
I simply know my child better than anyone. 
And the honest truth is that if you’ve met one 
person with autism, you have met one person 
with autism.

	 I will have more courage and faith in my own 
knowledge when talking to professionals about 
my children. I won’t worry about how I come 
across because it’s my job to be their voice.

	 I am going to try not to take so much on myself 
(ha ha). But seriously, teamwork makes things 
so much simpler. I don’t have to be the person 

that does everything. We are a family unit, and 
my husband and I are a team. We will disagree, 
but we need to be a united front to make life 
simpler for everyone.

So you see there is so much I can try to do in 2016 us-
ing just by focusing on one simple little word. I don’t 
need resolutions, or objectives or aims because my 
life is so crazy I would be setting myself up to fail. 

Like a good Victoria Sponge, for me 2016 is going to 
be the year I do less... but do it much better! 

Complicated isn’t always a good thing.  Love, mar-
riage, family, home and our kids are what are really 
important. 

The simple things in life are!

2016 will be full of ups and downs, I am sure. Because 
I am simply a woman doing my best and that means I 
will make mistakes along the way. And often the sim-
plest things to do are the hardest to achieve, as we fight 
to keep our head above water in our very hectic lives.

But if my son has taught me anything it’s this...to live 
in the here and now, to enjoy what you love doing 
and to not worry about what other people think. 

Live everyday of this New Year for you and your family...

It’s a simple as that really!

Michelle Myers is a mum to three 
kids, one of whom is on the au-
tism spectrum. She is a blogger and 
full time carer for her son.  She also 
founded a Facebook page that offers 
a judgment-free place for parents 
and professionals to discuss all as-

pects of autism; no question is ever too silly! She has 
particular interest in sensory therapies and holistic 
approaches, and she likes to share her story “warts 
and all.”

In her ‘spare’ time she likes walking her dogs and 
reading.

Asliceofautism.blogspot.com

LOOKING FORWARD
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D
uring the early years, I searched desperately 
for information about how to deal with my 
son’s extreme behaviors, how to help him, 
how to teach him, and how to create a more 
livable family situation. Eventually, I discov-
ered the facts I needed, but lost many years 
in the process. Now he is a cheerful, happy 

teen who loves to go out and have a good time. We 
could have been there a lot sooner.

TAGteach (Teaching with Acoustical Guidance) is an 
ABA-based method that makes it easy for parents to 
increase functional behaviors in their children with 
autism. Many of us have children with severe, diffi-
cult behaviors. We would like to help our children 
and our families. We would like to get some sleep, 
go to the grocery store and have some peaceful mo-
ments in our homes. We get a lot of generic advice 
and platitudes. We don’t get the facts we need to 

TAGteach:  
How ABA-Based Method Remarkably 

Changed My ASD Son’s Life 
By Martha GABLER

My son was diagnosed at age three with severe autism — plus he was profoundly 
nonverbal. He had many dysfunctional and dangerous behaviors including bolting, 
aggression and self-injury. We had many years of exhaustion, despair and heartache.  

APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS METHODS

24    |  Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 42

http://www.AutismParentingMagazine.com


As parents, we talk a lot about “behavior.” We hear about “good” 
behaviors and “bad” behaviors, functional behaviors, dysfunctional 

behaviors and so forth. There is often a judgmental aspect, “That 
child has ‘good’ behaviors.

help our children with the daily routines. We certain-
ly don’t get a realistic, low-cost way to apply them in 
our own homes.

With TAGteach it is easy to teach your child helpful 
skills like: Safe Walking, Safe Car Trip Behavior, Going 
to the Grocery Store, and Sleeping. It is an excellent 
way to de-escalate tantrums. TAGteach is great for 
parents because you already know ninety-five per-
cent of what you need to know to use TAGteach:

	 You observe your child every day, 24 hours a 
day, 7 days a week

	 You know your child

	 You know your child’s needs and wants

	 You are familiar with his settings

	 You know his routines, triggers, limits and sen-
sory profile

	 You are the expert on your family

	 You know your family’s priorities

	 You can apply your family’s values

	 You can tailor everything precisely to your 
unique situation

You have 95 percent of the knowledge you need to 
teach your child the behaviors he needs – behaviors 
that will increase your family’s opportunities for a 
happier home life and participation in the commu-
nity.

Here’s the remaining five percent you need to know: 
just two facts.

FACT 1: “Behavior” is “movement”

As parents, we talk a lot about “behavior.” We hear 
about “good” behaviors and “bad” behaviors, func-
tional behaviors, dysfunctional behaviors and so 
forth. There is often a judgmental aspect, “That child 
has ‘good’ behaviors. That child has ‘bad’ behaviors.” 
There is an emotional aspect, and we may feel strong 
emotional reactions to our children’s behaviors.

Have we ever asked ourselves, “What exactly is be-
havior? Here’s the answer:

Behavior is movement, physical movement of the 
body. (1)

This is a liberating fact. Once you know that behavior 
is composed of physical movements of the body, you 
can forget about all the judgmental, emotional reac-
tions and focus on your child’s physical movements. 
You can study how your child “behaves” by observ-
ing how he “moves” the parts of his body.

You can see that there may be physical movements 
that are unproductive or disruptive, and physical 
movements that are productive or functional. You 
can then think, “Hmmm, how can I help my child 
perform more of those rare, but functional, physical 
movements?”

The answer to this question is FACT 2.

FACT 2: Positive Reinforcement 
Increases Behaviors (physical 
movements of the body)

Here’s the rule about positive reinforcement:

“Behavior that is already occurring, no matter how 
sporadically, 

can always be intensified with positive reinforce-
ment.” (2)

What this means, is that we can increase the sporadic 
functional behaviors that our child performs by pro-
viding positive reinforcement. Since we reinforced it, 
it will happen again. It will happen more often, and 
eventually, it will last for a longer time.

How can we do this in an easy, effective way? 

TAGteach provides a simple approach. Observe your 
child, especially the physical movements he makes 
with his body. Decide on two or three physical move-
ments he is already doing that you would like to in-
crease. 

APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS METHODS
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Work on just one of these at a time. When you see 
your child perform one of the desired physical move-
ments, here’s what you do:

	 Press the tagger when he performs the behav-
ior (physical movement).

	 Hand over a reinforcer (treat).

The more you “tag” and “treat” (reinforce) a behav-
ior, the more your child will perform it. It’s a simple, 
straightforward process. Your child will learn to do 
the reinforced behaviors more often, and will enjoy 
feeling of success and positive reinforcement.

Here’s what’s in it for your family:

	 A calmer child with autism.

	 A happier home.

	 The opportunity to go out with your child and 
participate in the community.

	 An easy, effective, low-cost, scientifically based 
way to increase your child’s functional behaviors.

	 A model for observing your child and figuring 
out which behaviors you would like to increase.

	 A means by which you can truly communicate 
with your child and allow your child to have 
unprecedented control over his own learning. 
You and your child can become true partners 
in the teaching and learning process without 
coercion or force.

	 Almost no financial cost. Taggers are inexpen-
sive. If you don’t have one, use a spoon to tap, 
a ballpoint pen, or a flashlight. Reinforcers are 
treats you probably already have around the 
house.

You can start right now, tagging and reinforcing your 
child whenever he or she performs a behavior you 
like. Then sit back and watch your child learn and 
grow.

What is TAGteach?

TAGteach stands for Teaching with Acoustical Guid-
ance. It is a teaching and communication method 
based on the scientific principles of Applied Behav-
ior Analysis (ABA).

TAGteach enables extremely precise positive rein-
forcement of behavior by using an acoustical signal 
to “mark” the behavior – at the precise moment the 
child performs the behavior! The acoustical signal is 
a short, sharp sound made by a handheld device (the 
“tagger”). When the child performs the correct ac-
tion, the parent/instructor immediately presses the 
button on the tagger and hands over a treat (candy, 
treat, token, praise, social recognition, or money) as 
a reinforcer.

With TAGteach, it is easy to reinforce behaviors pre-
cisely and quickly. The immediate, accurate feedback 
and positive reinforcement result in the child per-
forming the correct action more often, and for lon-
ger periods of time. With immediate feedback and 
learning tasks broken down into small steps, children 
(and adults) can learn many new skills with TAGteach 
— at their own pace.

APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS METHODS

Martha Gabler and her husband are the parents of 
two boys. The younger one, now 18 years old, was 
diagnosed at age three as having severe autism 
and being profoundly non-verbal. He had all the 
common difficult behaviors typical of children with 
autism, including bolting, self-injury and aggres-
sion. By sheer chance, she learned about TAGteach 
and realized instantly that this method for positive 
behavior change could be a huge help. This turned 
out to be the case. Her son is now a delightful, hap-
py teen who loves life and loves going places. He still 
has autism, but life is much better for the family.

For specific information about how to help your 
child learn specific skills, please see the website 
below.

Website:    www.autismchaostocalm.com 
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/Autism-
ChaosToCalm?fref=ts

Twitter:  https://twitter.com/MarthaGabler

(1) Dr. Martin Kozloff, Educating Children with 
Learning and Behavior Problems (New York, NY: 
John Wiley and Sons, Inc., 1974), p. 9.

(2) Karen Pryor, Don’t Shoot the Dog! The New Art 
of Teaching and Training (New York, NY: Bantam 
Books, 1999), p. 1.
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The Rewards of Creating 
a Special Time  

with Attention-SeekingChildren 

S
uggestion of this technique in no way implies 
that this child does not receive adequate at-
tention. In fact, many children who seek 
attention constantly and chronically are 
already receiving disproportionate amounts 

of attention already.

Special Time describes spending undivided time 
with a child, unconditionally for just a few minutes 
each day.  During the Special Time period, the child 
[within reason] gets to pick the activities they want 
to do.  Because it is given unconditionally, it cannot 
be taken away because the child behaved badly or if 
the child hasn’t completed some other requirement.  
There is no “earning” of Special Time.  The technique 
works best when it is given consistently at the same 
time each day, especially for presymbolic children.   
For symbolic children, it can set as part of a pictorial 
or written schedule.

Special Time accomplishes the following:

1.    It gives it a name (like “[Your Child’s Name] Time”) 
and some rules to attention that did not exist be-
fore. Prior to this, attention was given amply and 
randomly, but it had no clear beginning or end-
ing, and it did not have a “term” to refer to it. The 
use of the term, “Special Time” gives the child a 
reference point which reduces anxiety;

2.    It provides the child a guarantee of undivided at-
tention. The child now has a time he can count 
on, which will now permit him to defer or delay 
his needs for short periods of time (with help);

3.    It can help teach a child to appreciate his own and 
others’ special time. Giving the procedure a term, 
allows one to point out to him that everyone gets 
their special time.  Children can learn that other 
family members have their own times, and par-
ents can explain that sometimes, they need their 
own special time for themselves.  This reinforces 
the vital concepts of proportion that your child 
has not yet developed.

By David SPONDER,  
Licensed Educational Psychologist, BCBA

BEHAVIORAL TECHNIQUES

Special Time is a technique which helps a child understand exactly when they will 
receive undivided attention, as a means of reducing anxiety laden attention seek-
ing behaviors, or as a means of improving relationships when the child is defiant or 
alienated.
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“Special Time” is often suggested to parents when a 
child seems to have an insatiable need for attention.  
This feeling of never-ending need can have more to 
do with a child’s understanding of time, sequence, or 
emotional toleration (for feelings of anxiety or anger 
that lead to [neuro-]physiological changes) than it 
does with the actual amount of time a parent spends 
with a child.

Basically, the individual is unsure about when atten-
tion begins or ends, so his/her strategy may be to 
keep it ongoing.  Therefore, parameters are set in or-
der to help them understand the limits of attention, 
but more importantly, the fact that the parent guar-
antees individual attention in exchange for a more 
manageable life!  These parameters are as follows:

1.    Give the time you spend a name.   “Special 
Time” is fine, but so is “[Your Child’s Name] 
Time,” “Our Time,” etc.  This lets him know the 
time is all his.

2.    Give the time you spend “brackets.”   Estab-
lish when Special Time (ST) begins and when 
it ends in terms that your child can understand.  
For instance, it is unreasonable for an adult to 
expect young [or developmentally young] chil-
dren to understand references to clock-time 
such as “ST will be over at 8 o’clock.”  Be careful 
to use what references he can understand such as 
when a certain TV show comes on, when din-
ner is ready, when we’re done with this book, 
when Barney is over, etc.   The same principle 
applies to making beginning times clear.

3.    Make arrangements for ST.  This has to vary 
from family to family. Some families will do 
well with a pre-established time that becomes 
part of a consistent daily routine. This is ide-
al, but doesn’t work for every family.   Things 
come up, and you don’t always have control 
complete over your routines. Nevertheless, 
having a consistent time makes learning the 
promises and limits of ST easier for a child to 
understand, and he will engage in a shorter 
period of frustration and/or “testing the lim-
its” before he can trust the whole deal. If a 
standing routine doesn’t work, you have to 
make daily arrangements. This is a little hard-
er because of the communication involved, 
but can and should be done if your lifestyle 
requires flexibility.   When arranging ST, keep 

in mind the cautions about references to 
time.   Also, your child may benefit from the 
use of visual supports (i.e. pictures or objects 
that let him know when an event will occur 
– the Consultant will help the family imple-
ment this if needed).

4.    Establish some limits. You don’t have to put 
up with hitting or purposeful destruction.   
Let the child know that you will do his favor-
ite things, but you will terminate the ST if he 
crosses the line.

5.    Encourage independence at the same time. 
When ST is over, or before it begins, make it 
clear that when it is not ST, he or she, is to be 
doing something else – and not pestering 
mom.  The Consultant will help mom make an 
activity menu to help him direct his own free 
time.   It is helpful to ask him what he plans 
to do after ST is over, and to get him to pick 
something.   Let him know, mommy will not 
play with you when ST is over.

6.    Expect limits testing.  Keep in mind that in-
satiable attention seeking is an attachment 
strategy that is meant to control your avail-
ability.  That’s what he/she has been used to, 
and that is the child’s strategy for maintaining 
good feelings.

The hypervigilant child might respond to limits on 
this control anxiously.  In other words, he or she will 
fear limits on his control.  To reduce the individual’s 
anxiety, the child is guaranteed a special time, and 
the unconditional promise is what they must learn 
to trust.   This will take time for the child to under-
stand, and mom will have to ‘put her money where 
her mouth is’ to gain mom’s trust. 

Therefore, in the process of establishing this trust, ex-
pect him/her to attempt to maintain control.  This re-

BEHAVIORAL TECHNIQUES

Note about Children with Clinical level Attach-
ment Insecurity: When a child is “hypervigilant” (the 
term used in attachment science to describe fears as-
sociated with being alone, and subsequent attempts 
to maintain and control proximity with mother), 
we know that anxiety is what is driving him to keep 
constant proximity of mom.   Misbehavior is a very 
common way children use to “reel mother in,” and to 
make sure she can’t go and do something else.
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quires strategies for minimizing the damage the child 
might try to inflict in order to compel mom’s attention.  
Ignoring him is never suggested, rather, find a way to 
use “Alongside Time” and activity menus as a means of 
minimizing his anxiety and need for control, as well as 
firm expectations and clear limits.  The Consultant will 
help mom go over the possible limits-testing behav-
iors the child is likely to use, and help her prepare for 
this expected part of the process.

1.   Reassure: Deep down, there is a feeling that 
certain feelings predict catastrophe – so the 
child fights them.  They are afraid ‘to go there’ 
so to say.   This has been the history after all 
for a lot of kids. What this child needs is re-
assurance that while the physical feelings are 
strong, they will pass in a while and every-
thing will be OK.  “These feelings feel terrible, 
I know, I have felt that way.  But pretty soon, 
you’ll be OK.   These feelings won’t hurt you 
for long, and I’ll be here waiting for you” is an 
example of something to say.  For less verbal 
children, simplify the language “Shhh.  Shhh.  
Mommy’s here.  It’s OK.”  For non-verbal chil-
dren, the emotional tone of your voice can 
convey your sympathy for his or her struggle 
with the feelings.

ST has certain rules for the parent to follow.  They in-
clude:

1.   Do what your child wants to do and what he’s 
interested in.  This has to have limits of course, 
but should include any reasonable activity that 
doesn’t cost money, doesn’t involve leaving the 
house, and that you feel comfortable with.

2.   Don’t allow others to intrude.   This is criti-
cal – it’s his/her time and the child should not 
be asked to share it with anyone. It is actual-
ly very meaningful to a child to hear a parent 
say to someone who calls, “Can I call you back.  
This is [Child’s name]‘s time.  It’ll be over when 
we’re done watching Barney.   Can I call you 
back?”  He may want others to join in, but that 
has to be his choice.

3.   Don’t make ST contingent on anything else.  
This is the most important aspect of ST.  It is 
guaranteed no matter what kind of a brat he 
may have been before, whether you’ve had 
an argument or a power struggle, or whether 
he’s being punished for something else.  DO 

NOT TAKE ST AWAY FOR ANY REASON.  It is the 
unconditional statement of love, acceptance 
for who he is, and commitment to him that 
makes ST work.

4.   ST does not need to be very long.   15-20 
minutes is usually fine.   Once the exclusivity 
and guarantee of ST is established, the length 
of time is less important – because the child 
is less anxious about attention, and no longer 
needs to worry or monopolize it.

Alongside Time: For children who don’t want to play 
independently, “alongside time” can help a single or 
unassisted parent get things done. This can be a sup-
plement to ST and a way of organizing some of the time 
that does not require the child to play independently.

	 	With Alongside Time (AT), it is important to 
plan activities in which the two of you focus on 
the activity, not on each other.  The activity can 
be just about anything that requires mutual at-
tention and more or less equal collaboration, 
from doing ordinary tasks such as cleaning up 
or getting dressed, to playing board games or 
watching a favorite TV show.

	 	Sometimes, you have to get into the parallel 
play mode. Sometimes you’re better off join-
ing him in something he’s already doing.     Or 
he can join something you’re doing – as long 
as it doesn’t involve too much coercion.  Board 
games are great for this, as are outings togeth-
er. Choosing is a matter of observing your child 
to get a sense of the type of contact that he 
seems to need at the moment.

BEHAVIORAL TECHNIQUES

David Sponder is a Licensed Education 
Psychologist who has been working 
with Individuals with Special Needs for 
over 30 years. In addition to the L.E.P., 
David holds a Master’s Degree in Spe-
cial Education and Teacher Specialist 

Credential for Children with Severe Handicapping 
Conditions. His specialty is working with children with 
developmental, emotional, psychiatric and behavior-
al issues.  He is the only person in the world who ob-
tained certification in the three major approaches to 
working with Autism Spectrum disorders: ABA, Rela-
tionship Development Intervention (RDI) and Devel-
opmental, Individualized, Relationship-Based (DIR/
Floortime) methods.
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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

Different Roads
Tools for kids on the spectrum since 1995.
(800) 853-1057 • www.difflearn.com

http://www.charishills.org/index
http://WWW.CHARISHILLS.ORG
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P
assing by a playground, you’ll sometimes hear 
bullying remarks like, “Hey, Fatty—the ocean isn’t 
even big enough for a whale like you!” So painful! 

Most of us have experienced the physical and/
or emotional pain of bullying in our lifetime, the neg-
ative effects of which sadly can last a lifetime.  Even 
as adults, we aren’t free from bullying either. There’s 
potential harassment on the job, prejudice, favorit-
ism, slander, intimidation, or shunning. But, because 
we have adequate language and social skills, we usu-
ally can identify when we are being victimized, take 
action to deal with our feelings, and hopefully stand 
up to confront the instigator. 

Now think about your child with autism. At the heart 
of his challenges are exactly what makes ideal prey 
for bullies: lack of language and social integration 
issues.  A 2012 study in the Archives of Pediatric 
and Adolescent Medicine found that about 46% of 
children with autism in middle and high school re-
ported instances of having been bullied. It’s 10% for 
kids without—that’s a big difference!  This call for 
action is an opportunity for you as the parent along 
with your child to strengthen the campaign against 
bulling during October’s National Bullying Preven-
tion Month with empowerment that will last a life-
time.

How Do You Know When Your 
ASD Child is Being Bullied? 

Quick Tips for Parents

CONQUERING BULLYING

By Karen KABAKI-SISTO, M.S., CCC-SLP
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To the child with autism, the bully’s physical behaviors can appear 
accidental like repeatedly bumping into the child or spilling a drink on the 

child’s shirt. 

Children with autism usually automatically think 
that everyone, especially their classmates, have 
good intentions and are their friends. Unfortunately, 
their social communication challenges inhibit them 
from detecting most forms of bullying, making them 
highly vulnerable to it.  In contrast, bullies are mas-
ters of manipulating communication and socializa-
tion, thereby transforming a seemingly innocent in-
teraction into humiliation.

To the child with autism, the bully’s physical behav-
iors can appear accidental like repeatedly bumping 
into the child or spilling a drink on the child’s shirt.  
Social defamation can happen when the bully con-
vinces the victim to “share” ALL of his food at lunch or 
to trust what the bully says like, “The teacher told me 
to let you know that you don’t have to do your home-
work tonight.” Threats can be disguised through in-
sincere language such as sarcasm and purposefully 
unclear double meanings.  Nonverbal communica-
tion like body language and facial expressions can 
seem friendly to a child with autism when they really 
aren’t, such as sinister laughter. 

Even if your child has difficulty to totally identify 
when she’s being bullied, she might get the sense 
that something isn’t right.  She might feel unsettled, 
confused, or uncomfortable, but she may not be sure 
how - or even if - she should approach you.  She may 
mistakenly think her negative feelings are her own 
fault, or she may not want to upset or disappoint 
you.  If you as the parent are unaware, the bullying 
will continue without intervention.  

Is Your Child Being Bullied? Check In, 
Check Up: 

1.   Signs: Some children with autism may not be 
able to begin the communication with you.  But 
there may be signs for you to watch for:   

 Physical signs like bruises, cuts, bedwetting, 
self-stimulatory behaviors, self-injury, or refus-
al to go to school.

Concerned teacher reports like distractibility, 
lack of effort in school work, not participating 

in activities with classmates, incidents of inap-
propriate behavior - especially those that seem 
like imitations of more dominant students or 
bullies.

 Emotional changes like depression, anger, or 
nervousness.

1.   Conversation: Since some children with au-
tism may not show observable signs, start con-
versations to get closer to your child in general 
while familiarizing yourself with who your child’s 
friends are - and those who are not - and what 
your child’s daily school experience is like.  You 
can use specific words that your child can truly 
understand:

“Who are your friends in class / during lunch / during 
recess / during gym class?”

“Why do you like Jen? What nice and good things 
does Jen say to you and do with you?”

“At school, is there anyone you don’t like / don’t get 
along with / isn’t your friend?”

“Why don’t you like Dylan?  What isn’t nice and isn’t 
good about how Dylan looks at you / talks to you / 
does to you?”

“Tell me about what you and Zoe played today after 
school / I’d like to hear all about your playdate with 
Zoe / how you felt while you were with her / what 
she said to you.”

“Your teacher wrote me a note about how you and 
Peter were yelling at each other in math class.  I’d like 
to know what happened and how you were feeling.”

Conversations like this help identify others’ genuine 
intentions versus indecent intentions.  Children with 
autism might not always be able to distinguish their 
true friends from ‘so-called friends’ who are in reali-
ty, bullies.  Because kids with autism have excellent 
memories, they can recite word-for-word what was 
said so you have a playback of what happened for 
you to address it head-on.

CONQUERING BULLYING
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Prepare and Equip Your Child to Detect 
Bullying:

 Identify Name-Calling: Most children with 
autism can’t distinguish whether words are 
good-natured joking or bullying.  Your child 
might think that name-calling is actual-
ly the same as nicknames. Just as you pro-
hibit swear words, alert your child to a list of 
key ‘red words’ like “stupid, ugly, fat, smelly, 
dumb” when a classmate addresses him. 

Also contrast ‘kind / nice / happy / good’ nick-
names to those that are ‘mean / not nice / not hap-
py / bad’ ones. For example, “Buddy; Dear; Sug-
ar; Dude; etc.” vs “Weirdo; Loser; Geek; Fatso; etc.”   

 Identify Harmful Expressions:  Innocent fig-
ures-of-speech like, “Get out of town!” are usu-
ally taken literally by people with autism, so 
your daughter may mistakenly think this per-
son isn’t a friend because he’s suggesting that 
she leave. On the other hand, the child’s con-
crete or literal thinking can actually cause her 
to miss the insincerity in other cases when bul-
lying is occurring.  For example, when called a 
“Loser,” the child might be confused and say, 
“How can I be a loser?  I’m not playing a game.”  
Or a rude expression like “Drop dead!” proba-
bly won’t make any sense to your child.  You 
can help your child to better interpret such ex-
pressions by explaining that the bullies usually 
shout these types of words, combined with the 
fact that words like ‘loser’ and ‘dead’ are nega-
tive.  Through watching TV shows and movies 
together, practice distinguishing both harmless 
and harmful expressions, discussing not only 
the specific words but also the tone of voice.   

 Identify Bullying Body Language: Teach your 
child to closely observe how people communi-
cate using their eyes, mouth, arms, and fingers.  
While you are both looking in a mirror, have 
your child imitate your modeling of a poten-
tial bully’s gestures, like smirking or snickering. 

Describe the tiny movements of a smirk: “Look 
at the way I’m not smiling all the way.  I’m try-
ing not to laugh, so my lips are getting tight, 
my cheeks have a little air in them, my shoul-
ders are moving up and down, etc.” Compare 
a smirk and similar insincere expressions to 
a smile and other genuine expressions.  “You 
see, when I smile, it’s a big, full smile.  Some-
times I show my teeth.  There’s no air in my 
cheeks, and my shoulders aren’t moving.” 
 
In the same way, discuss the sounds and look 
of joyful or playful laughter versus sinister 
laughter or snickering.  Tell your child to look 
for people around him who are pointing at 
him, smirking, snickering, and/or laughing 
sinisterly.  Explain that the bully and these 
bystanders are not his true friends.  To help 
your child more fully comprehend body lan-
guage, you both can role play during TV 
shows and videos, taking the time to rewind, 
replay in slow-motion, and pause scenes 
where non-verbal expressions are used a lot.   

 Interpret Actions:  Some children with au-
tism understand that outright hitting, punch-
ing, kicking, etc. is never OK.  But, because 
they are rule-driven, they tend to do whatever 
anyone requests, especially if it is from a sup-
posed friend.  Tell your child that if it doesn’t 
feel right to do, or if it’s breaking a rule such 
as being told to make spitballs, don’t do it 
because this person is not your real friend.   

Understand Motives:  Kids with autism can’t 
always accurately interpret the reasons why 
bullies don’t want to be their friends.  Being 
rule-oriented, your child can’t easily under-
stand why bullies break many common, ex-
pected social rules such as decency, respect, 
and humaneness.  Shake-up your child’s ex-
pectations by teaching him to anticipate un-
expected possibilities through activities of 
chance.  For example, present a paper bag of 
mostly blue marbles with some green marbles 

CONQUERING BULLYING

Kids with autism can’t always accurately interpret the reasons why 
bullies don’t want to be their friends. 

CONQUERING BULLYING

34    |  Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 42

http://www.AutismParentingMagazine.com


mixed in.  Take turns pulling out a marble.  Com-
pare the bullying encounter to that of the mar-
bles like, “That bully is like the green marble. 
Every once in a while we pull a green marble, 
and every once in a while we meet a bully. But 
there are more blue marbles in the bag just like 
there’s more real friends who are not bullies.” 
 
Explain how some kids wrongly think that act-
ing like a tough, mean, ‘bull’ is good.  Extend this 
theme by reading these types of fables or stories, 
depending on age, such as ‘The Gingerbread 
Man’, ‘Little Red Riding Hood’, and ‘The Wolf in 
Sheep’s Clothing.’  Similar themes include safe-
ty skills for ‘stranger danger’ and sibling rivalry 
as in the book ‘Sam’s Snack’ by David Pelham. 

Seek Support:  Explain to your child that bul-
lying is not her fault or responsibility to fix.  Be-
cause the bully is like a ‘fake’ friend who wears a 
sort of mask or disguise to look like a real friend, 
he’s really just a ‘green marble.’  He doesn’t know 
how, nor does he want to learn right now, how 

to be your friend.  Tell your child to move on 
and look to befriend the many ‘blue marbles.’

Of course, neither you nor your child have to go 
through this alone.  If your child is being bullied, 
partner with your child’s school staff, and as a team, 
discuss resolutions. By having discussions at home, 
you can give your child the power to stand up against 
bullying while at school, all while building closer 
bonds with your son or daughter.
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Karen Kabaki-Sisto, Expert Autism Educator, M.S. 
CCC-SLP, is a certified Speech-Language Pathologist 
and Applied Behavior Analysis instructor. For over 
20 years, Karen has been helping people all over the 
world with autism improve their communication 
abilities with her unique new teaching method, 
I CAN!  In 2015, she invented and launched “I Can 
Have Conversations With You!™,” a life-changing 
social language therapy system for the iPad to help 
people with autism make sense of words, gestures, 
and feelings to have confident conversations while 
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at www.iCanForAutism.com. 

If there was one new technology that could help people with autism, what would it be? 

The ASCme I.T.  app allows people with Autism Spectrum 
Conditions (ASC), and those who support them, to share 
their ideas on what kind of technology could help people 
with autism. 
Using the app, you can make a one minute video to 
explain your idea. Your video will then be used for 
research into technology and how it can help people with 
Autism Spectrum Conditions. 

For more information and to download 
the free app visit www.ascme-it.org.uk

ASCme I.T.
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http://ascme-it.org.uk


M
y Asperger’s added to the burden and 
stress I experienced in seeking gainful 
employment. My dad would yell, “You 
have a Master’s degree, why are you 
working only part-time at Corky’s Skate 
Shop making $5.50?”  

During this season I emailed over 400 churches who 
were hiring only to experience further frustration.  I 
traveled twice to Indiana and to New York for pasto-
ral candidate interviews. I can’t complain about the 
New York interview; I received an expense paid trip 
and saw Niagara Falls.

Finally, I received gainful employment in the medical 
field where I currently have been employed for more 
than seven years.  I learned through my occupational 
struggles several valuable lessons helpful for people 
with disabilities seeking employment. 

Twenty-six million Americans with disabilities are of 
working age. Every year an additional 50,000 young 
adults with autism diligently search and struggle 
for employment. Many of these young adults expe-
rience chronic under-employment and unemploy-
ment. These practical tips can empower your child 
for employment and independence:

1.   Most people find employment by 
personal connections.

While working part-time for Comfort Keepers, I over-
heard one of the staff at the nursing home state, “I 
work at Havenwyck Hospital.” I told this staff, “I sub-
mitted my résumé to Havenwyck four months ago 

and never heard back!” She advised me, “Tomorrow 
go and ask for my supervisor and he will hire you. I’ll 
call him tonight.” The next day, I went to the hospi-
tal and asked to meet with her supervisor—he hired 
me.

5 Practical Ways to Help Adults with Autism 

GAIN EMPLOYMENT
By Ron SANDISON

THE EMPLOYMENT SEARCH

After I graduated from Oral Roberts University with a Master of Divinity, I was employed 
four years as a youth pastor. When metro Detroit experienced harsh economic 
conditions due to the automotive industry I found myself unemployed. For the next 
two years I struggled for steady employment and sank into a finical sinkhole, unable 
to pay my bills, I was forced to live with my parents.
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2.   Employment comes through experi-
ence.

I can guess what you’re thinking how can my child 
ever gain experience—if no company will hire him? 
Kerry Magro, a young adult with autism states, “Get-
ting experience as a volunteer or an intern may open 
the door to entry-level employment within organiza-
tions or companies.”1 I volunteered at Oakland Chris-
tian Church for a year before they hired me. 

3.   An employer hires based on their 
company’s needs.

In job interviews, focus on your strengths and gifts 
not your disabilities. A couple positive traits many 
individuals with autism and Asperger’s possess are 
faithfulness and attention to details. When I am in-
terviewed by a potential employer, if he or she asks 
about my having autism, I use humor and state, “I 
am like Superman, only my kryptonite is electronic 
noises and bleach.  I have a few super powers. I can 
quote over 10,000 Scriptures and run the mile in 4 
minutes and 25 seconds. I also have never missed a 
day of work.”

4.   Employment comes to those who dili-
gently seek.

Encourage your child to never quit or become dis-
couraged in his or her quest for employment. As the 
old proverb advices, “The only difference between a 
successful person and a failure is a successful person 
rises one more time then he falls.” Charles Spurgeon 
said, “By perseverance the snail made it on the ark.” 

5.   When all else fails, create your own 
job.

As an entrepreneur declared, “It’s not work when you 
love what you’re doing.” I learned this final principle 
from my interview with Rhonda Gelstein whose son, 
Tyler, was diagnosed with cerebral palsy and autism.2  
Rhonda was determined to help her son gain inde-
pendence. After high school, Tyler searched three 
years unsuccessfully for employment. 

Rhonda contemplated what things were an interest to 
him and he could develop into a business to be gain-
fully employed. The one idea that kept coming to her 
mind was Tyler’s love of returning cans. Rhonda de-
cided to help Tyler start his own business, Tyler’s Bot-
tle Service. She helped him to receive resources from 
Community Living Supports. This program generous-

ly provided Tyler’s business with a driver who takes 
him to pick up the bottles/cans to return them. Tyler’s 
business has empowered him to fulfill his dream of 
being self-employed and living on his own.          

THE EMPLOYMENT SEARCH

Ron Sandison works full-time in 
the medical field and is a profes-
sor of theology at Destiny School 
of Ministry. He is a task force mem-
ber for the Autism Society’s Faith 
Initiative. Sandison has a Mas-
ter of Divinity from Oral Roberts 
University and Charisma House is 

publishing his book on 4/5/16, A Parent’s Guide to 
Autism: Practical Advice. Biblical Wisdom. Ron and 
his wife, Kristen, reside in Rochester Hills, MI, with 
their pet rabbit, Babs, and cat, Frishma. You can 
contact Ron on Facebook or email him at sandi-
son456@hotmail.com

1 Magro, Kerry. “Tips for People with Autism 
Finding Employment.” Autism Speaks, 14 Oct. 
2013.

2 8/4/14 interview with Rhonda Gelstein.
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Y
ou saw the signs but felt powerless to stop it 
as first he gave a low growl, the precursor to 
the bloodcurdling scream you know so well, 
then Jesse pressed his hands to his head as if 
trying to keep it intact. Whispering frantically 

that he just needs to wait a few more minutes un-
til you can check out with your groceries, you know 
the tidal wave is coming and neither you nor Jesse 
knows how to stop it.  Soon, your face is as red with 
humiliation as Jesse’s is from screaming.

Instead of having to abandon your shopping in the 
aisle and hurry to the parking, come prepared with a 
toolkit. These tools can make life infinitely easier for 
you and for the child in your life. When a little one has 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) or any of a variety of 
sensory processing disorders, even the simplest er-
rand seems surrounded by barbed wire…a potential 
ordeal with an unpredictable and sometimes mis-
erable outcome. Reinforce your child’s use of verbal 
language to express himself instead of shrieking in a 
sort of inarticulate, helpless rage. Since the function-
al use of language is a reasonable educational goal 
for school-age children with ASD, any activities par-
ents and teachers can provide to support productive 
communication are essential practice. 

You’ll apply the acronym PAR (for plan, attend, redi-
rect) to smooth the way for a more communicative 
less combative experience.

PLAN
Ideally, you have a chance to prepare your child be-
fore an errand, even a last-minute one, to make the 
trip go smoothly. The first step in Planning is to iden-

tify the objective. Begin by asking your child if he can 
help you while you go to the store to get asparagus, 
chicken and peaches for dinner. Telling him the des-
tination, framing it with a specific purpose and list-
ing the exact items you need (preferably very few) 
make this a finite and more manageable task for your 

By Lora BROTHERS

PAR: Strategies to  
PREVENT MELTDOWNS

The scene is all too familiar: Six-year-old Jesse is frustrated because he’s having 
trouble waiting and wants to go play his video game. In the time it takes to draw a 
breath, he’s melting down.

MELTDOWN STRATEGIES
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child. If your child is a reader, ask him to help you 
write down the items you need on a list so he can 
monitor it and remind you which provides him with 
a structured role and expectation. If your little one 
isn’t a reader or writer yet, take five minutes to print 
out a pictorial list for him with a picture of a bunch of 
asparagus, raw chicken, and a bag of peaches so he 
can carry the printout and mark off the groceries as 
you buy them. 

Secondly, you’ll explore the details and prepare for 
contingencies like a delay in line. Talk about how 
far you’ll have to go to get to the store, which you 
know among the workers whom your child may rec-
ognize, how long you think it will take to get what 
you need. Ask whether your child prefers to carry the 
basket or the list. Remind him that you stay together 
in the store and that while you wait in line to pay for 
your food ask if he prefers to play I-Spy or Rock-Pa-
per-Scissors. Try to guess how many rounds you can 
play before the groceries are paid for…this gives him 
something to focus on during the irksome wait. For 
example, you might say, “I think we can play seven 
rounds of RPS and that I’ll win four times. What do 
you think?” Now you’re armed with a plan, which sets 
you up for more likely success.

Lastly, you’ll ask your child how he feels about the 
task and its objective. Use feelings flash cards for 
support if your child responds to those in emotion 
identification. Do you feel excited because you love 
asparagus and the store has a large plastic goldfish 
display you love to look at? Do you feel frustrated 
because you have to stop playing Mario Kart to go 
inside the store? Talk about why he feels the way he 
does and what would improve it. Take the minutes 
necessary to articulate the feeling and reasons for 
it and truly collaborate with your child. Sit beside 
him to discuss this, not face to face because some 
children with ASD find eye contact challenging (ei-
ther confrontational or simply exhausting) and real-
ly empathize. Talk about your feelings, too. Tell him, 
“I really want some fresh, juicy peaches. I’ve been 
thinking about them all day and they are one of the 
things I love about summertime. Do you think we 

should have fresh peaches cut up in slices for dessert 
or browned with a bit of butter in the pan with the 
chicken?” Let him feel a part of the errand and the 
supper itself. Even if what you want to say is more 
like, “I hate the shops, too, but we have to go so get 
in the car and don’t complain!” try to really listen in-
stead.

If it’s truly a sudden errand and you don’t have the 
five or ten minutes you need to lay the groundwork, 
spare a couple of sentences for your child, giving the 
reason and specific purpose for the task such as, “I 
have to mail this bill I forgot about and the post of-
fice is closing soon. I need to go in and buy a stamp 
and have the postmaster look up the exact postal 
code and then we can go. I think it will take about 
three minutes if there’s no line. If there is a queue, 
what do you want to play?” If he isn’t in the mood 
for a waiting game, see how many types of stamps 
or sizes of shipping boxes you can count…use the 
environment to find a focus object or game for the 
duration.

ATTEND
No matter how much hurry you are in, be present 
for your child. We can prevent a surprising number 
of meltdowns by attending to what is going on with 
your child. You’re in line for a latte or on the mobile 
with your mother and you just want your ASD child 
to wait quietly—but there are warning signs you 
know too well. He starts shifting from foot to foot or 
humming loudly or saying “Mom” repeatedly in that 
monotone that you know will escalate quickly. The 
first part of Attending is the pause. Stop what you’re 
doing, turn fully toward your child and speak to him. 

After you pause, communicate. Since functional 
communication is a major goal for your little one, 
encourage that by inquiring what he wanted. Ask 
what he wants to tell you or show you. And pay at-
tention to what he is saying, even if your mother 
was in the middle of a sentence or you were count-
ing out change for the barista. Say, “Just a moment, 
please” to the adult in the scenario and concentrate 
on the child. Sometimes that thirty seconds of true 

No matter how much hurry you are in, be present for your child. We 
can prevent a surprising number of meltdowns by attending to what 

is going on with your child. 
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attention will relax your child and deescalate the 
situation. If what he wanted was for you to get off 
the phone or stop playing Angry Birds or leave the 
coffee bar and go buy him a Mini Cooper, it’s best 
to find out. If he wants attention for attention’s sake, 
and doesn’t like being left out, give him a job to do. 
Tell him you need him to listen for them to call your 
name with your order or you need him to look for 
a clock in the restaurant and tell you what time it is 
because Granny won’t quit talking and you can’t see 
the time on your phone when it’s in use. Have him 
find you something in your handbag like an ink pen 
or Chapstick. Give him a task to attend to while you 
are temporarily occupied.

Wrap up Attending by asking how he feels. This is 
a crucial step. Does he feel bored/annoyed/lonely? 
Talk each day about what those words mean and 
help him identify what he’s feeling accurately. Give 
examples. Like, do you feel lonely the way you did 
when Harry picked a different partner at karate class 
last week? Do you feel bored like when we had to 
go to Uncle George’s speech about pesticides? Mod-
el the naming of feelings by stating your own. “I feel 
anxious because I don’t like the loud music in here 
and I feel impatient because I’m thirsty for my coffee 
and I know you are thirsty for the juice we ordered 
for you, too.”

REDIRECT
When you didn’t have time to prepare properly or you 
couldn’t get a word in edgeways to interrupt your 
phone call and truly attend to your child’s attempts 
to gain your notice—or if those steps didn’t fully 
prevent the emotional flooding of an overwhelmed 
child, it’s time to Redirect. This is where you pull out 
the tangible tools of the trade.  It’s distraction time, 
but instead of forking over your iPhone in hopes of 
three minutes’ peace, choose something with a rein-
forcing sensorial component that you and your child 
have pre-identified so he can pick the feeling he has 
and match it with a Redirection Item.

In your pocket or handbag, keep a couple of the fol-
lowing items which are splendid sensorial objects 
that provide a focus and a soothing stimulus to an 
upset ASD child:

 Putty—this is  the small plastic container of 
‘silly putty’ or play-doh that can rescue your 
sanity. First there’s the bit where the child 

has to pause in his tirade to accept and open 
the container. Then the squishy, stretchy 
substance is a fascinating source of sensory 
input. He can roll it, bounce it, squeeze it as 
hard as he can. It’s good for feelings of an-
ger or frustration. To further reinforce the 
verbalization of feelings, make a label with 
your child marking which feeling the putty is 
good for, like “Mad.”

�Velcro—a strip of Velcro fastening can be 
peeled apart, reattached, plucked at or 
scratched for a rough or fuzzy texture and a 
loud ripping noise when peeled apart. This 
is good for boredom and the pulling apart 
sound is a nice, satisfactory effect when 
waiting in a long line. Perhaps label this one 
“Bored” or “Anxious.”

�Magnets—plastic coated bar magnets are 
available in toy shops and teaching materi-
als stores. A pair of them can clack togeth-
er, resist being pulled apart, pick up a paper 
clip, or be stacked, dragged apart, general-
ly can be an entertaining small toy with the 
added inducement of the invisible magne-
tism to bring mystery to the savor. These are 
excellent for a reward…like, “you’ve been 
such a champion during this trip to the shop. 
Want to play with your magnets now?” and 
let him stick them onto the metal shopping 
basket and fiddle with them the rest of the 
time. Label them “Strong” because he’s been 
strong in his mind mastering his emotions 
and meeting the objective.

With the simple PAR acronym, you’ve learned to 
prepare, attend to and redirect your ASD child. Use 
this technique to reduce the number and severity 
of meltdowns and help your little one identify and 
explain his feelings for functional communication 
practice.

MELTDOWN STRATEGIES

Lora Brothers lives in rural Illinois where she teach-
es second grade in a high-poverty school. Lora has 
a BS in Elementary Education and MS in Education 
Administration. She enjoys using her classroom ex-
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40    |  Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 42

http://www.AutismParentingMagazine.com


D
o you have a story to share? Perhaps you have in-
formation that would be helpful to other parents 
with ASD kids and want to share the info. Why not 
share your story/info with us? Autism Parenting 
Magazine wants parents and caregivers to unite 

to help each other. Our writing guidelines are simple.

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

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

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

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

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

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

CONTRIBUTE

Autism Parenting 
Magazine

mailto:editor%40autismparentingmagazine.com?subject=


SCHOOL TRANSITIONS  
What You Need to Ask Special Education 

Needs Coordinators

T
he transition to secondary school can be a 
challenging time for any parent, and there are 
a number of additional considerations for the 
transition from primary to secondary school 
for children on the autism spectrum. The fol-

lowing are some pointers to guide your discussion 
with each of the prospective school’s Special Educa-
tion Needs Coordinators (SENCO). 

In advance of the school visit, check the school’s 
website for their special needs policy, read through 
and see if there’s anything that you’d like further clar-
ification on. It might also be useful to read their be-
havior and bullying policy and see if it makes specific 
reference to behaviors resulting from special educa-
tional needs, or when pupils with SEND are targeted. 
OFSTED inspection reports are available online and 
provision for pupils with SEND is an aspect that is ob-
served and evaluated. 

SENCOs love paperwork, so if you have a copy of a 
report as evidence of  your child’s diagnosis, that’s 
a good starting point, plus any other recent assess-
ment reports from outside specialists is helpful. If 
you have an appointment, provide a copy of this in 
advance of the visit and expect that the SENCO will 
be able to comment specifically on the strengths 
and needs of your child.   

1.   Are there are other children in the school with 
similar needs and can the SENCO give exact fig-
ures? 

2.   How is the information about children’s diagno-
sis and strategies for best practice communicat-
ed to teachers? 

3.   How experienced are the teachers in working 
with pupils with ASD and do any have additional 
skills and qualifications? 

4.   How often does staff INSET training take place 
and has ASD been covered?

5.   If your child finds it difficult to manage unstruc-
tured time, social situations and noise such as 
break and lunch times, are there activities in 
place/classrooms open with staff supervision for 
them to go?  

6.   How does the school handle communicating 
unexpected changes to routine – what notice is 
given for changes, e.g. staffing, room changes, 
school trips? 

EDUCATIONAL TRANSITIONS

By Catherine SARGINSON

Note: While the term Special Education Needs Coordinator 
(SENCO) is specific to the education system in the UK, the 
following information is valuable for any special education 
program.
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7.   How are instructions given, for example, home-
work and do teachers recognize the importance 
of literal instructions for tasks? 

8.   What are the communication systems from 
school to home and how much information is 
expected to be communicated from the pupil to 
you? Are there alternatives if this is problematic 
for your child?

9.   What support is given with friendships, is there a 
buddy system for all year 7s? 

10.   What support can be provided for emotional dif-
ficulties e.g. if your child finds it difficult if they 
are not chosen to answer a question in class, 
picked for a team, making a mistake etc.?

11.   How are punishments and consequences such 
as detentions explained and children supported 
to understand what is expected in terms of be-
havior, punctuality, appearance etc? 

12.   Is support available for certain subjects or tasks 
that require imagination and how can these be 
differentiated to reflect your child’s understand-
ing and ability to interact? E.g. acting in drama, 
creative writing, poetry?   

13.   What provision is there for exams and assess-
ments if your child is unable to cope in a large 
exam hall and manage their time effectively? 

14.   What pastoral support is in place from staff – e.g. 
will your child have a named person such as a 
personal tutor in a consistent location that they 
can go to with any concerns?

15.   What support will be given in terms of finding 
the way around - are the classrooms clearly 
numbered/labeled, are there signposts around 
the building? 

16.   Does the school use Individual Education Plans 
and what involvement you will have as parents 
in target setting and review?  

17.   Are there any Teaching Assistants or classroom 
assistants in school, and if so who, and how, do 
they support?

18.   How are children set and what are the class sizes 
like? 

19.   When is the first parent’s meeting in year 7 and 
how often are reports written? 

EDUCATIONAL TRANSITIONS

Catherine Sarginson is in her 15th year as a teacher. 
She has a master’s degree in Inclusive Education and 
post graduate qualification ‘National Award in Spe-
cial Educational Needs Coordination.’  She is working 
towards an MPhil from the University of Manchester, 
focusing on how to train teachers and influence best 
practices for pupils with various special educational 
needs.  Catherine has experience in specialist residen-
tial college for young adults with learning difficul-
ties, mainstream high school and now independent 
boarding school. Her current role is Head of Learning 
Support at Sedbergh School, Cumbria, England.

20.   Once a place is offered by the local authority, 
what transition planning is there and what is the 
time frame? 

It is important to bear in mind that some of the ques-
tions may bring up considerations that prompt fur-
ther discussion and clarification. Areas for develop-
ment do not necessarily mean that the school isn’t 
right for your child. SENCOs may not have all the an-
swers, but then they also don’t know your child as 
you do. As at least five years of your child’s life will be 
spent at secondary school forming a positive part-
nership and having open communication is crucial. 
You as parents need to feel confident that the SEN-
CO will understand your child’s strengths and needs, 
not only this but that they are also able to  clearly 
communicate  this to the rest of the teaching team 
so there is a consistency of approach. 

Once a place has been offered, consider whether a 
follow up meeting would be useful. Ask the school if 
it is possible to arrange visits for your child in addi-
tion to the standard year 6 taster day/evening where 
they will be one of many children. Request to meet 
key staff such as the year 7 head of year / your child’s 
personal tutor if that is known then. Suggest taking 
some photos to make a booklet or poster about the 
new school for, or with, your child, so that the con-
cept of the future is more concrete for them.

Schools need to be willing to work with you, to be con-
sistent, and yet also be flexible when needed. Every 
child is an individual and there may be matters of con-
cern that are specific to your child that will need fur-
ther discussion. The future years may bring unexpect-
ed issues and difficulties that need to be overcome 
together. Decide on some of the key things that you 
are looking for your child as they start the next stage in 
their education and gear yourself up for the new. 
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H
owever, the one thing that I knew I wanted to 
be was a wife and mother.  I anticipated the day 
that I would become first a bride to my prince 
charming, and then a mother to my prince 
and princess. I envisioned the white picket 

fence with healthy children playing in the yard. I day 
dreamed about family vacations, watching my kids 
play sports, and hosting family and friends at our 
house. I never once day dreamed about autism.

I had some experience with autism. I was a special 
education teacher and taught children with various 

disabilities. I loved my job. People with disabilities al-
ways held a special place in my heart. Once again, I 
never thought my life wound entail raising two chil-
dren with their own unique disability.

Trenton is my oldest son. When I found out I was preg-
nant with him, I was on cloud nine. Life couldn’t get 
any better than it was when I was carrying him in my 
body. I hoped and prayed ever day for a healthy child, 
but once again, I was not thinking about autism. I was 
thinking about that white picket fence and living the 
American dream that everyone wants to live. 

DISCOVERING THE JOY 
One Family’s Journey on the 

Spectrum
By Angela CONRAD

Some people know exactly what they want to be from the time they were little. I 
would go back and forth as a child wanting to be a veterinarian, teacher, and social 
worker. 

CATEGORY: PERSONAL NARRATIVE
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Once Trenton arrived into the world our life was for-
ever changed. The sleepless nights began and they 
stayed well beyond the newborn stage. Soon the age 
came that he should start talking but the words nev-
er came out. The few words that he could say when 
he was a year old soon diminished as if they were 
never present to begin with. The struggles soon be-
came worse. What was wrong with my child? Why do 
I always have to drive him in a car to make him stop 
crying? Why doesn’t he sleep? Why won’t he look me 
in the eye? Why does he cry and go into a meltdown 
every time I try to take him to a store? What is going 
on?

The wait to get him into a specialist was the longest 
wait of my life. We waited for nine months until he 
could see a specialist. I knew before that day. It was 
no shock when the doctor said, “You son has autism.” 
I knew in my heart it was autism every night when 
I was up with him in the middle of the night while 
he screamed and kicked me. I knew when he would 
rather be in his own world and not mine. But the 
day that I really knew was the day when we tried to 
celebrate Easter with my husband’s side of the fam-
ily at our house. Trenton ran to the farthest corner 
away from everyone and screamed a blood curdling 
scream. The fear in his eyes was devastating to look 
at as his mother. It was a look that I had never seen 
before in any person.  He did not want people in his 
house. He was terrified. Therefore, getting the official 
stamp from the doctor was not a surprise. 

August 2, 2012, the day Trenton was diagnosed, was 
the beginning of a whole new journey for our fam-
ily. It was the official end of the white picket fence 
dream and the beginning of a whole new journey 
that I never thought I would be on. It is not a terri-
ble journey, just a journey that is much different than 
the average person.

Our life was soon taken over by therapy appoint-
ments, doctor appointments, medicines, and supple-
ments. I soon learned medical terms that I thought 
I would never have to learn. Decisions were being 
made in our life and with each and every decision it 
was always about what would be best for Trenton.  I 

soon quit my job as a special education teacher and 
became a strong, fierce advocate for my son and his 
autism.  On most days I would meet myself coming 
and going to therapy. I was sleep deprived. I cried 
and I cried a lot! I became a pro at managing melt-
downs. I researched autism every single day. I want-
ed the best for my child. I wanted to make his life 
easier for him.

Before I knew it, I lost touch with my old self and found 
my new self. The person, who I once was, became a 
thing in the past. No longer was sports important...
helping my child communicate was much more im-
portant. No longer did I care if I had a tan on my body 
or not. My child had severe sensory processing disor-
der and does not even feel his body on some days so 
why should I care if I had a tan on my body? As you 
can see, my priorities changed and they changed for 
the better. The focus was on Trenton and his needs.

A year after Trenton’s diagnosis, I soon became 
alarmed for my other son, Andrew. He started to 
display characteristics of autism. Although his traits 
were different from Trenton’s, it was clear to me that 
I was losing my other son to autism as well. Sure 
enough, in April 2014, Andrew was diagnosed with 
mild autism.  I soon found myself grieving over my 
other child.

I no longer had one therapy schedule to manage, I 
soon had two schedules. Life with autism just got a 
whole lot crazier. Even though Andrew’s autism is 
much milder than Trenton’s autism, he still needed 
as much help as he could get in order to help him in 
his life. The white picket fence dream kept on getting 
farther and farther from reality.

The grieving process that I went through with Tren-
ton was happening again. The rollercoaster of emo-
tions was taking over. This could not be happening 
again? But it was. Once again, I went through the 
stages of grief just like I did with Trenton. I soon re-
alized I had a choice to make. I could both feel sorry 
for myself and be depressed for the rest of my life or 
I could choose to be a warrior mom and spend the 
rest of my life advocating for my boys. I could make 

CATEGORY: PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Our life was soon taken over by therapy appointments, doctor 
appointments, medicines, and supplements. I soon learned medical 

terms that I thought I would never have to learn. 
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a difference in the world of autism. I was too strong 
to stay depressed. I chose to make a difference in the 
world of autism and my boys.

By the end of 2014, our family had moved from Illi-
nois to Indiana in order to get more help for Trenton. 
The kind of daily therapy that Trenton needed could 
not be found in southern Illinois. We soon moved 
two hours away to Terre Haute so Trenton could at-
tend a facility for seven hours a day, five days a week. 
For two and a half years I drove roughly two hours 
total a day getting Trenton and Andrew to therapy. 
The days were long but my nights were even lon-
ger. I am not sure how I did it looking back now but 
I simply didn’t give myself a choice. I did what was 
necessary for my boys. They deserved the best life 
possible. They deserved a chance in life!

I spent eight long months trying to get Trenton into 
Harsha Cognitive Center in Terre Haute. It is frustrat-
ing that insurance dictates so much for children with 
disabilities. I thought the day would never come 
when I would hear the words that Trenton was ac-
cepted into the program by his insurance. However, 
when the day arrived it was music to my ears. Noth-
ing was better than getting my child with severe au-
tism into a full day program!

We soon began the two hour drive to Terre Haute 
three days a week for Trenton and Andrew. I spent 
August to October looking for a house for us to move 
to. We soon found a house and we were moved by 
the end of December 2014. It is not a house with the 
white picket fence. I wouldn’t even want that house 
anymore because I have learned to love the life that 

my life has become. The white picket fence life was a 
dream, a dream that will never come true. 

Instead of a white picket fence, I live in a house that 
has to be dead bolted at all times to protect my child 
from wandering away. It has special locks up high in 
order to protect him from escaping.  I live in a house 
that has to have a sensory room with special swings 
and weights to help Trenton meet his sensory prob-
lems. I have special communication pictures set up 
in order to help him communicate. I never know if 
and when I will get sleep due to Trenton’s inability to 
sleep. I live in a house where we concentrate on the 
much smaller things in life. We celebrate the few sec-
onds of eye contact that may come once a month. 
We celebrate a night of sleep.

Instead of going places as a family, we are prisoners in 
our own home. We are unable to take Trenton out in 
public because he cannot manage all of the sensory 
input. He is unable to control his behavior. I pray and 
hope that through his therapies, he will learn how to 
manage this and that one day we can go out in public.

As you can see, the white picket fence life I dreamed 
about did not happen. I have grieved for it and I still 
do. However, I have learned to find joy in the life that 
I was given. It has been a journey of heart ache, tears, 
and joyous times. It’s not the fairy tale that I would have 
liked my journey to have been but my new journey has 
showed me much more than the journey I dreamed 
about would have ever showed me. It has made me a 
stronger person and a much more caring person. 

My boys have taught me so much! They have taught 
me about the true meaning in life that is often looked 
over by others. The joy, love, and miracles that I wit-
ness every day through my boys are amazing. I look 
forward to what our journey has in store for us over 
the years. I know pain and heart ache will always be 
at the door but there will always be joy in that heart-
ache. You just have to find it!

CATEGORY: PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Angela Conrad is a freelance writer, mom to two boys 
on the autism spectrum, determined autism advo-
cate, and a fun-loving person. She is the Walk Chair for 
the Terre Haute Walk Now for Autism Speaks. 

When she is not doing her advocacy work, she can 
be found managing her son’s therapy schedules 
and all the other crazy things that life brings. She 
enjoys reading, exercising, and helping others
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1.   Talk to a psychologist.  A psychologist will make 
the diagnosis and suggest customized strategies 
for a given individual.

2.   Memorizing facts about people (in terms of their 
favorite subjects to discuss) will help you start fu-
ture conversations.  If you have difficulty memo-
rizing facts, write down notes about people you 
encounter on a regular basis.  You can refer to 
the notes prior to a meeting.

3.   Reading books about body language will help 
give you clues about whether or not the other 
person is interested in a given topic.  A body lan-
guage book will also help you understand what 
to do with your own hands and eyes during a 
conversation.

4.   Avoiding inappropriate conversation topics will 
make the other person more comfortable.

5.   If you need assistance finding appropriate cloth-
ing for a date, ask a friend that you trust to help 
you go shopping.

6.   Analyze yourself to determine which job would 
best utilize your strengths on a daily basis (for 
example, if you’re strong in subjects such as logic 
and mathematics, consider a career in computer 
science or engineering).

7.   Based on your own weaknesses, identify cours-
es (i.e. improvisation) that will help you develop 
specific skills (i.e. public speaking).

8.   If you have an intense interest in a particular top-
ic (i.e. dance, martial arts), taking classes will help 
you meet other people with similar interests.  It 
will be easier to become friends with another 
person that has at least one similar interest.

9.   If you have a hypersensitivity to light, noise or 
touch, understand the limitations associated 
with each condition.  If you’re hypersensitive to 
light, I would recommend buying dark blinds to 
prevent light from entering a window at night 
to help you sleep.  Being hypersensitive to noise 
would cause to avoid loud environments such as 
a club or concert when possible.  Being hyper-
sensitive to touch would cause you to focus on 
purchasing clothes that are more comfortable.

10.   Reading other books about Asperger’s syndrome 
will help you to learn coping mechanisms from 
people with similar experiences or perspectives.

10 Valuable Ways to Cope  
with Social Interaction

 SOCIAL INTERACTION

By Englebert LAU

Englebert Lau was diagnosed with a mild case of 
Asperger’s syndrome at the age of 30.  The major-
ity of his professional career has been working in 
Information Technology as a Business Analyst.  En-
glebert created http://www.hitchhikeraspie.com.  
The purpose of this website is to share a lightheart-
ed perspective on Asperger’s syndrome.  Englebert 
would like to increase exposure about Asperger’s 
syndrome for a wide range of people, by providing 
examples of how it affects his everyday life.

Coping with Asperger’s syndrome can be a day-to-day challenge for some.  
Unfortunately, not everyone understands what it’s like to be on the spectrum so I 
have developed a list of coping mechanisms that have helped me over the years. 
Based on practical experience, these are the most effective strategies for dealing with 
challenges such as everyday social interaction:
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PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Understanding My Children  
with Autism in a New Way

By Stephen J. BEDARD

As a parent of two children with autism, I have a decade and a half of intense experience 
with autism. What I did not know until recently was that my experience goes much 
further than that.
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O
ur story is pretty typical of many families with 
autism. Our son seemed to be developing rel-
atively normal. He had the right amount of 
words at the appropriate stages. Then every-
thing disappeared.

Our doctor’s first thought was hearing loss. After rul-
ing that out, our son was sent to a developmental pe-
diatrician. After a long day of tests, the doctor entered 
the room with a box of tissues. Our son had autism.

At the same appointment, we were told about a 
sibling study being undertaken to help diagnose 
autism earlier. We put our younger daughter in the 
study and less than a year later, she had her own di-
agnosis of autism.

Both of our children are on the severe end of the 
spectrum and both are nonverbal. Each has their 
own struggles. Our son is a runner and our daughter 
is aggressive. Things became difficult enough that 
both of them now live in a group home.

During our autism journey, some interesting things 
would happen. I would wish that someone would 
close an open door and one of our children would 
close it. Our daughter would line up toys and at the 
end of the day while cleaning up, I would position 
the toys in certain ways. Our children insisted on rou-
tine and I found as much comfort when the routine 
was followed and discomfort when it was broken.

As I talked to people, who had what was then called 
Asperger’s syndrome but now is high functioning 
autism, I found many things in common. From child-
hood to adulthood, I have never been able to do 
things in moderation. When I have interest, I put my 
full effort into it, often beyond what is appropriate. 
Lacking social skills, I have observed and memorized 
what others do when interacting with others. I long 
to be by myself and surrounded with the things that 
interest me.

My wife saw and understood these behaviors long 
before I had made the connections. With her encour-
agement, I went to see a psychologist and received 
my own diagnosis of autism.

My first thought was that I could not wait to tell my 
children with autism. The next time I picked them up 
from the group home, I told them my news and my 
son reached up and shook my hand. My nonverbal 
son was welcoming me to the club.

The reaction from friends has been mixed. Some 
have acted as if the recent diagnosis means that I 
just came down with a bad case of autism. The truth 
is that I have always had autism and the diagnosis 
helps to explain much of what I went through in my 
childhood.

I am still early in my journey of being aware of my 
autism, but I believe that this diagnosis will help me 
to be a better parent to both my autistic and neu-
rotypical children. I now have categories in which I 
can understand my thoughts, feelings and actions. I 
do know that it has brought me much closer to my 
children with autism.

During our autism journey, some interesting things would happen. 
I would wish that someone would close an open door and one of our 

children would close it. 

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Stephen Bedard is married to Amanda and has five 
children, two of whom have autism. He is a pastor, 
teacher and author. He has written a book called, 
How to Make Your Church Autism-Friendly. You can 
find out more at his website www.stephenjbedard.
com.

What does this mean for me as a parent 
of children with autism? I had always 

wanted to speak to a high functioning 
person with autism to try and 

understand what my children feel.  
Now I am that person.
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W
ell, it’s that time again. Dinnertime that is. 
You’ve spent your time cooking a nice meal 
for your family, all the while, breaking up 
fights and dealing with kids that only want 
to be picked up and held while you are in 

the kitchen. You finally sit down to enjoy your meal 
and you look over to see that your kids are staring at 
their food. They won’t even touch it and you see that 
look in their eye. It’s the same look you get almost 
every night. They hate what you’ve made.

I’m sure my family isn’t the only one in this boat, 
right? I thought this was bad enough. Boy was I 
wrong! When my fifth son was old enough to start 
trying solids, he would gag every time we attempted 

it. I would stop and try again a couple of weeks later, 
and it all ended up with the same results. I eventu-
ally regressed and tried feeding him his milk from a 
spoon, and he gagged on that as well. I knew then 
that this was going to take time to overcome.

I am not an expert, but these are the lessons I learned 
through the process. I hope it can help other parents 
in the same situation.

The main thing to remember through this, is that 
things won’t change overnight. To be successful, it 
will take a series of baby steps. I tried skipping the 
baby steps and it never works. It is a night of tears 
and frustration, and you are back to square one the 
next day, and then you repeat it all over again. It is 

Ways to Help your ASD Child 
Overcome Texture Issues and 

Picky Eating
By Natali McKEE

PICKY EATING
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important to observe for a while. See if there is a pat-
tern in your child’s behavior when it comes to eating. 
Are they more open for certain foods at a particular 
time of the day? Do they avoid a similar texture, col-
or, smell? Will they eat those foods in different forms? 
(For instance a banana, freshly-peeled vs. blended 
in a smoothie) What are your concerns with them 
avoiding the food?

Quinn took months to get used to smooth food. He 
gagged constantly, but we kept trying every day, so 
he would get used to it. By the time he was a year 
old, he still couldn’t eat a single cheerio. I had to buy 
a food processor and puree all our dinners so he had 
something to eat. As time went on, I stopped the 
food processor early and left a little chunk with it. 
By the time he was 18 months old, he could finally 
eat a cheerio without gagging. As time went on (and 
you can tell how slow of a process this was) his aver-
sion isolated to mostly fruits and vegetables. I had 
to make smoothies in order to get anything in him. I 
eventually got him signed up for food therapy. This 
is where I learned the baby steps. It changed my way 
of thinking and we came at it in a different direction. 
I hope this can help other people as well. Although 
Quinn is severe, this can help with mild issues as well.

Baby Step #1 Being in the Same Room 
with the Food
The first step is having your child okay with being in 
the same room as the food they don’t like. We never 

had this issue. If this is an issue, I would give them 
warning before pulling it out of the cupboard or the 
fridge. Then describe the appearance of the food. 
This will help take the fear notch down.

Baby Step #2 Having the Food on their 
Plate
This was an issue with us some of the time. I told them 
they didn’t have to eat it, they just had to keep it on 
their plate. We are taking baby steps here, so if they 
have major issues, we want them to work through 
them, instead of them feeling forced into eating it. If 
you make something, always serve it. They won’t eat 
it at first, and might cry to have it there, but this will 
introduce the food in a less threatening way. Once 
they are fine about anything being on their plate, 
then they get to move to the next step.

Baby Step #3 Touching the Food with a 
Finger
I was blown away at how scary this was to my son. 
Who would have thought touching a strawberry 
could be so frightening? He was used to having it 
on his plate, but asking him to touch his food was a 
big deal for several months. We described the food 
in detail. We commented on the shape and the col-
or and the feel (before he touched it). Describing it 
helped him know what to expect. We reminded him 
he didn’t have to eat it, just touch it. I know it sounds 
crazy to go at such a slow pace (JUST EAT THE DANG 
FOOD!) but we had years of difficult meals prior to 
this and nothing ever worked on helping him over-
come it. We were at our wits end. That is why we 
started taking the baby steps.

Baby Step #4 Picking up the Food
I require each step before they can get down from 
the table. If they are on this step, then they have to 
pick it up once before they can get down. Maybe 
you have dessert after dinner, if so, then they have to 
complete the step they are on, before they can get 
it. Yes, this was met with tears at first. Explain how 
it feels before they touch it so they know what to 
expect. This might backfire if it is slimy, Only do this 
step for things like apples, carrots, or anything else 
that you would typically pick up.

Baby Step #5 Smelling the Food
They are finally used to touching it and picking it up, 
now it is time to move on to the next step. I didn’t 
anticipate this being hard either, but it was hard for 

PICKY EATING
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Quinn as well. We would describe the appearance 
and the smell as best as we could. He would touch 
it, and then I would smell it, and then we would put 
it up for him to smell it. He didn’t want to put it up to 
his nose, on his own, at first. They might not be sniff-
ing in, but if they are picking it up on their own and 
putting it up to their nose, success!

Baby Step #6 Licking the Food
They can either use their hands, or they can use uten-
sils. I had better luck with a fork on this step. They will 
do a lot of smelling steps before they will open that 
mouth. Again, describing the taste and texture helps 
them. If it is a peach I would say, “It tastes sweet and a 
little stringy. It is soft and very juicy. Mmmmm.” Then 
I would eat my bite. Keep at it!

Baby Step #7 Putting the Food in their 
Mouth and then Spitting it back out
This takes convincing. I have them lick quite a bit be-
fore they feel safe to put it in. I tell them they can spit it 
right back out. If they regress and won’t lick, you have 
them smell till they feel safe enough to lick again. We 
cheer and clap a lot through each baby step. You want 
them to feel good at the progress they are making. 
Describe the taste and texture to them! It also helped 
to have a cup of water. That was his way of taking a 
break and putting something safe in his mouth. Plus, 
if he didn’t like the taste, it would wash it down.

Baby Step #8 Put the food in and take 
one bite, then spit it out
Make sure to relish in each success, no matter how 
small. If your child is like Quinn, the fact that he just 
popped an apple in his mouth on his own is HUGE! 
Sure he spit it right back out and maybe gagged a 
little, but really, it took so long to just get to that one 
point! And if you don’t have these problems, maybe 
you will appreciate your dinner time a little more. It 
helped me with my other kids for sure. I was more 
patient with them and their pickiness. After all, I am 
a recovering picky eater myself. You will gradually in-
crease the amount of bites as they get used to this 
step. Think of it as Baby Step #7a, #7b, #7c, etc. Just 
to clarify, my son was eating other food pretty good. 
I pushed this because I think eating vegetables and 
fruit is pretty important. He was not eating ANY fruits 
or vegetables. If he only had an aversion to a few of 
them, I might not have bothered with it. You can tell 
he had issues since he first started eating solids, and 
each thing took time to get him used to it. Since we 

started the food therapy, I tried this with my other 
kids, who were typical but were picky. This helped 
them as well. Your child doesn’t have to be severe in 
order to benefit from this.

Baby Step #9 Swallow
After getting them to take so many bites, the swal-
low will eventually happen. WOO! Cheer and clap! It 
is finally paying off! Some other ideas, are to offer sev-
eral foods that they DO like on their plate. They will 
always have a choice of something they like, but you 
only give them a small amount. When they are done 
and they want more, that’s when you get to try with 
the food they don’t like. Let them choose whether it is 
on a spoon or fork. When they first start, you can hold 
the silverware for them, but you want them to even-
tually take over so they are feeding themselves. I like 
to get out two forks and put a minuscule amount on 
one and an overwhelmingly large piece on the other 
fork and then let them choose which piece they want 
to eat. That always makes them feel better about the 
bite they are getting. I might sound like a broken re-
cord, but you really want to describe the food, even if 
they have seen it 100 times. If they are having a hard 
time, describe the way it feels and tastes in a positive 
way and model the behavior for them. These meth-
ods take some convincing, so kids that are young and 
can’t be negotiated with would remain at an earlier 
stage until they understand and want to do this. You 
don’t want to force it, or it will backfire.

Make meal times fun. Talk and laugh, and engage 
them as you interact as a family. Experiment and play 
around with what works and what doesn’t. Just have 
your end goal in sight. It’s not so much about get-
ting them to take a bite while feeling frustrated the 
whole time, but HELPING them enjoy it. It will pay off 
in the long run!

PICKY EATING

Natali McKee is a mother to six children. Her family 
deals with autism and Alport syndrome, which is a 
rare kidney disease. Sometimes it gets them down, 
but most of the time they prefer to enjoy life and have 
FUN! Natali teaches preschool and enjoys cooking for 
friends and family. She is a little bit obsessed with board 
games and is always up for a game night. You can of-
ten find her family out for a scenic drive, checking out a 
towering stack of books from the Library, jamming out 
to their favorite music, and pranking their neighbors.  
You can check out her website at  www.lessonsfro-
mourlife.com
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A SNEAK PEEK...
Mr. Michael: Journeying with 
My Special Son

BOOK EXCERPT

The birth of a child can bring indescribable joy and eager 
anticipation to a couple, but what happens when time reveals 
that the child has an irreversible disability? What does the 
couple do, and what becomes of the child? How does God 
break through the disappointment to reveal himself in such 
a situation? Mr. Michael: Journeying with My Special Son draws 
upon the difficult yet joyful road the author traveled raising a 
child with autism. The book takes the reader into her defiant 
struggle from despair to acceptance and fulfillment for her 
and her son.

The heartwarming story is written with the Church in mind, 
but everyone can benefit from reading it. With autism 
becoming more prevalent in the society today, Christian 
families are not exempt from being touched by this disability. 
The book is intended to raise awareness in the church family, 
whose members can learn to be supportive of parents facing 
the reality of physical brokenness in the form of autism.

Excerpted from  
Mr. Michael: Journeying with My Special Son (2014) 
by Judith Nembhard

Today as more and more children are being diagnosed with disabilities, it is to be expected that some parents in 

our congregations will be affected. The few strategies that I have learned to apply may be helpful to you.

1.   First of all, don’t fall apart. Difficult and disappointing occurrences require a purposeful reaction. In no way can 

we deal with a bad situation if we react by going to pieces. We can’t think clearly and make wise decisions if we 

are an emotional basket case. My child needed to be guided through the many stages of life. I had to be emo-

tionally strong to undertake the different steps necessary to give Michael a life.  However, while you’re trying to 

be strong and reliant, don’t push your own feelings aside, pretending they don’t exist.  If you have someone you 

can discuss them with, do so. If you feel utterly distressed and need a counselor, find someone who can help 

you get control of your feelings so that you will be in a suitable condition to help your child. 

Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 42  |    53

http://www.autismparentingmagazine.com


BOOK EXCERPT

2.    Don’t develop a victim mentality.  I don’t think any of my friends or relatives can say I complained to them about my disappointment at having a special child. I knew God hadn’t singled me out for punishment. I must confess that at times I searched my life to find reasons why I was reaping what I had sown, and, indeed, I was able to detect a number of sins that could have warranted the Lord’s displeasure. . . .In my times of heart-searching, I didn’t blame God. . . . .He helped me understand that I live in a flawed world where bad things, undesirable things, do happen, and we have to learn to live with them, difficult though it may be to do so. Avoid feeling like a victim.
3.   Don’t allow your child’s disability to shatter your self-esteem. Yes, we would all like to have perfect babies that grow into outstanding adults that make us proud of their achievements, but why should we fold our existence into that of another?  Remember that you are a person in your own right. Don’t stop being whole. . . .I didn’t put my plans for personal improvement on hold after Michael came into my life.  I included him in them.

4.   Try to have a semblance of adult life. Bringing up a learning disabled child takes up a lot of time, so you might feel stifled having to spend so much time on a rudimentary level of thinking and liv-ing. Keep in mind that you are an adult, so find time for adult thinking and living. This can come through your choice of people to associate with, in your reading, and educational pursuits as well. Continue to grow and develop as a mature human being. 

Dr. Judith Nembhard, a lifelong educator, has taught at all levels from grade school to university. She 
has published journal articles and a novel, Myra’s Calling. Her memoir, Mr. Michael: Journeying with My 
SpecialSon tells of her defiant and rewarding struggle to raise her son with autism, despite not knowing 
what his disability was. She lives in Chattanooga, Tennessee.

http://www.decodingmyautism.com


T
he award-winning West End production of 
Roald Dahl’s Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, 
directed by Sam Mendes, will mount a special 
relaxed performance at 6pm on Tuesday 19, 
January 2016.

Presented in association with Mousetrap Theatre 
Projects, the relaxed performance is aimed at fam-
ilies with one or more children with special needs. 
It is designed to provide an opportunity for people 
with autism, learning difficulties or other sensory 
and communication needs, who require a more re-
laxed environment, to enjoy the show.

Special provisions made for a relaxed performance 
include:

Adjustments to sound and lighting

Free support resources to help families prepare 
for the visit

Trained volunteers and staff to help at the event

A relaxed and supportive atmosphere on the 
day

Subsidized ticket cost

The following resources will also be made available 
via www.mousetrap.org.uk  to help families prepare 
for their trip:

SEN Educational Resource Pack

Visual Story booklet – detailing the journey to 
the theatre, and the experience once inside

Visual Story video – following ‘John’ on the jour-
ney from his house to the theatre

Guide for Carers: Lights, Sounds and Scary Bits

Meet the Characters

Travel and Parking guides

Tickets for the Relaxed Performance will range in 
price from £2.50 to £20.

Ticket applications must be made via a recognized 
Referring Organization. Please visit: http://www.
charlieandthechocolatefactory.com/charliean-
dthechocolatefactory-relaxed-performance.asp  

Mousetrap Theatre Projects is a theatre education 
charity committed to providing opportunities for 
disadvantaged young people and young people 
with special needs to attend outstanding theatre 
productions across London.  Through 18 distinct ac-
cess, creative learning and youth engagement pro-
grammes, Mousetrap took more than 16,500 young 
people to the theatre last – most of whom could not 
have attended without charity’s support.  For more 
information:  www.mousetrap.org.uk 

HOT OFF THE PRESS!

CHARLIE AND THE CHOCOLATE 
FACTORY 

Offers Its First Special ‘Relaxed’ Performance
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G
etting a good night’s sleep is  a challenge for 
most parents but for those with children di-
agnosed with SPD (Sensory Processing Disor-
der),  ADD/ADHD, Asperger’s or Autism Spec-
trum Disorder, a sleepless night can disrupt 

the emotional, physical and mental well-being of the 
entire family.

And this is something that Laura LeMond knows 
about this first-hand.

Laura, the CEO and founder of Mosaic Weighted 
Blankets®, suffers from a Sensory Processing Disorder 

(SPD) that interfered with her sleeping from a very 
young age.  The issue became even worse when she 
left for college.  To give herself comfort in the middle 
of the night, she used to put books on her feet.  Al-
though she withstood some teasing from her dorm 
mates, the weight of the books put a slight pressure 
on her body that made her feel grounded and more 
secure and allowed her to sleep soundly through the 
night.   Eventually, Laura started filling pillow cases 
with sand for the same effect. 

Years later, when Laura’s son was diagnosed with 
ADHD and suffering with sleep issues his own, she 
had an “aha!” moment.   Why not create a weighted 
blanket that would duplicate her old dorm room 
sleeping aid?    She got to work creating a prototype 
of a blanket made of 100% cotton that was soft to the 
touch and weighted with 8 lbs of poly pellets.    When 
the blanket was complete, she gave it to her son to 
test it out and Laura created one for herself, enjoying 

HOT OFF THE PRESS!

INNOVATIVE WEIGHTED BLANKET  
Offers Chance for a Good 

Night’s Sleep
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her first night of deep sleep in years!  From that hum-
ble start, Mosaic Weighted Blankets® was born.

The concept behind weighted blankets is simple, yet 
effective. The weighted blanket mimics the “back in 
the womb” experience. Remember when you swad-
dled your newborn tightly? The weight of the blanket 
puts slight pressure on the body to create the same 
sensation a person experiences when they receive a 
hug.  The deep pressure touch created by the blan-
ket causes the release of serotonin in the brain which 
is the “happy, feel good hormone.”  After an increase 
in serotonin, melatonin is released which provides a 
calming effect and is what many of us feel when we 
get sleepy.

Mosaic Weighted Blankets are made from 100% cot-
ton, filled with 8 lbs of commercial grade, non-tox-
ic poly pellets and made in a made in a commercial 
sewing facility for quality control.  Each blanket is 
custom made according to height and weight.  Chil-
dren (and adults!) love the wide variety of attractive 
cotton prints  available such as Star Wars, Minions, 
Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, flowers, plaids, solids 

and more.  Plush, minky fabrics are also available in a 
variety of colors.

Once Laura’s blankets proved successful, she real-
ized that they could benefit people of all ages and 
she expanded her product line. Mosaic Blankets are 
now being used by children and adults who suffer 
with  Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD, Anxi-
ety, Alzheimer’s, Restless Leg Syndrome (RLS), fibro-
myalgia  and a variety of other sleep disorders and 
panic/anxiety issues).  Her newest product -  “Feath-
erweight Blankets - is a lighter version designed es-
pecially for seniors.

“This product is familiar to special needs   parents, 
but most people have not heard about weighted 
blankets, it’s a fairly new concept. LeMond says that 
she is trying to educate her customers, “one blanket 
at a time.”

For more information or to purchase a Mosaic 
Weighted Blanket®, go to www.mosaicweighted-
blankets.com.

HOT OFF THE PRESS!
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because it brings him pleasure, for whatever reason), 
because he likes the attention he gets for doing it, or 
both. 

When a behavior is automatically reinforcing it means 
that a person does it regardless of social consequenc-
es; they do it because it feels good. As adults we all 
have automatically reinforcing behaviors. Cracking 
our knuckles, listening to a favorite song, getting un-
der a warm blanket when it’s chilly out…those are all 
reinforcing things in-and-of themselves. No approval 
from others is needed. If your son is automatically re-
inforced by peeing on the floor we need to come up 
with ways to make NOT peeing on the floor more re-
inforcing for him. Maybe he likes peeing on the floor 
because of the puddle it creates. If that were the case 
I would suggest giving  him other ways to make pud-
dles like a water table, bath time, water balloon play, 
etc. Maybe he enjoys it because he saw it somewhere 

Reach Out
We encourage you to send in your questions, comments, suggestions and 
concerns to questions@autismparentingmagazine.com. We will do our 
best to find you answers, resources, and improve the magazine to help 
all families with children on the autism spectrum. Please note that we 
may post your questions and edit them if needed.  Please include a phone 
number in case we need clarification.  We thank you for reaching out to 
us.  We will do our best to provide helpful resources and the most current 
information.

Q&A
HELP: My Son Thinks It’s Funny to Pee on the 
Floor 
By Angelina M, MS, BCBA, LMFT

My son seems to show perverse behaviors at times. For example, he has fun pee-
ing on the floor. He has been taught several times that is wrong to do so yet he still 
does it. No form of punishment is working. He does things that he thinks are funny. 
- Christine 

QQ

A Ugh! Not only are you dealing with a very in-
appropriate behavior, but also a very messy 
one. Not fun! So many parents face the 
struggle of punishment not being effective. 
This is because behavior change is much 
more than reprimanding bad behavior. We 
need to understand the function of behav-
ior (why someone is doing something) be-
fore we can know how to change it. And 
we must increase alternative behaviors, not 
only eliminate “bad” ones.

From what you said I gather two things: 
1) your son thinks it’s funny to pee on the 
floor, and 2) giving him “punishments” has 
not stopped the behavior.  With these two 
pieces of information we can know that his 
urination behavior is either automatically 
reinforcing (something he likes to do simply 
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once and likes to imitate it. Whatever the reason, you 
need to find a way to compete with how “cool” he 
thinks it is by making NOT doing it even cooler. Try a 
reward system. Every time he uses the potty he can 
earn a treat, a sticker, or something else. Or it could 
be that each day he stays dry he earns a reward. One 
thing to note: reward “Staying dry” or “Using the pot-
ty” instead of saying “not peeing on the floor.” We 
want the spotlight to be on what he DID, not what 
he DIDN’T do.

Now, if he is doing this behavior for attention, you 
may not like what I’m about to say…. Don’t give it 
attention! Scolding, reprimanding, yelling, rebuking, 
lecturing, chiding are ALL forms of attention. Even a 
simple, “No! That’s yucky. We don’t pee on the floor!” 
is giving him attention. Moreover, facial expressions, 
sighing, and groaning are all forms of attention too! 
Here’s what I recommend instead: If he does pee on 
the floor, make NO fuss about it. No comments what-
soever, actually. Instead you have these options:

You can have him clean it up by just giving him 
paper towels or wipes. If he can’t do it on his own, 
hand-over-hand prompt him to wipe it up. This can 
be punishing for some kids who are disgusted at the 
thought of having to wipe up their own urine. For 
other kids, it doesn’t bother them at all. And for some 
kids they actually enjoy it because it draws more at-
tention to what they have done and it becomes a 
hilarious game. (If your son laughs or seems to get 
pleasure when you make him clean it up, discontinue 
making him clean it up.) Remember to not say any-
thing that would draw attention to what he did. Do 
NOT get into a lecture with him, “See what you did? 
You made a mess. Now you have to clean it up. Bad 
boy! If you pee on the floor you have to clean it up. 
This is yucky!” Instead you can simply hand him the 
towels and begin hand-over-hand prompting him to 
clean up. Or you can say very calmly, “Clean up” or 
“Wipe up, please.” Next you can have him change his 
own clothes and put the dirty ones into the hamper. 
If he is unable, hand-over-hand prompt him. Don’t 
just do it for him. Make him do the work!

Or, you can simply remove him from the location, 
have him change his clothes, then clean it up at an-

other time when he is not around. This would be the 
best option if he thinks wiping it up is funny. Again, 
don’t talk to him about what he has done, even when 
you’re cleaning it up later on. 

For the best results, try a combination of a reward 
system for staying dry / using the toilet, and a con-
sequence of cleaning up and changing his clothes 
(without verbal attention) when he pees on the floor. 
Make sure you use something powerful to reward 
the right behavior. You can slowly fade this reward 
over time, but for now we need using the toilet like a 
big boy to be WAY more awesome for him than pee-
ing on the floor. You’re competing with how fun and 
funny he thinks it is, so pull out all the stops!

Lastly, I know it’s counter-intuitive to teach your child 
he has done something wrong by not saying it. But 
remember, you’ve already told him over and over 
that what he did was wrong. He doesn’t care that it’s 
wrong! Shift your focus instead on making the alter-
native (using the toilet) much more enticing for him.

Best of luck! Stay strong! 

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 delays. 
She began her career in Applied 
Behavior Analysis in 2006, follow-

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

Learn more about Angelina and her blog, The 
Autism Onion, at www.theautismonion.com or  
www.facebook.com/theautismonion
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F
or many people, the New Year brings with it 
a renewed sense of opportunity.  It is a time 
when many people are setting new goals 
for personal growth.  Setting goals is also 
a significant part of any good treatment 
program that is based on Applied Behavior 
Analysis (ABA). We set goals when we are 

deciding what to teach, whether it be a new social 
skill (e.g., Jen will learn to respond to a play invitation 
from a peer) or readiness to learn or academic skill 
for school (e.g., Jen will sit in a group of up to five 
children and attend to the teacher for five minutes, 
or Jen will count to 10 using a number line).  It turns 
out that there are some “best practices” on setting 
goals to teach a child with autism and that is what 
we wanted to share with you today.

Tip #1 Focus on the  
behavior you want to 
see
Often times when I am work-
ing with therapists, teachers or 
parents, there is a need to re-
duce some challenging behav-
ior.   For example, they might 
ask me to help them reduce a 
client’s aggression or tantrum 
behavior.   It is really import-
ant that when you are working 
on developing a goal that it is 
framed in positive terms.   In-
stead of saying “Andrew will 
no longer hit his friends,” you 
might say “Andrew will keep his 
hands down/to himself.”   For 
more examples on how to do 
this can visit our blog on teach-

ing morning routines.   This is important because it 
makes it easier for us to measure and ensure that we 
are maximizing his/her learning potential!

Tip #2 Break down complex skills
Some behavior is very simple and involves only one 
step (e.g., turn on the light) however some behavior 
may be more complex and involve many steps.  For 
example, getting dressed to go outside could be 
broken down into the following steps:

1.   Put on snow pants

2.  Put on boots

3.  Put on coat

4.  Put on hat

5.  Put on mittens

BCBA GUIDANCE

5 BEST PRACTICES  
for Setting Goals with Autism  

in the New Year
By Sarah KUPFERSCHMIDT, MA, BCBA
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The number of steps you include when you break it 
down will depend on your child/student’s strengths 
and weaknesses as well as the context.   If you are 
doing this at school or at home there might be a 
different routine that is required.   For example, at 
school they need to go to their hook/cubby and take 
the items down and perhaps line up after they are 
dressed.   These steps could be added  in if neces-
sary.  You might also need to break down these steps 
even further.  For example put on snow pants might 
look something like this:

1.   Take snow pants off hook

2.  Place the snow pants on the floor

3.  Sit down on the floor facing the pants

4.  Put right foot and leg into right pant leg

5.  Put left foot and leg into left pant leg

6.  Stand up

Tip #3 Use objective language
Sometimes we use language that is very subjective, 
that is, that could mean different things to different 
people.  For example if I were to use a descriptor like 
“angry” it could mean different things depending on 
who is listening.  For example, for one person, angry 
might involve some hitting or kicking, for someone 
else it might be a red face and yelling.  This is critical 
because we want to be able to measure the goal that 
we are setting and we cannot measure something 
reliably, if it is not written in objective terms.

Tip#4 Select developmentally appropri-
ate goals
Whenever you are selecting goals to work on with 
your child with autism, it is important that they have 
the pre-requisite skills and that it is going to improve 
his/her quality of life.  It is not a good idea to just 
arbitrarily select something that may seem like a 
good idea.  You would want to individualize the goal 
to suit your unique child’s strengths, areas of need 
and of course his/her interests.  Good questions to 
ask include:  “Will this lead to more independence for 
my child?”  “Will this goal help improve his/her qual-
ity of life?”  “Will this goal lead to more learning for 
my child?”  If you answer ‘yes’ to these questions, you 
have selected appropriately.

Tip #5 Select age appropriate goals
Age appropriateness is always an important consid-
eration.  As we continue to teach new and important 
skills to our child with autism, we want to improve his 
or her odds of having successful social interactions 
with peers and others in the community.  Teaching a 
20-year-old to play with dolls may not be as import-
ant of a priority as teaching a 20-year-old to play an 
instrument.  

It goes without saying that when setting a goal to 
teach a child with autism, it is important to devel-
op them based on that particular child’s unique 
strengths and areas of need.   Of course you know 
your child/student best and your knowledge is crit-
ical when developing these goals.   If you are strug-
gling with setting goals, you could contact a local 
Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA) to help you 
identify appropriate goals.

 

 
 

 

BCBA GUIDANCE

Sarah Kupferschmidt has her 
Masters in Psychology with a 
specialization in Applied Be-
havior Analysis (ABA) and is a 
Board Certified Behavior Ana-
lyst (BCBA) who has worked with 
hundreds of children with au-

tism and their families since 1999.  She has clinically 
supervised and trained hundreds of staff on how to 
implement treatment strategies that are based on 
Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), she conducts par-
ent coaching and training in the form of workshops 
for families and teachers on a variety of topics (e.g., 
safety skills, toilet training, language development, 
using technology to teach, and challenging behav-
ior) just to name a few. She is a Part-Time Professor 
and Co-Founder of Special Appucations, which is 
an mhealth company that develops solutions for 
children with special needs using ABA to inform the 
instructional design.  Sarah has appeared on Ham-
ilton Life, CP24, CHCH news, the Scott Thompson 
radio show, The Bill Kelly radio show and on A Voice 
for All on Rogers TV and Mom Talk Radio.

Email: sarah@specialappucations.com 
Website: specialappucations.com 
Facebook: Special Appucations 
Blog:http://www.specialappucations.com/blog/   
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I
n this two-part series of the Dr. G Aspie Show, Dr. 
Lauren King, co-founder of Food Wise at Southeast 
Psych, joins Dr. G to discuss picky eating with kids 
on the spectrum. 

Part 1 answers the big question – Why are kids on 
the spectrum typically picky eaters?

1.  Kids on the spectrum tend to have more sensory 
issues – smell, hearing, textures, and taste

2.  They also tend to be very rigid thinkers – it’s a love/
hate relationship, no in-between 

Part 2 gets into some practical ways you can start 
right now to help your picky eaters!

1.  Make mealtime more inviting – Get rid of the pres-
sure!

2.  Start a behavioral system at home – Incorporate 
their special interests (Legos, maps, etc.). With each 
new food they try, they earn a point. At 15 points, 
they get the Lego set they’ve been wanting! 

3.  Check out the book Food Chaining by Cheri Fraker 
and Mark Fishbein – This book will help your child 
start eating new foods based on the foods they’re 
already eating

Watch the full videos on the Southeast Psych You-
Tube channel or by going to:

Part 1: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3C_
SAHZnAtc&list=PLvRSNW1JvmxSrcW0hSky218DqC-
2c7EjOR&index=39

Part 2: 

ht t p s : / / w w w. yo u t u b e. co m / watc h ? v = 9 w r Z-
RQl-Vdg&list=PLvRSNW1JvmxSrcW0hSky218DqC-
2c7EjOR&index=38

 EVALUATIONS

Dr. G Aspie Show
Picky Eating with Dr. Lauren King

Southeast Psych is one of the largest and most 
innovative private psychology practices in the 
nation. For us, psychology isn’t just for someone 
with a problem. It’s for anyone who wants to have 
a better life- better relationship, more balance, and 
greater purpose. We have taken psychology beyond 
traditional therapy and assessment, and offer 
presentations, webinars, podcasts, videos, books, 
and so much more! When we say that psychology 
enhances lives, we affirm that we believe in what 
we do and what we have to offer.

Visit us online at http://www.southeastpsych.com
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Randall, Thank you your question.

S
ince your daughter already receives SSI, then 
she can earn more than $1,090 per month 
from working; however, the SSA will reduce 
her SSI benefits by the income she earns and 
if she begins earning more than $1,500 per 

month she will most likely lose her SSI.  The Social 
Security Administration (SSA) has a clear formula in 
regards to the SSI monthly income and countable in-
come.  When your daughter begins to work she will 
be receiving earned income.  The SSA allows an in-
dividual on SSI to exclude the first $65 of earned in-
come.  The SSA will also exclude half of the remaining 
amount of her income which is over $65 per month.  
Let’s consider an example:

 Your daughter earns $1,365 per month.

  �$65 is excluded from the calculations, 
which leaves her with $1,300.  

  The SSA will then half that amount 
($1,300/2) to arrive at $650

  �This $650 will then be subtracted from 
$733 (which is considered the Feder-
al Benefit Rate or FBR) to arrive at the 
amount of SSI your daughter will still 
receive

 $733 - $650 = $83

  Your daughter’s new SSI payment will 
be $83.

In a nutshell, any income your daughter receives 
from work will decrease her SSI payment if it is over 
$65 per month.

If your daughter is a student and is under the age 
of 22, then the Social Security Administration may 
disregard up to $1,780 of gross income per month 
when calculating her countable income.

Please keep in mind that the discussion above is only 
for Earned Income from work.  Unearned income 
from items such as other social security benefits, 
pensions, interest income, cash from friends or fam-
ily, and 2/3 of any child support payments are calcu-
lated differently when determining their impact on 
SSI benefits.

FINANCIAL PLANNING

Will My Daughter with Autism 
Lose Her SSI If She Works?

By Ryan PLATT, MBA, ChFC, ChSNC

Randall asks: “My daughter receives SSI (Supplemental Security Income), which is vital to 
her support.  She also has the ability to work.  If she does work, will that impact her SSI?”

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

6000 Fairview Road, Suite 400 
Charlotte, NC 28210 
704-557-9637 
www.aspecialneedsplan.com
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Nutrient-Rich Banana 
Cake

Healthy Eats courtesy of

By Elouise ROBINSON, 
Autism Food Club

Ingredients:

200g Dates

1/3 cup oil - like rapeseed or olive oil 

½ cup soya yogurt 

1 tablespoon vanilla extract 

3 ripe bananas

2 large eggs

1 eating apple

¾ cup self-rising flour + plus 4 table-

spoons ground flaxseed

Or 1 cup whole meal self-rising flour 

1 heaped teaspoon baking power

1 cup ground almonds

½ teaspoon ground turmeric

½ teaspoon cinnamon 

W
ays to sneak extra-healthy 
ingredients into a delicious 
cake so your family can 

enjoy a treat that’s packed full of 
nutrients!

METHOD:

Preheat the oven to 180°C / 350°F / Gas 4.  
Prepare an oven proof tin by lining with 
baking parchment 25cm / 10” tin 

In a food processor or blender, add the 
figs, oil, yogurt, vanilla extract, banana, 
eggs and blend till smooth.  Grate the 
apple in and then add in all the dry 
ingredients and stir in.

Place all the mixture in the tin and place 
in the oven to bake for 35 to 40 minutes. 
Remove from the oven and allow to cool. 
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