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and Gluten-Free Gingerbread Cookies, you will be creating 
lasting memories.

Are you looking for ways to relax and bring balance to your 
life? As a special addition this month, we are including a com-
prehensive guide prepared by Autism Parenting Magazine 
called Top 10 Essential Oils for Autism and ADHD.  Essential oils 
have been used medicinally by people all over the world, as 
they can help support healthy body functions, soothe the 
digestion system, boost the immune system, as well as im-
prove your ability to focus and concentrate.  This piece will 
educate you on the best essential oils while exploring what 
they can do for your body. 

Connecting with knowledgeable parents as well as phy-
sicians and autism experts is what makes Autism Parenting 
Magazine a distinctive publication. We highly value different 
perspectives. If you’re in search of an inspirational read this 
season, take a look at Lamar Hardwick’s piece called 4 Simple 
Ways Spouses Can Ensure Parenting Success with ASD, as this 
proud husband, father, and minister diagnosed with Asperg-
er’s syndrome as an adult, shares ways a loved one can assist 
a spouse in successful parenting.  Another interesting per-
spective we are happy to share is Payton DePalma’s in What 
I Learned About Parenting and Autism as a Neurotypical Kid, as 
the college student lovingly reflects on the positive life les-
sons she learned growing up with a brother with severe au-
tism.  

Wishing you joy and serenity this season as you celebrate 
with the people you love.

Kind regards, 

Amy KD Tobik

Editor-in-Chief

Editor’s Letter

I
t’s easy to get mesmerized by the captivating sights and 
sounds of the holidays—to get swept up by the latest 
electronics, trendy toys, and expensive celebrations.  In 
fact, it’s estimated trillions of dollars are spent worldwi-
de on seasonal gifts and goodies.  The amount of spen-
ding combined with over-the-top expectations can be 
overwhelming for families, especially when budgets are 

tight and stress levels are on the rise.  

While gift-giving traditions differ around the world, one 
cherished gift remains universal—the gift of family time.  We 
know it’s hard when you feel pulled in all different directions 
to carve out some extra minutes, especially as daily sched-
ules are interrupted and life becomes frenzied.  That’s why it’s 
important to set the tone for the holidays—you know what 
works best for your child with autism, so you must choose 
what is right for YOUR family.  

In an effort to help guide families, we reached out to several 
experts and parents for guidance on the best ways to man-
age stress and rejoice with the people you love.  It doesn’t 
matter which holiday you celebrate: this is an issue you don’t 
want to miss.  

Traditions are an important aspect of culture—they con-
nect people and provide much-needed consistency.  Chil-
dren with autism spectrum disorder (ASD), however, tend to 
struggle with change.  Knowing these challenges, we are ex-
cited to share Brittany Fichter’s piece called Why Children with 
Autism Need Family Holiday Traditions. Take a look as Brittany 
provides several ways to help your child with autism better 
adapt to change and ultimately benefit from traditions.

We are also happy to highlight Gabi Morgan’s article called 
3 Holiday Challenges...and How to Help Prevent Them, as the 
Director of A Child’s Potential, Inc. provides simple strategies 
you can use to limit the difficulties of the season and make 
the holidays cheerful for the entire family.  

Do you have special memories of times spent in the kitchen 
with your family as a child?  Knowing the rewards of baking 
as a family, we reached out to award-winning ESE teacher 
Tracy Oxley for some simple—yet delicious—treats you can 
make with your child during this special season. Take a look 
at Tracy’s piece called The Joy of Gluten-Free Holiday Baking 
with Your Family, which includes three recipes she success-
fully makes with her class.  Not only will you be working on 
your child’s independent functioning skills as you prepare 3 
Ingredient Gluten-Free Fudge, Chocolate Drizzle Popcorn, 
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“B
ut it’s not time for lunch!” 

I could see Calib beginning to go into hyster-
ics. He began to pace and flap his arms as he 
continued to tell me it was, in fact, not time 

for lunch.  First grade always went to lunch at 11:30am.

“Calib,” I gently took his shoulders so he would stand 
still. “I know it’s not time for lunch.  Remember? I told 
you we’re having an assembly.”

“I don’t want the assembly!”

“I am sorry, but I’m not in charge of the assembly. The 
principal planned it.  But we need to attend, whether 
we want to or not. The whole school is going.”

It didn’t matter what I said, however. By the time I 
got the class into the hallway, Calib was in line, but 
he made sure to let me know he did not approve. 
He spent the whole time glaring at the ground as he 
walked, still muttering, “We don’t go to the cafeteria 
at 10:30.”

Why Children with Autism Need 
Family Holiday Traditions

By Brittany FICHTER

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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Children with autism spectrum disorder, or ASD, of-
ten have the trait called rigidity.  Rigidity, by defini-
tion, means, “emotional inflexibility and resistance to 
change” (Merriam-Webster 2016).

Children who are rigid struggle with change.  They 
need their lives to be predictable.  This, in my person-
al experience with children, can stem directly from 
anxiety, as well as from the inability to make the men-
tal shift required when plans have to change. There’s 
a disconnect between the event that the child thinks 
should happen and the event that is actually hap-
pening.  Parents and teachers of children with ASD 
are familiar with the meltdowns or shutdowns that 
can occur when a schedule is interrupted. The chil-
dren no longer feel safe, for the unknown is fright-
ening.

There is good news, though! Enhancing Generalized 
Teaching Strategy Use in Daily Routines by Parents of 
Children with Autism, an article by Shubha Kashinath, 
Juliann Woods, and Howard Goldstein at Florida 
State University, says that research gives us evidence 

that children with ASD seem to learn best through 
the organic daily routines with their families, rather 
than artificially scheduled interventions (Kashinath, 
Woods, and Goldstein).

This means that your child with autism is more like-
ly to learn important life skills through your daily 
routines and interactions at home. This is good be-
cause it means that practice with flexibility at home 
during the holiday season is more likely to help your 
child than a scheduled session somewhere else.  Of 
course, this isn’t to downplay the importance of li-
censed therapists and other professionals. It just 
helps us understand that, as with most learning, the 
best foundations are laid at home.  Holidays are a 
great place to start.

Holidays Change Things
Let’s put ourselves in the shoes of a child with an au-
tism spectrum disorder.

Consider your weekly schedule:

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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Your family has a general schedule they stick to.  It’s 
consistent enough that you’ve been able to chart it in 
your head.  While things will change here or there, for 
the most part, life is generally predictable. You might 
grumble when your brother’s soccer game is switched 
to interrupt your playtime, but you know you’ll still get 
playtime sometime that day.  Events may be in a differ-
ent order, but they’re still mostly there.

Now, come December, this might be the schedule you 
experience instead:

As you can see, there’s a lot of red in this schedule. And 
all that red means change.  The structure you crave so 
much has been broken. You’re suddenly thrust into a 
world of too many people and unfamiliar places, and 
you have no idea whether or not you’ll ever get quiet 
time again. Will your teacher be angry because you 
didn’t go to school, despite the snow?  Will the Christ-
mas party be loud, or have too many smells?  Will your 
dad’s boss insist on pinching your cheeks, even though 
it hurts?

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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If this is your child, he will most likely exhibit one of 
two reactions (depending on the severity of his/her 
disorder):

	 A very loud show of resentment and stubborn 
refusal to comply with changes

	 An emotional shutdown with little communi-
cation

The changes of the holiday season can heighten 
stress, which is the last thing we want to do when 
children with ASD often have lots of anxiety already. 
While it’s not possible (nor healthy) to shield our chil-
dren from every schedule change they encounter, it 
is possible to make these changes easier and to give 
them a transition period they can not only tolerate, 
but also look forward to.

The Benefits of Family Traditions
In my experience with students with ASD, one of the 
best ways to avoid a meltdown or panic attack due to 
a schedule change is to warn them as clearly as pos-
sible about the upcoming event. The more we com-
municate with our children about coming changes, 
the better they can prepare. If discussed enough, the 
new event can become a part of the schedule on 
which they can count.

The best way to do this is by building changes into 
your own family plans. In other words, come up with 
family traditions that you can carry out every year. 
These traditions can provide fun for your family and 
practice flexibility for your child with ASD. Your child 
will probably resist the changes at first, but don’t let 
his/her initial rejection deter you from making these 
plans. Remember that rigidity is a characteristic of 
most children with autism. It may take several con-
versations before your child is more prepared to ac-
cept your adjustments.

If you want to speed the process, however, consid-
er involving your child in the new activities. Does 
he/she like trains? Look for a Christmas train your 
family can ride. Does he/she like Star Wars? Look 
for Star Wars tree ornaments to decorate with every 
year.  Maybe while you’re decorating, you can put on 
soft Christmas music and eat cookies. The more you 
make these traditions a part of the yearly schedule, 
the more practice your child will have with flexibility!  
He/she can count on those events as safe and enjoy-
able.

If you can find holiday traditions that you will be able 
to carry out every year, your child will not only adjust 
to the change, but will have something to look for-
ward to.

A Word of Caution
Before you make your plans, keep in mind that chil-
dren with ASD are often bothered by too much stim-
ulation.  Certain noises, crowds, and places with high 
levels of sensory input can be uncomfortable or even 
painful to children with such sensitivities. The idea 
behind building your children’s flexibility at home is 
to give them a safe place to learn flexibility. Here are 
some holiday traditions that you may want to skip, or 
at least modify, for your child’s sake:

	 Fireworks: Consider bringing noise-cancelling 
headphones or starting small with just spar-
klers.

	 Crowded Parties: Small gatherings can be 
great places for children to learn and practice 
social skills, but a company party may be too 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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much. The smells, sounds, and lights can be 
beyond overwhelming for children with ASD. 
Perhaps a visit to Grandma might be a better 
option, and you can save the partying for the 
family get-together on Thanksgiving.

	 Big Dinners: Large holiday meals give lots 
of food to enjoy, but children with taste and 
texture sensitivities can find the smells over-
whelming…kind of like many pregnant wom-
en do (I sure did).  Help your child by finding (or 
even bringing) foods that he/she can eat and 
enjoy and by creating a barrier against “help-
ful” family members who want the child to try 
everything.

	 Themed Dress-Up Characters: Many children 
find the Easter Bunny in the mall to be scary (I 
do, too, to be honest).  But children with ASD 
can find it terrifying on a whole new level. The 
costume probably smells, the child is being 
touched by this horrifying creature, and the 
camera flashes brightly while the photogra-
pher directs him/her to pose all different ways. 
These costumed characters can make cute pic-
tures, but unless your child really wants to go 
visit Santa in the mall, I wouldn’t force it.

	 Too Many Presents: We all love giving presents 
to our children, but too many all at once can 
be disorienting.  It might be better to space 
your gifts out. Perhaps you always open one 
on Christmas Eve morning, then two more that 
night, then the remaining ones the next day. 
Or for a birthday, make a tradition of spreading 
gifts out for a “birthday week.” Also consider 
lessening the number of gifts they get, making 
sure the ones they get are gifts that they will 
really enjoy.

The idea behind helping your children learn flexibili-
ty at home is to give them a safe place to learn. Mov-
ing forward at a pace you’re all comfortable with will 
be more beneficial than rushing things and making 
everyone miserable in the process. Don’t be afraid to 
start planning months in advance so the child has 
ample time to think about the changes coming. You 
know your child better than anyone else, so you will 
be his/her greatest asset in planning fun holiday ac-
tivities that all of you find enjoyable, keeping in mind 
your child’s sensitivities while you do so.

Someplace to Start
If you would like to adopt this approach to holidays 
but don’t know where to start, here are a few sug-
gestions to get you moving in the right direction:

	 Buying a live Christmas tree as a family.

	 Helping Dad cook the turkey or special dish  
every Thanksgiving.

	 Buying sparklers at the fireworks stand.

	 Reading the Easter story as a family from a 
particular book on Easter Sunday.

	 Decorating the tree while enjoying a favorite 
drink or snack, in addition to listening to a cer-
tain radio station or a favorite Christmas mov-
ie.

	 Watching the same movie on a certain date(s) 
each year.

	 A date out with Mom or Dad for a special hol-
iday treat like hot chocolate.

	 Baking Valentine’s Day cookies for someone 
like grandparents, neighbors, or your own  
family.

	 Making a special ornament for the tree each 
year.

	 Discussing where your family is going for the 
Father’s Day lunch (several weeks in advance).

	 Reading or watching movies about birthday 
parties before a birthday party, discussing 
why and how the characters celebrate in the 
stories.

The sky’s the limit, and parents know best what their 
children will respond to. Your family shouldn’t feel 
pinned in by other people’s traditions.  People will 
probably try to push you into participating in holiday 
events and activities, but remember that your family 
is your responsibility, not theirs…and they shouldn’t 
make you feel guilty because of it.

The goal behind all of this is to find ways to teach 
your child that change can be good. The key is mak-
ing it clear that change is coming.  He/she might re-
sist at first, but if the child expects some changes to 
the schedule that will yield good outcomes, it will be 
less painful when other changes take place, too. Your 
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child might hate shopping for Christmas gifts, but if 
he/she knows you will be getting hot chocolate for 
the both of you to share after you visit three stores, 
your child will probably put up a weaker fight during 
the wait.

All children on the autism spectrum are different. 
Your children know exactly what they like and dislike, 
but you know what they truly need. The best place is 
a happy medium for all, teaching you to be creative, 
and teaching your child with autism to be more flex-
ible.  Over the years, of course, life will change, and 
your family traditions will, too.  Sometimes, honor-
ing traditions won’t go exactly to plan. The key is to 
keep your child in the loop and talk with him/her 
about what is happening as much as possible. The 
child might not verbalize it, but your willingness to 
be flexible with his/her needs is one of the greatest 
gifts you can ever give.

*Note: The name and grade of the child in the open-
ing example has been changed to protect his/her 
privacy. The author simply used an instance similar 
to one that she experienced to exemplify the reality 
of many children.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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A flood of questions ran through my head once 
the myriad of tests was completed and the 
diagnosis came through.  My son, Ethan, was 
three when he was diagnosed, and despite 
the signs others had noticed, I had done a 

pretty good job of chalking it all up to the fact that 

the range of “normal” with milestone progressions in 
infants and toddlers is pretty wide. He would even-
tually catch up.  But after several of my friends and 
relatives urged me to have him tested, and our pedi-
atrician finally agreed, I made the appointment and 
our new journey began.

Inspiring Boy “Breaks” 
Through Autism  

and Its Stereotypes
By Mara FINESHRIBER

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

As a parent of a child diagnosed on the autism spectrum, I can certainly relate to 
those instant pangs of fear when the word “autistic” is thrown at you. Will he ever be 
able to hold down a job? Will he ever be able to find his soulmate and get married? 
Will he be able to live on his own? 
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At least the diagnosis gave me the knowledge that what we were 
experiencing was not unusual. And doctors and therapists assured us 

that the tools available to help him would make a difference. 

Ethan didn’t walk until he was almost two, but he 
could crawl like a demon! He could say almost any 
word at the age of one, but they were never his own; 
he would simply repeat what others said to him.  He 
seemed fascinated with any mechanical movement 
around him and would stare at things like ceiling 
fans for hours.  And completing seemingly simple, 
but necessary, functions—like brushing his teeth 
and cutting his hair—was a lesson in how to try and 
not feel like an abusive parent because his screams 
were blood-curdling.   Like many kids with autism, 
he seemed brilliant, even gifted, in some areas and 
woefully behind in others.   While he could build 
highly sophisticated, mobile, mechanical robots that 
could walk and jump, he couldn’t tell the difference 
between girls and boys at three years old.  What was 
intuitive to him was definitely not intuitive to other 
three years olds, and even today it isn’t.  He is as lit-
eral as the day is long, and context is very hard for 
him to understand.  Using analogies, innuendo, and 
sarcasm is often lost on Ethan, and as a result, I often 
act as an interpreter when he is working with a new 
coach or teacher.  He has had to learn what everyday 
phrases mean in a different way because of how he 
interprets communication. For example, he often has 
to be given an explanation when people use idioms 
like “It’s raining cats and dogs outside.” Otherwise, 
he will simply look at them like they are crazy, be-
cause there are no dogs or cats falling from the sky.  
He has to be taught the phrase and what it means in 
the context of a specific situation, so if he ever comes 
in contact with the same phrase while experiencing 
a similar situation in the future, he might recognize 
the it and successfully remember what it means.

At least the diagnosis gave me the knowledge that 
what we were experiencing was not unusual. And 
doctors and therapists assured us that the tools avail-
able to help him would make a difference. With that, 
we began occupational, speech, and group thera-
pies to aid Ethan in being more comfortable with the 
environment around him, as well as to give him the 
skills necessary to more effectively communicate. We 
did this a couple of times a week for two years, and it 

helped tremendously.  Ethan, at five years old, could 
communicate well with others, understand and fol-
low most directions, and function within a peer group. 
 
We have had to work with Ethan to help him face his 
fears, anxiety, and ultra-sensitivity to many things.   
For example, we had to work with the school to 
help Ethan when they would hold fire drills, because 
he stressed so much over the loud noise. He strug-
gled to be outside for quite a few years because 
he was so scared of flying insects. The list of issues 
and struggles can go on and on, but he has slowly 
improved with the help of weekly therapy and his 
family and friends.   He can be outside now, but he 
does try and stay away from where there are a lot 
of bugs. He hates the feel of clothing being tight on 
his skin, so it might take him 15 minutes to tie on 
his black belt perfectly before a competition (but 
we make sure we have enough time for him to get 
it just right before his ring starts). Having a coach 
help stretch him makes him feel like his skin might 
rip off, but we have learned how to communicate to 
the coaches about the areas they can put their hands 
to stretch him where he won’t become too stressed. 
We sometimes have to re-explain to Ethan what is 
meant by another person in a way that will make 
sense to him, because he doesn’t always understand 
what they mean. But he’s good about asking ques-
tions, and he has high aspirations to accomplish 
a lot. He is willing to work hard at almost every-
thing, which helps us make progress all the time. 
 
But as a mom, it hurt terribly seeing that my beloved 
son, while doing decently well in school, really didn’t 
have any friends.  Ethan never talked about kids 
in his class, had no birthday invitations other than 
from close family, and pretty much just stayed in his 
room most of the time building things out of K’nex 
or making origami. I think every mom wants to think 
their kids are well-liked at school and are enjoying 
good times and making memories with friends. 
 
Since he wasn’t getting much practice interacting 
with peers, nor was he getting a lot of exercise, I de-
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cided to enroll him in a local martial arts school. He 
was not at all enthusiastic about that decision, but 
once he got there, he found that it was a lot of fun and 
the instructors were very encouraging.  He actually 
loved it. Ethan had quite an affinity for the sport, and 
he was excited to go back and learn more. It helped 
that Ethan seemed to have a talent for it, because 
many of the kids in his class wanted to engage him in 
conversation and make friends.  They liked it when he 
would show off his skills, and they would cheer him 
on.  The sport helped him build self-confidence, gain 
more coordination, start to learn how to communi-
cate with and relate to a peer group, and learn how to 
show respect to others.  He had to learn how to better 
deal with uncomfortable stimuli, which still isn’t easy 
for him, though he now has much better coping skills. 
 
His talent got him noticed, and his instructors encour-
aged us to have Ethan begin competing, which also 
helped him learn a lot of new and valuable lessons. 
Despite the fact that he began to win on a national and 
even world level, he has had to learn how to set goals, 
figure out what it takes to achieve them, acquire an 
amazing work ethic, and learn that life isn’t always fair. 
 
Ethan began karate when he was 7, and now at 12 
years old, has accomplished a lot in a short period 
of time.  He just earned the rank of 2nd degree black 
belt recommended in the ATA (American Taekwon-
do Association), he is currently ranked in the Top 5 in 
the world in many events within his two martial arts 
leagues, and he finally accomplished his huge goal 
of winning a world championship title by defending 
his #1 world ranking in XMA forms (Extreme Martial 
Arts) and taking the gold medal in that event in 2016 
at the ATA World Championships in July.  He also took 
2nd in the world in XMA weapons in that same event.  
One of his new goals is to win multiple champion-
ships in one year, and he can do that in December of 
2016, when he competes for another world cham-
pionship title in several events in the National Black 
Belt league (NBL) at their SuperGrands event in North 
Carolina for all of the top-ranked NBL competitors. 
 
Ethan has had a number of other amazing opportu-
nities fall his way through his hard work and talent, 
including a performance on Season 2 of the inter-
national show SuperKids, which is filmed in Munich, 
Germany.  He has travelled across the country com-
peting and making new friends wherever he goes, all 
while working to stay on the honor roll at the middle 

school he attends. One of his other goals in life is to 
be able to teach others more about this huge passion 
of his, and since he isn’t old enough to teach martial 
arts or origami to others in schools, he makes tuto-
rials on this subject matter on his YouTube channel. 
 
You can see more of his quest to earn a world title, 
some of his performances, and get a feel for who 
Ethan Fineshriber really is on his Facebook page or 
Instagram account: @ethanfineshriber. And I can tell 
you now, when I watch my little guy, I no longer wor-
ry about him being able to be a productive member 
of society. And despite the fact that most who meet 
him never guess he is autistic, a little more time spent 
around him tends to reveal those markers that will 
likely always be present. I am one of the proudest 
mothers on the planet, and I take heart in knowing 
that while Ethan will still always struggle with some 
things and will always be a little quirky in some ways, 
he sincerely has the world at his feet.  I now know full 
well he will be able to pick and choose what he most 
wants to achieve, because he has had some amazing 
tools to help him grow and he has the willpower and 
fortitude needed to achieve anything his dreams.   
And for that, I am beyond grateful.
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Mara Fineshriber is a 49-year-old mother of two. She 
is currently the Director of Digital Marketing at the 
Center for Excellence in Higher Education located in 
Salt Lake City, Utah.  She has a bachelor’s degree in 
Marketing and Business Management from West-
ern Governors University. She studied Taekwondo 
for three years as a pre-teen. 
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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/


W
hen you hear the words “essential oils,” 
one image that might pop into your 
mind is going to the spa for some 
much-needed relaxation.  Essentials 
oils are sometimes associated with 
spas because they are often used by a 
massage therapist or masseuse during 

a therapy session. But did you know essential oils can 
be beneficial for children on the autism spectrum 
and kids with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder 
(ADHD), as well? Before we discuss the best essential 
oils for autism and ADHD, first let’s explore what they 
are and what they can do for our bodies.

What is an Essential Oil?
An essential oil is basically a liquid distilled from the 
leaves, stems, flowers, bark, roots, and other parts of 
a plant. The term “essential oil” itself is a contraction 
of the original “quintessential oil” which  originated 
from the Aristotelian idea that matter is composed 
of four elements: fire, air, earth, and water.  The fifth 
element, quintessence, is considered the spirit or life 
force of matter.

The chemical composition and aroma of essential 
oils are known to provide many psychological and 
physical therapeutic benefits. These benefits can be 
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obtained by either inhaling their scent or by apply-
ing their diluted versions directly to the skin. 

Essential oils are obtained from plants through dis-
tillation, usually by using steam. Manufacturers also 
utilize other processes such as expression, solvent 
extraction, absolute oil extraction, resin tapping, 
and cold pressing. Despite the use of the word “oil,” 
most essential oils don’t have that oily feeling. These 
oils are mostly clear, but some, such as patchouli, or-
ange, and lemongrass, are amber or yellow in color.

Contrary to what some people may believe, essen-
tial oils are not the same as perfume or fragrance 
oils.  Essential oils are derived from true plants, and 
they contain the true essence of the plant they came 
from. Fragrance oils, on the other hand, contain ar-
tificial ingredients and substances. In addition, they 
do not have the therapeutic benefits that essential 
oils can provide.

General Benefits of Essential Oils  
for Kids
Throughout history, essential oils have been used 
for medicinal purposes by people all over the world. 
Some known benefits of these oils are their ability to:

	 Support healthy body functions and help 
boost the immune system.

	 Relieve discomfort and sore muscles after ex-
ercising or spending time at the gym.

	 Soothe the digestive system. Peppermint, for 
example, is known to support the healthy func-
tion of your stomach and digestive organs.

	 Enhance a massage.

	 Boost your ability to focus and concentrate.

	 Help you relax and reduce your stress levels. 
This is perhaps one of the reasons essential oils 
for ADHD and autism are gaining in popularity 
these days. Essential oils can penetrate the skin 
and cross the brain-blood barrier to reach the 
amygdala and other limbic parts of the brain 
that control our mood and emotions.

	 Promote wellness.

	 Provide safer and non-toxic ways to clean and 
purify both home and work spaces.

	 Help you achieve healthier skin and great-look-
ing hair.

Using Essential Oils on Children with  
Autism, ADHD, and ADD
Transition periods are particularly challenging for 
many children with autism spectrum disorder, such 
as when a child goes from dinner to bedtime.  Ac-
cording to studies, more than half of children on the 
spectrum have a problem falling asleep or staying 
asleep. 

Over the past few years, parents across the United 
States and around the world have been sharing sto-
ries about how essential oils have helped their chil-
dren stay calm during transition periods.  Some of 
these essential oils even helped children sleep more 
soundly, according to parents.

In fact, you can find a number of online blogs and 
articles brimming with testimonials on the use of es-
sential and calming oils for ADHD and autism spec-
trum disorders (ASD). But is there scientific proof 
they work?  Researchers at the Ohio State University 
Wexner Medical Center set out to find the answer to 
this question.  In April of this year, a team headed by 
Dr. Jill Hollway started a study on the growing trend 
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of using essential oils to help children with autism 
stay calm and sleep.  Results have not been released, 
as the study is still underway. But if you want to try 
essential oils on your child with autism spectrum dis-
order, it’s important that you educate yourself first to 
prevent any accidents or problems.

As previously mentioned, some essential oils can 
be applied directly on the skin. In the case of chil-
dren with ASD, ADHD, and attention deficit disor-
der (ADD), the oils should be applied to the soles 
of the feet, the neck, the top of the head, the chest, 
the forehead, the abdomen, the arms, and the legs. 
According to parents who have found success with 
essential oils, the oils work almost immediately, as 
they can be absorbed into the bloodstream within 
30 seconds. Then, they can be circulated through the 
entire body within 30 minutes.  It’s important to note 
some oils need to be diluted with carrier oils for safe-
ty, which will be explained later in this article.

To ensure efficiency, it is recommended that essen-
tial oils are used two to three times a day at the start. 
Then, the frequency should be gradually reduced to 
once a day.

Apart from directly applying essential oils to the skin, 
parents can also use an aromatic diffuser so children 
can inhale the oils.  A diffuser is basically an air va-
porizer that allows you to disperse your essential oil 
of choice by adding it to distilled water. 

In addition to helping the children sleep or stay calm, 
adding essential oil to a diffuser also helps purify 
rooms and eliminate bacteria and viruses in the air. 
It can help you create a better living environment for 
the entire family. You can also use it at the office to 
help you stay focused and reduce stress levels.

A word of caution, though. Always make sure to 
keep essential oils in glass containers. According to 
experts, they might become contaminated with tox-
ins and other harmful substances if you put them in 
a plastic container or diffuser.

List of Recommended Essential Oils for 
Autism and ADHD

 Frankincense Oil

Sometimes referred to as olibanum, frankincense 
oil is taken from the resin of the Boswellia carterri or 
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Boswellia sacara tree that commonly grows in So-
malia. It has anti-bacterial, anti-tumor and anti-viral 
properties that can aid in the recovery from various 
illnesses, such as respiratory infections, indigestion, 
arthritis, and joint pain. Research has shown that it 
can also help boost the immune system.

For children with autism or ADHD, frankincense 
oil benefits include enhancing focus and reducing 
stress reactions and negative emotions. 

 Vetiver Oil

Vetiver oil is obtained through the steam distillation 
of the roots of the vetiver plant (Chrysopogon zizani-
oides), a perennial grass that is native to India. It has 
antiseptic and antispasmodic properties that aid in 
the healing of wounds and scars and provide relief 
from all types of inflammation.

In 2001, a study conducted by Dr. Terry Friedman 
revealed that vetiver essential oil benefits children 
with ADHD. The oil’s relaxing and calming properties 
are said to help children combat symptoms of ADHD 
and ADD symptoms, such as having concentration 
difficulties, being easily distracted, and having little 
patience. 

 Sandalwood Oil

Known for its woodsy and sweet smell, sandalwood 
oil is derived from the mature roots of the sandal-
wood tree through steam distillation. The more ma-
ture the tree is, the more potent the extracted essen-
tial oil will be.

One of the major sandalwood oil benefits is that it 
promotes mental clarity, especially when used with 
a diffuser. It also has a relaxing and calming effect 
that can be helpful for children with autism spectrum 
disorders. Apart from that, sandalwood is known to 
have anti-inflammatory, anti-aging, and anti-viral 
properties.

 Cedarwood Oil

Like sandalwood and vetiver essential oils, cedar oil 
is extracted by steam-distilling pieces of the cedar 
wood tree. Major components of this essential oil in-
clude alpha-cedrene, beta-cedrene, cedrol, widdrol, 
and thujopsene. It can be used for treating eczema, 
hair loss, dry scalp, and the inflammation of the joints 
and tissues. 
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 Ylang Ylang Oil

Ylang ylang essential oil is derived from the flower 
petals of the large ylang ylang tree (Cananga odora-
ta), which are often found in tropical countries. This 
essential oil is quite popular for its sweet, floral scent. 
In fact, it is one of the key ingredients of Chanel No. 
5.

As for its benefits, ylang ylang oil has effective sed-
ative, anti-septic, anti-spasmodic, and anti-depres-
sant properties. It has a positive effect on human 
emotions and can help increase the blood flow to 
certain parts of the body. It can relieve inflammation 
and help the function of cardiovascular and diges-
tive systems.

 Bergamot Oil

Bergamot essential oil is extracted from the peel of 
the fruit of the bergamot plant through cold com-
pression.  It is often used to reduce pain caused by 
headaches and muscle tension. It has anti-bacterial 
properties that can help heal wounds and minimize 
marks on the skin.

Known as an excellent mood enhancer, bergamot is 
considered to be a great essential oil for autism. It 
helps create a feeling of joy, freshness, and energy by 
helping improve the circulation of blood to different 
parts of the body. And at the same time, bergamot 
oil is considered a relaxant, as it has a calming effect 
and can reduce feelings of stress and anxiety.

 Chamomile Oil

For nearly 5,000 years, chamomile has been used to 
treat various ailments. Whether in tea or in oil form, 
this ancient and versatile medicinal herb is rich in 
disease-fighting antioxidants such as terpenoids 
and flavonoids. 

Chamomile essential oil is one of the best when it 
comes to fighting stress and anxiety. According to a 
study published on Alternative Therapies in Health 
and Medicine and Pharmacognosy Review, inhal-
ing chamomile vapors promotes relaxation and has 
a calming effect on people. Chamomile oil also has 
strong anti-inflammatory and pain reducing abili-
ties and can help relieve congestion, strengthen the 
heart, improve digestion, and even fight cancer.
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Cedarwood essential oil can also help children with 
autism and ADHD. It has calming and relaxing prop-
erties. Its scent promotes the release of serotonin, 
which is then converted into melatonin in the brain. 
This can help children enjoy peaceful and restorative 
sleep.

 Lavender Oil

Throughout the centuries, lavender oil has been used 
by different civilizations for its medicinal properties. 
For instance, the Egyptians used it for mummifica-
tion, while the Romans used it for bathing and cook-
ing. Perhaps the most famous usage of all is when 
Mary Magdalene used it to anoint Jesus.

There are many lavender oil benefits. For starters, it 
has antioxidants that protect your body from illness-
es. It also helps heal burns and wounds, alleviates 
headaches, and may be useful in the treatment of di-
abetes. It has a calming effect on children on the au-
tism spectrum, can help improve sleep quality, and is 
able to reduce anxiety and emotional stress.

 Mandarin Oil

Mandarin essential oil has been used in traditional 
Chinese medicine for thousands of years. Known to 
be the sweetest and most calming of all citrus es-
sential oils, it is very mild and contains many healing 
properties. 

It is useful for treating acne, reducing insomnia, 
managing gut issues like leaky gut syndrome, and 
may even help with the treatment of certain types of 
cancer, thanks to its anti-microbial, anti-tumor prop-
erties. It is particularly useful for children because 
many kids are fond of its sweet, citrusy scent. It can 
also help reduce anxiety levels.

 Peppermint Oil

Aside from lavender, peppermint is perhaps one of 
the most versatile of all essential oils in the world. It 
is perfect for children with autism, ADHD, and ADD 
because it gives a cooling sensation and has a calm-
ing effect on the body. It is also known to help im-
prove mental focus.

Peppermint essential oil has anti-microbial proper-
ties that help freshen bad breath and heal digestive 
issues. It can also help relieve headaches, clear the 
respiratory tract, and soothe tight and tired muscles.
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A Few Important Reminders on Using 
Essential Oils
Essential oils are extremely potent. Whether you’re 
using essential oils for autism spectrum disorders or 
the more common varieties, it’s essential you be as 
careful as possible. Also, you should use as little as 
needed. Always remember that more is not always 
the best. When a few drops of essential oil will do, 
you should neither use more, nor consume it inter-
nally. Otherwise, it may put your health at risk.

Also, know that essential oils must be used careful-
ly and in the correct manner. If this is your first time 
using essential oils for your child with ASD, it would 
be wise to check with a qualified professional to de-
termine whether you want to use it topically or aro-
matically. 

When using essential oils topically, consider diluting 
them with safe carrier oil. Carrier oil is basically frac-
tionated coconut oil or grapeseed oil.  It helps pre-
vent the skin from getting burned when it comes into 
contact with certain types of essential oil. For adults, 
one drop of essential oil with every three drops of 
carrier oil is the recommended ratio. For children, it 
should be three times more, depending on the size 
and weight of the child. If you don’t have carrier oil, 
high quality olive oil can be a good alternative.

Essential oils that are known for being “hot” and 
therefore require dilution are: birch, cassia, cinna-
mon, clove, eucalyptus, ginger, lemongrass, orega-
no, peppermint, thyme, and wintergreen.  Before us-

ing any of these essential oils, it’s recommended that 
you test them first by applying them on the wrist or 
on the bottom of the feet.  Also, make sure that you 
keep them away from your eyes.

It is also advisable that you consult a qualified aro-
matherapist or a doctor before applying any type of 
essential oil on the skin, especially on children. Apart 
from applying essential oils on your skin, you can 
also inhale it by using a diffuser. Certain research has 
shown that aromatic use is more effective and much 
safer than ingesting the oils.

When they are not in use, essential oils should be 
kept in a bottle with a tightly closed lid. Otherwise, 
they could go bad. Also, you should keep them away 
from extreme temperatures so they will last longer.

What to Consider When Buying Essential 
Oils For Your Child With Autism
Quality is a key consideration to make when buying 
and determining which essential oils are best for au-
tism. If the oils are of low quality, you may not be able 
to get optimum results. Manufacturers may say they 
are offering quality products by stamping the world 
“pure” on their labels. However, this doesn’t necessar-
ily mean that the oils themselves are of good quali-
ty. Also, since essential oils are usually not regulated, 
some manufacturers go as far as claiming that their 
products are “organic” even when they are not. 

Some manufacturers use chemicals when extracting 
essential oil from plants, thus making the oils neither 
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pure nor organic.  As such, before buying and using 
a particular brand and type of essential oils, it’s im-
portant that you take a closer look at how it is ex-
tracted. This will help you determine if the manufac-
turers’ claims are true. In addition, you should avoid 
anything that says “fragrance” or “perfume.”

Essential oils that are considered 100% pure and ther-
apeutic-grade are those extracted from plants, flow-
ers, trees, roots, and seeds among others using low, 
slow steam distillation (for non-citrus essential oils) 
or cold pressed (for citrus oils to retain their quality). 
Depending on the product and company, pure es-
sential oil extracts can be 50 to 200 times more con-
centrated than their original source. 

Single oils can be blended together to create anoth-
er type of essential oil or to enhance their effects. 
However, they should be blended together properly 
to ensure that they are effective, safer, and easier to 
use.

Certified Pure Therapeutic Grade  
Essential Oils
Purity is one of the most important characteristics of 
essential oils. Among the things that can affect puri-
ty are poor production processes and the develop-
ment of synthetic essential oil variations. If you want 
to get the best results possible, you’d want to opt for 
Certified Pure Therapeutic Grade (CPTG) essential 
oils. These oils, like doTerra essential oils for autism, 
undergo rigorous testing to ensure purity and qual-
ity.

CPTG quality testing is done to ensure that essential 
oils are made by using proper methods of growing, 
harvesting, and distilling their plant source.  It is done 
through a series of processes that include:

 Validation of Quality

Under this process, each essential oil is reviewed for 
chemical composition after plant selection, harvest-
ing, and distillation. Then, it is tested two more times 
to confirm that it has remained free of contaminants 
and unexpected alterations during production.

 Organoleptic Testing

Organoleptic testing involves the use of the human 
senses to determine the quality and acceptability of 
the product.

 Microbial Testing

Under microbial testing, a batch of essential oils is 
analyzed and tested for the presence of micro-or-
ganisms like fungi, bacteria, viruses, and mold that 
can be detrimental to your health. Samples are tak-
en before and after the essential oils are packed to 
ensure they haven’t been contaminated during the 
packaging process.

  Gas Chromatography and Mass  
Spectrometry Analysis (GC/MS)

In this process, essential oils are vaporized and 
passed through a long column to separate them into 
individual components. This is to determine the ex-
act chemical composition of a particular essential oil.

 Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy

Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (FTIR) is de-
signed to ensure that each batch of essential oil is 
potent and consistent. As part of this test, structur-
al components of essential oil compounds are ana-
lyzed by passing them through infrared light.

 Heavy-Metal Testing

Heavy metal testing determines the heavy metal 
content in the essential oil. Ideally, pure essential oils 
do not contain heavy metals when distilled.

Health Benefits of Essential Oils
The health benefits of essential oils are indeed nu-
merous and undeniable. But as with anything that 
can directly affect your health and well-being, it’s vi-
tal to educate yourself first before using any essential 
oil, especially on your children. You should conduct 
some research and seek expert advice on the subject 
to avoid allergies and other harmful side effects.

It’s also very important to ensure the quality of the 
essentials oils you want to use. Essential oils that 
contain chemicals or artificial ingredients may not 
be as potent and effective as pure and organic es-
sential oils. They may even cause problems. There-
fore, you should be vigilant and stay informed. Also, 
you should always obtain essential oils from trusted 
and reputable sources to get results that will meet 
your expectations.
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T
his year, with all the turmoil and tragedy our 
communities have endured, I am vowing to 
simplify the season, be thankful for my many 
blessings, and create lasting memories with 
my family and friends.  I want to share that 
idea with each of you.  I want you to be able 
to include your children in the creation of 

these memories by spending time with them in the 
kitchen.  In addition to making memories, you will 
actually be working on your child’s independent 
functioning skills.

As an exceptional student education (ESE) middle 
school teacher, I embed independent functioning 
into every aspect of our curriculum and daily rou-
tine.  This includes problem solving in order to gath-
er the materials necessary to begin a task, time man-
agement by completing multiple tasks throughout 
the day in order to gain a preferred activity, and fol-

lowing multi-step directions to complete a task.  All 
of these skills are necessary in order to gain a level 
of independence and success as an adult, no mat-
ter the cognitive level of your child.  Preparing meals 
and holiday treats with your child will teach him/her 
how to be safe, familiar, and functional in the kitchen, 
so that one day he/she may prepare a meal without 
your supervision.  I cannot stress enough to my par-
ents how important it is that we allow our students 
to grow in their independence and gain some much 
needed self-confidence by completing tasks on their 
own, even if it takes longer or is not exactly the way 
we would do it.  The end goal should always be that 
our children can live as close to independently as 
possible.

This holiday season, while you enjoy sharing your 
treats with family and friends, feel proud that you 
have provided a great example of love, trust, and 

PARENTAL ADVICE

The Joy of Gluten-Free 
Holiday Baking  

with Your Family
By Tracy OXLEY

If there is one thing that I love about the holiday season, it is the idea of spending 
time with my family decorating and baking.  Notice I said the “idea.”  I find it very 
difficult to slow down and enjoy the small moments. I find it even more difficult not 
micromanaging the placement of decorations and ornaments on the tree. 
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respect for your child by including him/her in the 
process.  The following recipes were prepared in our 
school culinary lab by my students and were shared 
with the faculty and staff.

3 Ingredient Gluten-Free Fudge

Truly, this recipe has only three ingredients and is by 
far the best fudge I have ever made.  It is very smooth 
and creamy and is simple to make. 

Yield: 30 mini muffin-sized pieces

Supplies: Mini muffin pan and mini muffin wrappers

Ingredients:
2 cups of chocolate hazelnut butter 
½ cup of coconut oil 
¼ cup of pure maple syrup

Directions:
Line your mini muffin pan with wrappers and set aside. 

On low heat, combine the chocolate hazelnut spread 
and coconut oil.  Stir until completely melted and 

blended.  It will have a fondue-type consistency.  
Add the maple syrup and continue to stir until com-
pletely mixed.  The syrup will bind the chocolate and 
will quickly thicken.  

Remove from heat and scoop into the mini muffin 
pans, about one tablespoon each.  I used a cookie 
press to keep fingers clean, and it was easier for the 
kids to direct into the muffin wrappers.

Place the muffin tray in the freezer for about five 
minutes to harden.  Remove from tray and store in 
an airtight container.  Repeat with remaining fudge 
in pan.  We live in Florida, so we kept our fudge in the 
freezer until we delivered them due to our high heat 
and humidity.  You can decide what temperature is 
best for you.

Chocolate Drizzle Popcorn

This is a family favorite that we make throughout the 
year. Adjust the flavor and color of the chocolate to 
fit the season.

Yield: 1 bag of microwave popcorn

PARENTAL ADVICE
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Supplies: 11 x 17 inch baking sheet

Ingredients:
1 standard size bag of microwave popcorn, light or 
non-butter 6 oz (1/2 bag) of melting chocolates (we 
used dark mint chocolate but any flavor your family 
would like is fine)

Directions:
Pop one bag of popcorn (this is perfect for your child 
to do).  Spread the popped bag evenly across the 11 
x 17 baking pan.  If you don’t have one this size just 
use 2 smaller size pans and spread evenly. Set aside.

To melt the chocolate, follow the directions on the 
bag.  I like to use the stovetop method because it is 
easier to control.  I use a small pot filled ¼ with water 
and place a glass bowl big enough to fill the opening 
and not sitting on the bottom of the pan (like a dou-
ble boiler).  Heat the water to almost a boil (then turn 
off burner) and continuously stir the chocolate with 
a fork. Melt the chocolate to a drizzle consistency, so 
that the chocolate almost slides off the end of the 
fork.  At this point, scoop a small amount of choco-
late onto the fork and drizzle it across the popcorn.  
The fork is better than a spoon because it doesn’t 
tend to “plop” off as much. For this, there is no right 
or wrong way, so it is perfect for the kids to do.  I only 
have to help them with the amount to put on the 
fork and remind them to cover all the popcorn; they 
have a tendency to stay in one place! 

Once the popcorn is fairly covered, place in the re-
frigerator for about 15 minutes to harden the choc-
olate.  It should be dry to the touch.  Flip the pop-

corn over and repeat the drizzle method.  You will 
need to reheat the chocolate.  If the consistency is 
not smooth enough, you can add a drop or two of oil 
to the chocolate. Drizzle then refrigerate again until 
the chocolate is hard.  

At home, we just place in an airtight container and 
munch away.  For my class, we placed them in cello-
phane bags with ties and delivered them.

Gluten-Free Gingerbread Cookies
This recipe requires that you make the dough ahead 
of time and let it cool in the refrigerator for at least 2 
hours.  This is key to planning as you are getting the 
kids ready, as it is a long time between start and dec-
orate!  As you can see, not all my students wanted to 
make people.  We have a few stars and mittens in the 
bunch!

PARENTAL ADVICE
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Ingredients: 
3 1/4 cups gluten free all-purpose flour (plus extra 
for dusting)  
1/2 cup light brown sugar 
1 1/2 tsp baking soda 
1 tsp. xanthan gum  
(omit if your flour blend has this already) 
1 tsp. cinnamon 
1 tsp. salt 
1/2 tsp. ginger 
1/4 tsp nutmeg 
1/4 cup water 
3/4 cup molasses  
1/2 cup (1 stick) butter, room temperature 
1 tsp. vanilla extract

Directions:
In a large mixing bowl, beat together the brown sug-
ar and butter until fluffy.  Add water, molasses, and 
vanilla extract and continue to mix until ingredients 
are combined.

In a separate bowl add flour, baking soda, xanthan 
gum (if not included in flour mix), cinnamon, salt, 
ginger, and nutmeg. Slowly add flour mixture to wet 
mixture while still mixing until all ingredients are 
combined into a wet dough.

Lightly sprinkle flour on dough and wrap in plastic 
wrap.  Press into a disc shape and refrigerate for at 
least two hours (or overnight).  I pressed the dough 
fairly flat to help speed up the cooling process.

Preheat oven to 350°F.  Roll out dough to about 1/4-
inch thick.  I rolled the dough out between two piec-
es of plastic wrap to avoid sticky dough.  If you do 
not want to use this method, then generously sprin-
kle rolling surface and dough itself with extra flour.  
Use a cookie cutter lightly dusted in flour to cut out 
your gingerbread men and transfer to baking sheet.  

Roll leftover dough back into a ball and repeat the 
process of rolling and cutting until all dough is used 
up. I put the unused dough in the refrigerator be-
tween batches.  Bake for 8-10 minutes, or until cook-
ies are puffed and slightly brown on the edges. Wait 
for cookies to cool completely before decorating.

Tracy Oxley is an exceptional student 
education (ESE) middle school teach-
er at Johnson Middle School in Mel-
bourne, Florida.  She is the 2016-17 
Teacher of the Year for Johnson Middle 
School.  She has a Bachelor’s Degree in 

Exceptional Education from the University of Cen-
tral Florida and a Master’s Degree in Exceptional 
Education with a certificate in Autism Spectrum 
Disorders from the University of Central Florida.  
She is married with six children ranging from ages 
3 to 27 and has a rescue dog named Julie.  She is 
an avid sports fan and loves spending time with her 
family.
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Sailing from Florida, New Jersey, New York, Texas and other ports in the United States

Where Vacations Come True...

Providing cruise vacation services to 
accommodate families and individuals 
with Special Needs, including, but not 
limited to, Autism, Asperger Syndrome, 
Down Syndrome, Tourette Syndrome, 
Cerebral Palsy and all Cognitive, 
Intellectual and Developmental Disabilities.  Cruises are Staffed with 
special education and behavioral management professionals, 
providing respite and continuous assistance for families throughout 
their vacation.

Cruises for Adults and Families living with Autism,
Down Syndrome and other related Disabilities

Autism on the Seas

®

www.AutismontheSeas.com
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M
y son developed very good hand skills, 
and he loves robotics.  However, many 
children on the autism spectrum re-
spond to sensations—what they see 
and feel—in ways that interfere with 
learning functional hand skills, such as 
closing buttons, cutting on a line, and 

writing.  For example, a child might:

Simple Ways to Help Kids with Autism 

DEVELOP HAND SKILLS
By Barbara SMITH, M.S., OTR/L

I learned almost 30 years ago that my extremely fussy baby grew calmer when 
cocooned tightly inside my arms as we swayed side to side. Back then, I had not yet 
heard about his neurologically-based disorder known as Asperger’s syndrome (part 
of the autism spectrum), which is associated with sensory sensitivities and social 
and communication challenges. However, as an occupational therapist, I already 
understood how atypical responses to sensations impacted learning and motor 
development, specifically fine-motor abilities to touch, grasp, and manipulate objects. 

	 Flap his/her hands and spin when entering a 
crowded cafeteria instead of opening lunch 
containers and eating 

	 Repeatedly open and close scissors or caps on 
a marker during art class

	 Refuse to wash his/her hands or touch paint, 
glue, or other gooey substances

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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Children with autism often find repetitive behaviors 
calming. This is good! However, it is a problem when 
the child is unable to stop sifting sand through his 
fingers in order to learn the more advanced skills of 
shoveling sand into a pail or shaping it into a sphere. 
Repetitive hand motions called “stereotypies” can in-
terfere with learning.

Hand activities, such as playing tug-of-war or build-
ing a snowman, provide deep, heavy pressure that 
stimulate muscles and joints. Children with autism 
often crave this type of stimulation, which is why 
my baby was calmed when held snuggly. It is also 
why children crash into cushions, sleep better when 
using a heavy blanket, and like having a heavy pet 
lay on top of them.  Hand activities can also be cho-
sen or adapted to provide deep pressure as children 
squeeze, pull, or push materials.  This type of sensory 
stimulation helps them to engage, use their hands, 
and at the same time, decrease touch sensitivities.   

Let’s First Adapt the Environment
Children with autism are often easily distracted.  
They may focus best when wearing ear covers that 
muffle sounds. Headphones or a sound system with 
soothing “white” noise or music may help to drown 
out distracting sounds. Consider using table lamps 
that shine directly onto materials rather than over-
head lighting. Many children with autism are partic-
ularly sensitive to fluorescent lights.  Offer seating or 
positioning options such as:

	 Belly on the floor, leaning on forearms or over 
a bolster with hands, knees, and feet reaching 
the floor

	 Standing or kneeling at a table

	 Sitting in a rocker, glider chair, swing, or other 
movement apparatus or using a cushion that 
wiggles, bounces, or vibrates.

	 Straddling a chair facing backwards enables a 
child to support her arms on the back of the 
chair   

Explore which special, fun sensory experiences you 
can create that your child will associate with using 
his or her hands.  Suggestions include:

	 Smelling incense or other aromas

	 Wearing a weighted lap bag or vest

	 Chewing gum or sucking on a water bottle

	 Sitting on a bean bag chair

	 Using toys that light up while playing inside a 
darkened area

Keep these “special times” brief and the activities 
easy so that your child will be successful.  Some chil-
dren might prefer a visual timer or schedule so that 
they know when the activities will end.  Then finish 
up with a sensory treat—perhaps time on a trampo-
line or rolling up inside a blanket.        

Squeeze, Pull, and Push Adaptations 
Squeeze toys may be purchased or homemade by 
filling a heavy-duty balloon with play dough. Knot 
the end and then insert inside a second balloon to 
make extra strong.  I also make what I call “sensory 
socks.” These are made by filling socks with one or 
more of the following materials and then knotting or 
sewing the ends securely:   

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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	 Sand (put inside a plastic bag first if concerned 
about leaking)

	 Pieces of foam, packing peanuts, bubble wrap

	 Marbles, pennies, bells, or beads

Insertion Activities and Ring Stacks  
The “sensory socks” can be pushed to fit through an 
opening in a large container lid (try a cat litter or de-
tergent bucket). Make the hole small enough so that 
your child will need to use force to push the socks or 
other squeeze toys through. The “sensory socks” can 
be turned into “sensory rings” by sewing the open end 
of the sock over the toe end. Then these rings can be 
placed on a ring stack, used in tossing games or just 
carried inside the palms.  Children who refuse to put 
their hands directly into sensory bins may better tol-
erate manipulating sensory socks and rings. Another 
simple-to-make, squeeze activity involves feeding 
the “Hungry Harry” ball.  It is made by drawing a face 
on a tennis ball and cutting a slit for the mouth. The 
child squeezes the ball with one hand while feeding 
small items into its mouth with the other hand.  The 

items, such as the pennies shown in the accompany-
ing photo, can be pressed into a glob of putty so the 
child has to remove them from before feeding Harry.  

Shape Sorter

Adapted shape sorters require using force to push 
the shapes through an opening. They can be made 
by cutting holes in detergent bottles or other plastic 
containers, making the holes small enough so that 
the objects must be pushed. Try cutting holes that 
enable your child to push:

	 Small balls through a round opening

	 Blocks through a square opening

	 Dominos through rectangular openings 

Stringing Adaptations

Many children love construction toys (such as LEGOs 
or TinkerToys) that require force to push and pull 
pieces together and apart.  Stringing and lacing ac-
tivities can be adapted to also require the child to 
push and pull by using thick strips of fabric instead 
of string. Tie knots along the fabric and attach col-
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orful duct tape to the fabric’s tip so that it is easier 
to grasp. Children with coordination challenges will 
find it easier to string small rings instead of beads. I 
like to cut flat donut shapes out of plastic containers 
so that I can cut the hole size according to the child’s 
abilities.  Tie a large ring to the bottom of the fabric 
so the small rings don’t fall off.  

Adding Vibration
Many children love vibration and are more motivat-
ed to engage in fine-motor activities when materials 
shake. The sound also helps them to focus on what is 
in their hands. A battery operated pen or toothbrush 
can be used by:

	 Placing it inside a shape sorter or insertion 
container

	 Attaching it to the tip of fabric used for string-
ing

	 Pushing it into the top of a ring stack made out 
of a tube or swimming noodle

Barbara Smith is an occupational 
therapist, author, and nationwide pre-
senter of workshops and courses for 
both families and professionals. Her 
books include The Recycling Occupa-
tional Therapist and From Rattles to 

Writing: A Parent’s Guide to Hand Skills (published 
by Therapro, Inc. 2011).  Barbara’s new book From 
Flapping to Function: A Parent’s Guide to Autism 
and Hand Skills (sold on Amazon) explains how au-
tism impacts hand skill development and provides 
strategies that help children to reach their poten-
tials.  Please visit her website at RecyclingOT.com, 
her blog at RecyclingOT.blogspot.com, and join her 
Facebook page, “The Recycling Occupational Ther-
apist.”
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These are just a few of the sensory adaptations that 
may motivate your child to engage in hand activities.  
Now it is time to get squeezing, pulling, and pushing!    
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M
y younger brother, Preston, was diag-
nosed with autism on December 29th, 
2002.  My mother would often retell the 
story in great detail, saying, “I’ll never 
forget the neurologist slamming us in 
the face with the diagnosis while you 
and Austin were standing there. I ran 

out of the doctor’s office, crying and screaming as 
though my child had been kidnapped.” 

It was only 14 years ago, yet so much less was under-
stood when faced with the word “autism.” We hadn’t 
a clue what this diagnosis meant for our family, but 
my parents took action; they wanted to make sure to 
thwart this thief they called “autism.”  My mom went 
back to school to learn about special education law, 
my dad traveled the country searching for remedies 
and answers, and now both of them have careers cen-
tered around advocating for and assisting individuals 
with special needs.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

What I Learned About  
Parenting and Autism 
as a Neurotypical Kid

By Payton DePALMA

From left to right, Payton, Preston, and Austin

Your children are just as worried about you as you are about them… 
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Preston is the sunshine of our lives, but we all contin-
ue to make sacrifices to ensure his safety and prog-
ress. I was five years old when my brother was prop-
erly diagnosed, so I don’t remember my life without 
autism, apraxia, and later, seizures.  At 10 years old, 
I was sometimes charged with the task of keeping 
my jumping, spinning, climbing, never-still broth-
er safe.  Sometimes, that meant missing play dates, 
birthday parties, and sleepovers to do my part, so I 
could understand my parents’ fears.  When I helped 
to give him a shower, made him lunch, or learned his 
complex medication schedule, it meant I was taking 
time away from homework, friends, and what little 
downtime I had left. In retrospect, I would do it all 
again (and more).

Now, inspired by Preston and our journey, I’m in col-
lege studying neuroscience and doing autism re-
search.  I have an older brother who is following his 
passion as a photographer. My family has never felt 
resentment towards Preston. Though life wasn’t al-
ways easy, he never stopped being my favorite little 

brother, and I attribute a lot of that to the way our 
parents raised us. There are no rulebooks to parent-
ing, certainly not for special children. My parents had 
to learn through experiencing Preston’s challenges 
and taught me how to do the same.

They were honest. 

My mom and dad kept my older brother and me in the 
loop from a pretty young age, and they didn’t sugar-
coat or beat around the bush. Though kids can’t tru-
ly comprehend what it means to struggle financially, 
we could understand that a new toy just wasn’t in 
the cards.  It’s hard to explain educational law to chil-
dren, but we could understand that Preston needed 
special attention in school that wasn’t always easy to 
get. Whatever was going on in the house, mom and 
dad always kept us updated on why things had to 
be the way they were, and we put our trust in them 
because they put theirs in us.

My parents would always tell us when they were 
frustrated or in a bad mood. This type of honesty was 
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Preston, age 15, doing his favorite activity: 
swimming
Photo by Austin DePalma

Though life wasn’t always easy, he never stopped being my 
favorite little brother, and I attribute a lot of that to the way our 

parents raised us.
32    |  Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 55    

http://www.AutismParentingMagazine.com


My parents not only advocated for Preston—they do it for a 
living.  My family reminds me every day that it’s vital to stand 

together, and that isolation only feeds discrimination.

so important—it allowed my older brother and me 
to express our frustrations and gave us power over 
those feelings.  Growing up with a sibling with au-
tism isn’t always easy, but the honesty of our parents 
set the stage for us to process our emotions and to 
share them in a healthy way. 

They were involved.

As soon as Preston was diagnosed, my parents got 
the whole family on board with fundraising, walking 
for autism, and raising awareness. We held an annu-
al garage sale, and everybody had a job to do—in-
cluding five-year-old me, smiling proudly at my little 
lemonade stand. They showed us how to believe in 
a cause and stand by our friends and family as we 
sought to make a difference. It builds a lot of charac-
ter to be a part of something bigger than yourself at 
such a young age, and it taught me early on how to 
be an active citizen. Both of my parents gave speech-
es, raised money, did their research, and set an ex-
ample for how to be a part of a community.

They taught us how to be advocates.

By reaching out to families facing the same challeng-
es in raising a child (or children) with autism, they 
became stronger, wiser, and more capable to help 
my brother.  I recall many nights when my dad would 
kiss me on the forehead and tuck me in, only to go 
back to the phone to help another parent wend their 
way through autism. My mother wore a headset so 
she could call clinicians, schools, and autism organi-
zations while she cleaned or cooked.  Nothing would 
break them in this fight. 

I learned to advocate for the issues that mattered 
most, and that heartbreak cannot be the yardstick 
with which to measure those issues. For example, 
when Preston was in kindergarten, my parents were 
invited to open school night.  As they glanced around 
the classroom, they enjoyed impressive finger paint-
ings, self-portraits, and misshapen clay statues. They 
quickly noticed that not one piece of artwork was 
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Preston’s. However, when they asked the teacher 
where his artwork was displayed, she lowered her 
eyes and said, “Preston’s artwork wasn’t like the oth-
ers, and we didn’t want to upset the other parents.” 
That night, I could hear my parents comforting each 
other through tears. The next day, they went to the 
school board and made sure that never happened to 
another child, any child, ever again.

Preston’s autism is severe. He cannot speak or tie his 
own shoes, but he is also extremely sweet and gen-
tle.  I watched as my parents fought for his education 
and his dignity. Bullying was always a concern, but I 
hadn’t realized it came from both the school and his 
peers. My parents didn’t just teach us to be active in 
the global community—they made it personal.

They taught us not to just stand up for ourselves, 
but to be the voice for those who couldn’t speak for 
themselves.

One story my parents shared with pride was about 
a call they received when I was in third grade; the 
school was concerned because I apparently wan-
dered the playground to make sure the other chil-
dren weren’t being bullied and that nobody was 
playing alone.

My parents not only advocated for Preston—they do 
it for a living.  My family reminds me every day that 
it’s vital to stand together, and that isolation only 
feeds discrimination.

They taught us what autism means, but also 
what it does NOT mean.

Autism is a disorder that makes it hard for Preston to 
make friends, but it does not mean he doesn’t want 
friends. It makes it hard for him to talk to us, but it 
doesn’t mean he can’t hear us. It makes it hard for 
him to express his feelings, but it doesn’t mean he 
can’t be hurt the same way we can.  These things 
are easy to understand when you put them in these 
terms. Kids might make assumptions based on how 

Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 55 |    33

http://www.autismparentingmagazine.com


a child with autism will act.  I had a friend come over 
and say that Preston reminded her of a dog because 
he liked to sit under the table.  Rather than get an-
gry with her for insulting him, I politely turned to her 
and explained that he has sensory processing issues, 
and maybe the floor under the table was just a more 
comfortable place for him to sit, like when we sit in 
comfortable bean bag chairs. That compassion, rath-
er than frustration, was demonstrated to me time 
and time again by my parents who, when I didn’t 
understand what Preston was doing, would help me 
understand.

My older brother is a photographer, and he always 
says that Preston is his favorite subject because he is 
never anything other than himself.  He says that Pres-
ton has a purity and honesty that comes through, 
even in photographs.

Being a sibling to Preston is a privilege and a blessing. 
He is an inspiration to my entire family. He lights up 
every room with his enormous smile, and I wouldn’t 
be the responsible, empathetic, and joyful human 

being I am today without him.  As a family, we con-
quer any challenges that come our way, because we 
have been raised as strong and powerful individuals. 
I will always pull from what my parents and Preston 
have taught me.

Every spectrum family is on its own journey and will 
endure its own unique challenges.  But my parents 
were perfect examples of strength and love, offering 
an environment of unity and learning. Frequently I 
hear people say, “Preston is so lucky to have you as 
a family,” and I simply respond with, “We are lucky to 
have him.”

“Autism, like a rainbow, has a bright side and a dark 
side, and even though it can mean rough weather, it 
can be beautiful.” — Stuart Duncan.
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Payton DePalma is a neuroscience and film double 
major at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, TN.  She 
is from Westchester, NY and has a penchant for out-
door activities, science, and puppies. 

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
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S
tudies have shown that board games can 
be beneficial for children with ASD, as they 
help develop skills they would otherwise find 
hard to master. Below is a list of seven of the 
best board games and how they can greatly 
benefit kids with autism. 

Candyland
This is one of the most popular board games, with 
millions of customers every year. It is a relatively 
straightforward game where players are required to 
pick a card from the deck to progress. There are no 
choices involved, but the game can have roadblocks 

The Best Board Games for Kids 
with Autism and Their Benefits

By Aradhana PANDEY

For a parent, it can seem overwhelming when a child is diagnosed with autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD).   There is a myriad of conditions that affect children in 
so many different ways—some children have trouble with communication and 
concentration, while others struggle with repetitive behavior and can be extremely 
sensitive to touch, certain sounds, or smells. 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 55 |    35

http://www.autismparentingmagazine.com


with players losing their turn or being sent back to 
the start. This game teaches kids to manage disap-
pointment and how to handle it in front of others.

Battleship
Another old favorite, Battleship is a strategy game 
where you try to sink your opponent’s fleet of ships 
before they sink yours. This game teaches logical 
thinking and reasoning and introduces them to grids 
and coordinates.  A child with ASD will find the strat-
egizing and planning beneficial. 

Chess
Chess is a strategy game where players use pieces to 
try and eliminate the opponent’s pieces.  It is one of 
the most popular games in the world, with it being 
played at a professional level and on a more casual 
basis.  Kids with learning disabilities can also benefit 
from this match.  In a study, it was found that chil-
dren who were given chess lessons along with math 
tutors  scored higher than children who were just 
given math tutors.

Mastermind
Mastermind is a code breaking game played by two 
people, the code maker and the code breaker. It in-
volves thinking and rational reasoning.  Studies con-
clude that college students who played the game 
showed an in improvement in critical thinking and 
made fewer logic errors.

Animal On Animal
This is another game involving rolling the dice. Play-
ers must try and stack animals one over the other. 

Each roll of the dice decides how many animals they 
can attempt to stack.  It is said to improve hand-eye 
coordination and motor-coordination skills.  It is also 
a real test of patience and will help with social inter-
action. 

Chinese Checkers
Another classic, the objective of the game is to move 
your marbles from one corner of the board to the 
other before the other players do.  It can be played 
with two, four or six people.  Chinese Checkers is a 
simple game but does involve strategy and is useful 
for kids with ASD. They will benefit from the think-
ing involved and pick up new moves every time they 
play.

Scrabble
Scrabble is everyone’s favorite word game. Players 
are given a random selection of letters, and they 
must make as many words as they can with them. It 
teaches spelling and can also help with social inter-
actions.

Other benefits of board games include language de-
velopment, improved basic math skills, following di-
rections, and controlling emotions.

Even in these computer-dominated times, board 
games make sense for children with ASD.  If your child 
has special needs, board games will help him devel-
op skills faster than any computer-based game. What 
are you waiting for? Get those old board games out 
and introduce your kids to hours of fun and learning.

Aradhana Pandey is a writer from India. Her areas 
of knowledge include parenting, children with spe-
cial needs, health, and lifestyle. She loves being out-
doors, and her hobbies include cycling and hiking. 
She is a food lover and is always on the lookout for 
the latest trends in health. She has a special inter-
est in children with special needs and parenting 
and shares her experiences through her other pas-
sion, writing. She writes to share her knowledge so 
that it may help others. Her posts on these subjects 
have been published on more than 250+ various 
reputed sites like the Huffington Post, SheKnows, 
www.Momjunction.com, and many more. Aradha-
na writes to inspire and motivate people to adopt 
healthy habits and live a stress-free lifestyle.
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4 SIMPLE 
WAYS  
Spouses 
Can Ensure 
Parenting 
Success 
with ASD
By Lamar HARDWICK

I am an avid reader.  I read tons of 
books and even more blogs. As 
someone who considers himself 
to be a part of the special needs 
community, I often read a lot of 
blogs about special needs families.  
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O
ver the past two years, one of the things that 
I have discovered is that there is a wealth of 
resources and reading material for parents 
who have children with special needs, and 
as a result, the term special needs parent 
has become almost synonymous with that 
scenario. 

Let me say that I applaud and admire those parents 
and caregivers.  They do a tremendous job, and I am 
not the type of person who likes to pretend they 
don’t deserve to be recognized. They do, but of all 
of the parents I know that have children with spe-
cial needs, they do it because they are parents. That 
is their child. That is their responsibility. That is their 
motivation. 

With that being said, there is an entirely different 
population of special needs parents out there that 
can sometimes be overlooked and underappreciat-
ed. They are the parents like me, parents who don’t 
have a child with special needs.  Instead we are spe-
cial needs parents because we are parents and we 
have a disability.  Believe it or not, there are many 
parents with disabilities that care very deeply and 
passionately about their children. The primary differ-

ence is that we are special needs parents because we 
are caregivers who, at times, need a little extra care 
ourselves.

In 2014, at age 36, I was diagnosed with autism spec-
trum disorder (ASD).  I had a family, a career, and 
three children when I was diagnosed.  I also had 
lived my entire life struggling with something that 
was both unknown and unnamed.  From the outside 
looking in, I was a regular guy to most, but to those 
who knew me well, like my wife of 15 years, there 
was an obvious struggle. 

I have to admit that I have been blessed. My wife is an 
amazing woman who is extremely supportive. Since 
my diagnosis, we have embarked on a journey of dis-
covery that has made life as a husband and father 
far less complicated for me. We have learned how to 
allow me to slowly deal with my limitations while I 
continue to be the best father I can be to our three 
beautiful boys. 

Special needs parenting and being a special needs 
parent requires passion and persistence, but being 
a parent with special needs has taught us four ways 
spouses can help provide an environment where we 
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can raise our kids with the passion and love that they 
deserve:

 Understand our capacity
Life on the autism spectrum can be a roller coaster 
for me at times. If I am being honest, I’m not always 
sure when I will be up to performing some of the so-
cial tasks of fatherhood. However, my wife and all of 
our children are extremely outgoing.  They love to 
hang out at the pool, walk around the mall for hours, 
and go out into the world with absolutely no agenda 
except to hang out all day.  I have social anxiety, and 
I usually have the capacity to hang for about two to 
three hours before I have overstepped my limit. My 
wife understands that, so together we organize ac-
tivities differently. For example, she and the kids may 
plan a trip out on the town for the day, and I may join 
them around lunchtime to continue the day with 
them when I am ready to hang out. This strategy has 
worked very well for us. 

 Learn to take our cues
ASD sometimes limits my ability to pick up on so-
cial cues. Sometimes the world can be complicated 
because I may miss important cues.  Neurodiverse 
minds also have a system of social cues, and because 
most human communication is non-verbal, we must 
realize that we are both constantly communicat-
ing through a system of social cues. All behavior is 
communication, so my wife doesn’t just depend on 
me to pick up on neurotypical social cues—she has 
learned to pick up on my cues as well. This has been 
extremely important in our ability to parent togeth-
er, because she is able to understand the things that 
I am sometimes unable to verbally communicate. 

 Use creativity
Autism is a part of my neurology, not my psychology.  In 
short, my brain simply sees things in a completely differ-
ent way.  It is not always a matter of personal preference.  
While this is an unchangeable reality, the advantage is 
that it can enhance parenting skills because it provides 
our children with a very creative environment in which 
to grow.  In addition to our different personalities, our 
brains function quite differently, which promotes the 
idea that our approach to parenting must be creative 
and unconventional.  There are no “traditional” roles in 
our home because we can’t afford to box ourselves in.  
Because of that, our family is extremely creative in how 
we approach everything, from our method of disciplin-
ing the kids to how we vacation.

 Allow us to have some control
One of the misconceptions about people with au-
tism or special needs is that they are incapable of 
handling certain tasks.  This is true with children, and 
it is also true with adults.  While I admit there are a 
few things that I struggle with, there are other areas 
where I excel.  Identifying strengths is a great place 
to allow for some control.  What I am NOT advocat-
ing for is the right to be controlling, but what I have 
found helpful is to allow the special needs parent 
to have major influence in his/her area of strength. 
For example, as a person on the autism spectrum, I 
can be very detailed with certain tasks. Time is one 
of them.  I am almost never late to anything because 
I have an internal clock in my mind. While my wife 
and I do not share the same sense or sensitivity to 
time, we find that it is much better to allow me to 
have a major influence on time and schedule-sensi-
tive issues, such as getting the kids off to school, get-
ting the kids ready for bed at their designated bed-
time, or even planning out-of-town trips. Being late 
to something isn’t always a bad thing, but being on 
time is always a good thing, so it’s OK to let me take 
the lead on those types of issues. 

Parents of children with special needs answer the call 
every day to love and be caregivers for their children. 
For that I am grateful, but I am also eternally grateful 
for those of us who are special needs parents. We, 
too, answer the call every day to care for our children, 
as we live life with our own distinct needs, challeng-
es, gifts, and graces.  
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Dr. Lamar Hardwick is a proud 
husband, father, and pastor. Af-
ter years of struggling with social 
anxiety, sensory processing diffi-
culties, and a host of other com-
plex issues, Lamar was diagnosed 

with autism spectrum disorder, Asperger’s syndrome, 
in 2014 at the age of 36. Today, he uses his platform 
as a pastor to serve as an autism advocate, mentor 
to teens and young adults on the spectrum, and an 
autism educator by providing workshops and train-
ing sessions to churches and other faith-based or-
ganizations. He is a regular contributing writer to 
several autism awareness and disability sites such 
as The Mighty, Autism Speaks, and Huffington Post, 
to name a few. You can follow his blog at www.au-
tismpastor.com as well as his Facebook Page Autism 
Pastor and Twitter @autismpastor. 
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F
or any child, especially those with autism, it’s 
never too early to explore abilities and apply 
them to his/her interests. This holiday season 
provides the perfect opportunity for you to 
help your child begin to identify his/her unique 
talents needed for future workforce success! 

 

WHERE TO BEGIN

Theorized in 1983 by Dr. Howard Gardner of Harvard 
University, all people possess one or more multiple 
intelligences—traits that better represent one’s po-
tential than the traditional measure of I.Q.  For ex-
ample, someone who has difficulty using language 

INNOVATIVE Autism-Friendly  
JOBS for the Holiday Season

By Karen KABAKI-SISTO, M.S., CCC-SLP

Happy  
Holidays

“What do you want to be when you grow up?”

EMPLOYMENT
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to communicate with others might be able to play 
music giftedly, or the person who struggles to read 
and write might be highly athletic. 

Think about your child’s strengths in the following 
seven areas.  Having him/her try some of these sea-
sonal jobs can help build interest in future fields of 
study and occupations.

  Visual-Spatial Intelligence (illustrates, 
creates art, takes photographs)

Seasonal jobs within the home:

				Arrange where to place seasonal decorations like 
an interior decorator

				Choose and coordinate everyone’s special holiday 
clothing like a designer

				Draw pictures on homemade holiday cards, orna-
ments, and decorations like an artist

				Follow ‘blueprints’ for how to construct the artifi-
cial Christmas tree like an engineer, architect, or 
builder

				Take pictures at holiday gatherings to make a pho-
to album like a photographer

Seasonal jobs outside of the home:

				Volunteer to design sets or costumes at a local 
playhouse for seasonal plays

				Inquire if your child can help design a holiday dis-
play for a local store

				Create and hang decorations at the local soup 
kitchen, stores, place of worship, or school

  Musical Intelligence (performs, 
composes, conducts, teaches music)

Seasonal jobs within the home:

				Perform a mini holiday concert with songs or mu-
sic for family and friends

				Lead the family around the neighborhood for 
Christmas caroling

				Teach someone how to sing to or play an instru-
ment for a seasonal song

				Pick out songs and music for gatherings like a DJ

Seasonal jobs outside of the home:

				Volunteer to maintain instruments or be a helper 
of the orchestra at a playhouse

				Assist or perform with the school chorus or band

 
  Interpersonal Intelligence (organizes, 

manages, inspires others)
Seasonal jobs within the home:  

				Stock and store warm clothing, emergency sup-
plies, and non-perishable foods for easy access 

Seasonal jobs outside of the home:

				Act in a holiday play at a local playhouse 

				A greeter at a local superstore

				A bagger at a local supermarket

  Linguistic Intelligence (speaking, 
reading, writing, understanding, 
social communication)

Though children with autism may have linguistic 
challenges, some have strengths within certain areas 
of language.

Seasonal jobs within the home:

				Create poetry inside holiday cards for friends and 
family

				Write ‘Happy Holiday’ and ‘Thank You’ cards for 
gifts received 
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				Tell or create stories or plays for friends and family 
like an author

Seasonal jobs outside of the home:

				Design a descriptive holiday menu at the local 
soup kitchen like a restaurant owner

				Writing ‘On Sale’ posters for seasonal sale items at 
a local store like an advertiser

				As Santa’s helper, volunteer to answer younger 
children’s letters to Santa

  Naturalistic Intelligence (appreciates 
the outdoors, nature, ecology, agri-
culture, and animals)

Seasonal jobs at home, a farm, a nursery, or animal 
shelter:  

				Care for seasonal plants within the home garden 
or local nursery

				Assist younger children to go on pony rides

				Take care of pets’ needs at home or at a local ani-
mal shelter

				Choose a real Christmas tree at a local nursery for 
the home

				Recycle or re-use gift wrap, bows, and ribbon

				Discover new ways to conserve heat in the home 
or building

  Bodily-Kinesthetic Intelligence (is 
physically active)

Seasonal jobs within the home:

				Teach family and friends how to play new sports 
like a coach

				Pack/unpack/carry holiday boxes like a mover

				Put up seasonal decorations like a handyman or 
handylady

				Prepare food for holiday parties like a chef

				Help repair broken seasonal items like a mechanic

Seasonal jobs outside of the home:

				Perform a seasonal dance at local playhouse or 
school play 

EMPLOYMENT

Prepare food  
for holiday parties 

like a chef

5.

6.
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				Stock shelves at local stores with seasonal items

				Shovel snow for family and friends

				Wrap toys for local charities

  Logical-Mathematical Intelligence 
(uses numbers to compute and to 
document)

Seasonal jobs within the home:  

				Keep a count of broken and unbroken ornaments 
like an accountant

				Budget money to spend on holiday party supplies 
and food like a party planner

				Comparison-shop for the best prices to purchase 
gifts like a business owner

				Track how many presents were purchased for 
friends and family like a bookkeeper

				Measure and calculate how many rolls of gift wrap 
are needed like a mathematician

				Measure snowfall and temperatures compared to 
previous years like a meteorologist

				Measure various ingredients for holiday baking 
like a baker

 Seasonal jobs outside of the home:

				Treasurer at school for a holiday charity drive

A REWARDING EXPERIENCE AWAITS!

Analyzing and identifying your child’s talents will help 
him or her capitalize on potentials for a future career.  
As a result, your child will have a better idea of what 
brings true fulfillment, so that a ‘job’ is not a ‘chore.’

7.

Karen Kabaki-Sisto, M.S., CCC-SLP, has been a Com-
munication Expert for over 20 years. She’s dedicated 
her life to helping people with autism and special 
needs find new ways in which to learn and communi-
cate like never before. She has helped kids and fami-
lies worldwide with her highly effective I CAN! For Au-
tism Method™—perfected for over 10 years and now 
incorporated within the iPad app I Can Have Conver-
sations With You!™. Her mission is to help kids with 
special needs build self-confidence using new social 
and language skills...with FUN! Join the conversation 
at www.iCanForAutism.com.

http://www.iCanForAutism.com
http://www.AutismRadio.org
http://www.AutismRadio.org


I
t was estimated in 2012 by the U.S. Department 
of Justice that 30% of prisoners have a form of a 
cognitive disability.  Autism was included with-
in the list of cognitive disabilities; however, there 
were no data that specifically indicated how 
many people within the autism spectrum are in 
the prison system.  It has been proven that people 

with autism are known to give false confessions and 

that law enforcement agencies should be trained in 
how to question a person with autism spectrum dis-
order.  

When my son was 22 years old, he was questioned 
by our local police department and coerced into a 
false confession.  He was told if he didn’t confess, 
they could charge his mom with the crime.  They also 

FALSE CONFESSIONS  
of People with Autism 

By Roberta RUTH HILL
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tried to befriend him by asking questions about his 
website, telling him that they had visited it.  These 
are tactics that can confuse a person with autism.  

Unfortunately, many law enforcement agencies are 
unaware of the issues that can occur with question-
ing people with autism.  

In my son’s case, when the police arrived at our home 
with a search warrant, I told the officers that my son 
had autism.  Despite my having told them, the day 
after the police raid on our home, two police officers 
questioned him alone.  They spoke to me about his 
autism before questioning him, and they asked me 
how much he understood.  I told them that he would 
have to be evaluated by an expert, because I did not 
know the answer to that question.  Despite my an-
swer, he was interrogated without an autism advo-
cate or lawyer.

Dennis Debbaudt is a professional investigator and 
law enforcement trainer who has a son with autism. 
As a result of the way people on the spectrum are 
often treated, he trains law enforcement on how to 
question people who have an autism spectrum disor-
der and how they are prone to give false confessions.  
Upon reading Debbaudt’s piece called Interview and 
Interrogation of People with Autism (Including Asperg-
er’s Syndrome), I have come to the conclusion that 
people with autism are easy targets for getting false 
confessions.  His paper can be found in a PDF for-
mat online at this link: https://www.westmidspolfed.
com/media/downloads/interview-and-interroga-
tion-of-people-with-autism.pdf

According to the paper, people with autism can give 
misleading indications of guilt because of a sophisti-
cated form of echolalia, trickery and deceit, and be-
lieving that the police officers are authority figures. 
This creates a justice system where all autistic indi-
viduals are at a disadvantage due to the special tech-
niques that police officers and other law enforce-
ment personnel apply in questioning them.  

Furthermore, we were told by my son’s lawyer at 
the time that he would not bring up autism during 
his trial because autism can’t be used as a defense, 
nor could his family testify on his behalf.  His lawyer 
would not use it to explain his false confession either.  
The justice system does not allow an individual with 
autism to use a diagnosis as a defense, which also 

means that autism is not a viable reason for a false 
confession.  It’s a catch-22 situation!       

The judicial system seems to be set up in such a way 
that people with autism are overlooked by a blind 
spot that erodes their ability to receive the same jus-
tice that people without disabilities receive.  How can 
the justice system still continue to ignore the plights 
of people with autism within the current legal sys-
tem?  Is it justice for all or justice for some?  

I find it disturbing that many law enforcement agen-
cies have not been trained in how to deal with peo-
ple with autism or how to question them.  It’s even 
more shocking when we realize that autism currently 
affects 1 in 68 people.  Why hasn’t the justice system 
started to train all law enforcement agencies?  How 
many false confessions have people with autism 
made?

There are many actions that can be done to prevent 
adults and children with autism from being in dan-
ger of giving a false confession when they are being 
questioned by the police:

				There are autism response cards that can be pur-
chased or printed from your computer that ex-
plain about autism and that people with autism 
are at risk of making a false confession. These cards 
can be given to a police officer, fire fighter, or EMT 
technician in the event of an emergency.

				People with autism should not answer the ques-
tions until they are able to get a lawyer.  I wish 
that I had had this information back when this 
happened to my son, because none of this would 
have ever happened to him if I had been prepared 
with what to do in the face of a legal situation.  I 
was ignorant at the time that this happened to my 
son, so it is very important to educate parents with 
children with autism spectrum disorder to prevent 
this from happening to others in the future.  

There are also other changes that can be made within 
our legal system to assist people with autism during 
their questioning by the police, either as a suspect or 
as a witness.  I read a paper called Police Interviewing 
of Witnesses and Defendants with Autism: What is Best 
Practice? and learned that the United Kingdom has 
registered Intermediaries, which are communication 
specialists that are able to assist in the interviewing 
process of individuals with autism.  These Interme-
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diaries can be psychologists, speech and language 
therapists, social workers, teachers, or nurses who 
have completed training organized by the UK’s Min-
istry of Justice.  Their role is in helping to assist with 
the communication difficulties of someone with 
autism being questioned; their role is impartial, so 
therefore, they are not working for the prosecution 
or the defense.  It would be helpful if we had a similar 
program implemented here in the United States, as 
well as in other countries all around the world.  This 
person would be able to act as an autism advocate 
within the legal system.  In the United States, we 
have autism advocates that assist with Individualized 
Education Program (IEP) meetings within the school 
system, but what we need are autism advocates that 
can be available to help with legal matters also.  This 
system would undoubtedly reduce, if not eliminate 
altogether, the number of incidents of people with 
autism giving false confessions.

For now, my son continues to deal with an unjust and 
biased judicial system that makes it almost impos-
sible for him to get his conviction overturned.  The 
legal system is broken, but it can be fixed—all that 
is needed is for someone to present the complexi-
ties of cases with autism and false confessions to 
people in the justice system.  It may take years to set 
up a fair system for those who have disabilities like 
autism, but it is my hope that guidelines will even-
tually be put into place to help protect and prevent 
people with autism from ever giving a false confes-
sion.  I hope that this change will happen in the next 
few years to accommodate the increasing number of 
children with autism or an autism spectrum disorder.  
If these changes do not take place soon, then we are 
going to see more people with autism in prison or 
jail for crimes that they did not commit.  That would 
be a tragedy!

Roberta Hill is a writer, poet, and researcher. She 
has written various research books and a biography 
about what it was like to raise her son with autism 
as a single parent. Roberta Ruth Hill was born in Or-
lando, Florida. She graduated from high school in 
1985 and has had two years of college. She became 
a CNA (Certified Nursing Assistant) in 1995. 

https://www.amazon.com/Roberta-Ruth-Hill/e/
B00BY8CF4G     
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Author: Paula Powers
Go on an aumazing adventure with Amy, 
kindergartener and math extraordinaire.  
She is gifted, talented and also has autism.   
Her autism gives her super powers of an 
incredible memory, but she doesn’t like to 
brag.  Along her journey, you’ll meet her 
mom, dad, brother and besties.  She’ll bring 
you along on the ride of her life through the 
eyes of a child with autism.  
This children’s picture book is designed for young readers who either 
knows someone with autism, such as a sibling, friend or classmate, or 
is on the spectrum themselves and is curious to know more about au-
tism in a fun, easy to understand format with delightful illustrations.
The author has a great understanding of autism being she, herself has 
a six year old son on the spectrum.  Her experience as an autism mom 
and advocate for her son was her inspiration for writing this book.  
She wanted to highlight the strengths a child with autism has rather 
than just focusing on their challenges. 

For more information:
amyisaumazing@gmail.com    On Twitter @amyisaumazing

Amazon     Barnes & Noble

Amy Is Aumazing 
HOW IT FEELS TO HAVE AUTISM

Paula Powers is a single, full-time working mom to Evan, a 6 
year old fun-loving, charming little boy who also happens to 
have autism.  By day Paula is a computer guru in IT and by 
night she is a mom, chauffer, teacher, chef and negotiator.

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

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

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

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

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

3
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T
he holiday season is here, and amid all the 
fun and excitement can be some challeng-
es for families with children on the autism 
spectrum.  Having some strategies in place 
can go a long way toward making the holi-
days merry for the whole family. The follow-
ing tips are sure to help:

Challenge 1: Family Everywhere!

During the holidays, getting together with extend-
ed family can be a lot of fun, but it can be stressful 
for kids to have to engage with so many unfamiliar 
people.

3HOLIDAY CHALLENGES
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...and How to Help Prevent Them
By Gabi MORGAN, MS, L-ABA
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				Show your child pictures of the people he/she is 
going to see, and go over the names.  You can also 
show pictures of houses he/she is going to visit.

				Put the pictures into a book or ‘FaceTime’ over the 
phone with relatives before they arrive at your 
house or you go to theirs.

				Depending on the skill level of your child, it may be 
helpful to practice a greeting that is appropriate, 
like a high-five or handshake.  Generally, I don’t tell 
kids to hug or kiss someone they don’t know!

Challenge 2: Food Craziness!

A fun, but sometimes unfortunate, facet of the holi-
days is all the junk food that becomes available, like 
candy, chocolate, and cookies.  Limiting a child’s ac-
cess to the dizzying array of unhealthy options can 
be difficult for all parents, but families with kids with 
autism spectrum disorder (ASD) may face some par-
ticular challenges when their kids have dietary re-
strictions or engage in tantrum behaviors when de-
nied preferred foods.

				Let your child know how many of something is al-
lowed before he/she starts. If the child is allowed 
two cookies, make sure that you say it and he/she 
repeats it.  Use a visual if needed.  You don’t need 
fancy pictures for this—draw it out on a piece of 
paper.

				After the amount you allowed is done, redirect 
your child to another activity.   Help him/her find 
something to do.   Frequently, when people are 
standing around eating and talking, children will 
snack because everyone else is!

				Make sure your child has eaten a healthy snack or 
meal before you take him/her to places with lots 
of appetizers and candy available.   It’s helpful to 
keep these as close to the usual schedule as pos-
sible.

Challenge 3: Travelling Fears!

Going on a plane trip or a long car ride to see family 
can be hard for kiddos who have a hard time sitting 
still or who have never been on a plane before.  Here 
are a few strategies to try before you set foot in the 
airport.

				Write a social story about the trip or download one 
from the Internet and edit it to be more specific 
to your child.  Keep it simple, but include the ba-
sic situations that will probably happen and what 
the child should do.  You can use any combination 
of words and pictures that is most appropriate for 
your child’s skill level.

				Prepare a small bag of activities for your child to 
use during the trip.   However, keep most snacks 
and activities with you so you can give them to 
the child over the course of the whole trip so as to 
avoid your child getting satiated on toys, games, 
or snacks.

PARENTING ADVICE

A Child’s Potential, Inc. is a non-profit 501 (c)(3) tax 
exempt organization committed to teaching fam-
ilies living with autism strategies to improve their 
children’s social, play, and communication skills so 
they can participate more fully in family and com-
munity life.  Please feel free to contact Gabi Morgan 
with any specific questions and for additional strat-
egies: www.achilds-potential.com  

 A Child’s Potential, Inc. on Facebook and Twitter
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 Let your child show you
               the way in . . .
      So you can show them 
                         the way out.   

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

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

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

–Peter Carroll 
TV Producer, 
Brighton, England

HOME OF THE SON-RISE PROGRAM® SINCE 1983 

2080 S. Undermountain Road
Sheffield, MA 01257 USA

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

HOME OF THE SON-RISE PROGRAM® 1974

ATCA spectrum ad.indd   1 6/13/16   10:41 AM

http://www.autismtreatment.com
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H
ere I am, 33 weeks pregnant in the middle 
of June, at a gender-reveal party, trying to 
keep my two-year-old son from crawling 
out the doggy door.  He throws himself 
to the ground, screaming so hard his face 
turns red. He is literally losing his mind.  Just 
another typical Tuesday evening for us.

Several elderly women stare at me in horrified dis-
belief. Why can’t she get her kid under control? 

I slowly and calmly got down on the floor with him 
and, to their utter disapproval, cradled him against 
my bulging belly and rocked him slowly, repeating 
the words, “Breathe with me, you can handle this.” 

They expected me to punish him, to get him un-
der control.  Look at her sitting there coddling him. 
He needs to taught that temper tantrums do not get 
you what you want. 

Once he calmed, he looked up and signed, “Eli want 
Mickey Mouse.” I handed him his iPad, and he scut-
tled off to a corner to watch his show. More impor-
tantly, he retreated into his own world. 

To the people at the party, he was a toddler in 
full-blown tantrum mode because he couldn’t do 
what he wanted to do. They leaned into one an-
other, and I could almost feel the weight of their 
judgment. I was a bad mom. 

What they didn’t know was Eli has autism. While we 
didn’t have official diagnosis yet—that would come 
later that month—we were almost positive.  He 
wasn’t throwing a fit because he didn’t get what he 
wanted; he was over-stimulated. 

They saw a child trying to climb out the doggy 
door to get to the pool.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

A Loving Mother Asks:  
WILL THEY SEE HIM? 

By Casey DIXON
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PERSONAL NARRATIVE

I knew he was trying to escape a situation that terri-
fied him to his core. 

They saw a spoiled child too dependent on tech-
nology. 

I knew the show gave him the opportunity to im-
merse himself into a world that was predictable, pat-
tern-based, and non-threatening. 

What they didn’t see was his intelligence. They 
couldn’t see that a mere two years of age he knew 
all his letters and the sounds they made.  They 
couldn’t see that while he wasn’t able to speak he 
could sign over a hundred words. They couldn’t 
see that he could distinguish between a flute and 
clarinet when he listened to classical music, which 
he did often.  All they could see was an out-of-
control toddler and an over-indulgent mom. 

Thankfully now, two years later, with the help of an 
amazing team of teachers, therapists, family, and 
friends, Eli has learned tools to help him deal with 
these situations.  I still wonder if people will see him 

Casey Dixon lives in the 
suburbs of Houston, Tex-
as and teaches 4th grade. 
Her husband, Ryan, is a 
Houston Fire Fighter. Ca-
sey is also the mother to 
two rambunctious boys, 
Eli, age four, and Park-
er, age two.  Eli was di-

agnosed with autism at age two and has been in 
Adaptive Behavior Analysis therapy ever since. He 
is making phenomenal progress and continues to 
amaze his family every day with his intelligence, 
kind heart, and giving spirit. 

or just his autism.  He still has tantrums from time to 
time.  He still gets overwhelmed and has to retreat 
to his iPad and a world of predictability—known 
as Mickey Mouse Clubhouse—but he’s learning to 
cope.  Now more and more people see what I see…

Eli. 

http://focusforhealth.org


T
hey said to persevere. I began to perseverate. 
They discouraged me.

Be joyful, they said. I flapped my hands with 
joyful feeling. Not like that, they said.

They used a lot of words, whereas I had not 
many. They said I needed to speak like them, and 
when I did, they said it was with the wrong words.

You need more friends, they said, as they forced me 
into the circle of bullies they called my ‘friends.’

You need to be independent, they said.  So I tried. 
No, not like that. No, you cannot possibly do that.

Share your interests, they said. So I did. We do not find 
that very interesting, they said. Stop repeating yourself!

You are in your own world, they said.  And with that 
final statement it occurred to me—their world is 
not kind. Why is it better? Why must I be as them? 
 
So whereas they refused to embrace or understand 
my world, I was forced to assimilate into theirs, each 
day giving up a part of my very being.

It was then I decided to be empowered, to embrace that 
which they refused to embrace, to be as I was, am, and 
will continue on to be.  And I sought to share a piece of 
my world with those who might dare understand.

The word autism was derived from the Greek word au-
tos, or self. It literally means ‘selfism,’ originally thought 
to be a departure from reality and connected to schizo-
phrenia. We must see that selfism does not imply self-
ishness, and that a departure from norms is not nec-
essarily a departure from reality. Those in the autism 
spectrum create a world that buffers them from their 
extreme sensitivities. They think and feel deeply. They 
struggle to ‘fit’ into the mainstream. Maybe that is the 

evolution of the puzzle piece for some who would force 
them to ‘fit.’ Selfism entails isolation, an alienation from 
peers, but we must realize we live in alienated world 
where interactions are often superficial.

Those in the spectrum are able to break through to a 
radical authenticity when they do forge connections.  
The strategies adopted by those in the spectrum are 
those that seek to preserve the self from threats real 
and imagined. The communication of those in the 
spectrum may appear to be one-sided or focused 
on their own interests without reciprocation, but a 
co-presence and joining-in approach can create a 
bridge between cultures.

Finding Ways to Forge  
MEANINGFUL CONNECTIONS  

with Autism
By Dr. Dan L. EDMUNDS, Ed.D., B.C.S.A, DAPA

Dr. Dan L. Edmunds is a psychological associate 
and psychotherapist in Northeastern Pennsylvania.  
He received Diplomate status from the American 
Psychotherapy Association. Dr. Edmunds has been 
a frequent speaker on various radio programs and 
at professional conferences. He is the author of Be-
ing Autistic: An Approach Towards Understanding 
and Acceptance and Meeting of Two Persons.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
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U
ntil recently, that was about the sum of my 
knowledge of this brilliant man, but as I 
watched The Imitation Game, the film that 
tells Turing’s story, I learned something more, 
something very unexpected.

As I saw Turing’s character unfold—a socially awkward 
man; an arrogant, obsessive genius; a ‘loner’ with 
few friends and even less of a sense of humor; an 
‘oddball’—something else became self-evident.

Within minutes of the film, I was reaching for my 
mobile, a device whose artificial intelligence Turing 
himself pioneered, and was searching ‘Did Alan 
Turing have autism?’ Unsurprisingly, the same 
question appeared many times in the search results, 
and with each one the answer was the same: yes.

Of course, Turing lived at a time when autism barely 
existed as a phenomenon in its own right and was 
unknown to most of the medical profession, let alone 
to the rest of the world.  At the outbreak of World 
War II, Hans Asperger and Leo Kanner, who studied 
and described the condition, were still in the throes 
of carrying out and documenting their research.  It 
would have been impossible then for Turing to have 
had a formal diagnosis.  Yet, today’s expert in the 

field who have studied his life all reach the same 
conclusion: Alan Turing had Asperger’s syndrome. 
He had autism.

You cannot, of course, simply hurl a retrospective 
diagnosis at someone without good grounds or 
careful research.  In their 2003 paper, Henry O’Connel 
and Michael Fitzgerald used the ‘Gildberg’ criteria for 
Asperger’s syndrome—a set of six symptoms that 
must all be present for a diagnosis to be confirmed—
while studying Turing’s biography in order to search 

AUTISM: THE ENIGMA  
That Amazingly Saved 14 Million Lives

By Jane CARVER

Alan Turing: The man who cracked the 
‘unbreakable’ German Enigma Code 
in World War II. A gay man convicted 
of homosexuality in the dark days 
when it was a crime, but posthumously 
pardoned by Her Majesty the Queen in 
2013.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
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for factors that would either confirm or deny any 
such diagnosis. Turing, they concluded, met all six 
criteria:

 Severe impairment in reciprocal social 
interaction

 All-absorbing narrow interest

 Imposition of routines and interests  
(on self or others)

 Nonverbal communication problems

 Speech and language problems

 Motor clumsiness 

As I read this and the film played on, I had an 
unexpected and overwhelming feeling of sadness.  
Why was it that I had never heard anyone speak of 
Turing’s probable autism? Why did the film, which 
clearly portrayed him as having the symptoms 
of autism, make no mention of it, even in the text 
summary at the film’s conclusion?

Why should this make me feel sad? Because autism 
was a vital aspect of his personality, something to 
be proud of, something to celebrate, something 
to shout about, not something to be confined to 
history’s ‘bottom drawer.’

And speaking of history—at the very time that 
Turing was endeavoring to crack the German Enigma 
Code, people in Europe with his very condition 
were amongst the millions being persecuted and 
murdered by the same regime Turing’s genius 
ultimately helped to bring down.

In this respect, Turing could count himself fortunate 
to have been born on this side of the English Channel. 
He can also count himself lucky that autism was not 
then recognized as a condition. If it had been, perhaps 
the ‘powers that be’ would have tried to ‘cure’ him of 
that, just as they tried to ‘cure’ his homosexuality, a 
treatment that had devastating consequences.

Following a year of government authorized ‘treat-
ment,’ Alan Turing committed suicide at the age of 
41. Whether it was the former that led to his suicide 
or whether it was his autism we will never know, but 
today, it is recognized that one third of people diag-

nosed with autism also have mental health issues. 
My own daughter was prescribed anti-depressants 
at the age of 12 after finally having been officially di-
agnosed with the condition.

For better or worse, autism made Alan Turing the man 
he was: a scientific genius, the pioneer of artificial 
intelligence, the father of computing, just as it makes 
my daughter the complex, challenging, difficult, 
frustrating, quirky, funny, wonderful woman she is.

His was an astonishing mind, a mind that cracked 
the Enigma Code and thereby shortened the war 
by approximately two years, saving an estimated 14 
million lives.  His was an autistic mind.

Why this aspect of such a brilliant man’s life is not 
acknowledged even today remains an enigma...

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Jane Carver is a mum of three liv-
ing and working in Derbyshire, En-
gland. Her daughter Megan, aged 
19, has severe autism. Having giv-
en up a successful career in train-
ing and development to care for 
Megan, she went on to raise over 
£1million to build a specialist thera-

py pool at her daughter’s school in Chesterfield. 

Jane is also a long-term campaigner for Chang-
ing Places facilities. Most recently, she co-founded 
a registered charity, Accessible Derbyshire, along 
with Gillian Scotford, herself a mum to three boys, 
two of whom are disabled. The pair established 
The Accessible Training Company, which provides 
training in all aspects of accessibility awareness to 
organizations from across the U.K.  

Accessible Derbyshire: http://www.accessibleder-
byshire.org/  
Email: info@accessiblederbyshire.org 
The Accessible Training Company; 
Email: theaccessibletrainingcompany@gmail.
com

The copyright acknowledgements for the historical 
photographs are as follows: 
Alan Turing: kpfa.org 
Enigma machine: ilord.com 
Bletchley Park sign: historybunker.com 
Bletchley building: ibtimes.co.uk
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I
’ll be honest—I don’t remember much of my inter-
actions with my kids that evening— just a tired, 
“Goodnight, I love you,” as I trudged downstairs, 
getting my own stuff ready for the next day before 

I allowed myself to collapse.

Guilt. It’s one of those pervasive emotions that can 
stick with you, isn’t it?

Guilt when you work. Guilt when you don’t.

There’s No Room for Guilt... 
Only Acceptance 

By Lauren BRUKNER, MS, OTR/L

I felt like I was on autopilot, just going through the motions as I rushed through after-
camp business after a long day at work.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
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Guilt when you put 110% at your job, and then come 
home drained to your kids.  Guilt when the opposite 
happens, because you can’t put that much of your-
self everywhere.

Guilt that you spend too little quality time with your 
family.

Guilt that you are spending too much time with your 
family, and not enough time with friends.

Guilt that you want alone time.

Guilt when your favorite part of the evening with 
your kids is bedtime, because you’ve just had an ex-
hausting day.

Guilt that you can’t be everything to everyone.

Guilt, guilt, guilt.

The list can go on and on…

I focused this list on parenting, but guilt is a universal 
emotion. If we let it, it can eat away at the very es-
sence of who we are.  And it’s not fair—not to us, not 
to our kids, not to our families, not to our loved ones.

Yet, it’s so easy to say that. There is so much pressure 
to be perfect in every aspect of our lives, everywhere 
we turn. It’s perpetuated by social media, by experts 
in different fields, and sometimes, by the very peo-
ple in our lives (unknowingly or otherwise).

I believe that it’s important to filter what we hear and 
see and ‘take it with a grain of salt,’ as my grandfather 
would say to me as a kid.

You are the expert on yourself and on your child—
nobody can tell you the best way to live your life or 
raise your children. People can and often do offer ad-
vice, tips, strategies—but it usually winds up being 
a mix of different ideas that works best. I know that 
I’ve said that when offering up my own advice, and I 
hope that by reiterating it here, it sinks in.

At the end of the day, remember nobody is perfect.  
We are born as works in progress.  Our contributions 
to the world, the impact we have on the lives of oth-
ers, and the very essence of who we are is depen-
dent on the unique footprint of our differences that 
are based on our imperfections.

There is no room for guilt. Only acceptance.

ARE YOU INTERESTED IN ABA THERAPY 
FOR YOUR CHILD?  

Parents 1st offers a two day intensive training 
for parents of children with Autism focusing on 
the principles of Applied Behavior Analysis. This 
class is for parents who want to be involved and 
educated and active in their child’s learning and 
development.  Classes offered monthly.  Sign up 
now to jumpstart your ABA journey!  

Email- info@parents1st.com and visit  
www.Parents1st.com for more information. 

You are the expert on yourself and on your child—nobody can 
tell you the best way to live your life or raise your children. 

People can and often do offer advice, tips, strategies—but it 
usually winds up being a mix of different ideas that works best. 

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Lauren Brukner is a Pediatric Occupational Thera-
pist,  Certified Screener for Irlen Syndrome/Scoptic 
Sensitivity, and an  Integrated Listening Systems 
Practitioner.  She is the author of The Awesome 
and In Control Series (Jessica Kingsley Publishers). 
Blog: www.awesomeandincontrol.com
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H
owever true this may be, the people at 4th 
Wall understand that when a person is on the 
autism spectrum, those challenges often crea-
te barriers to social involvement, sense of self 
worth, and the quality of life experience.

The benefits of theatre involvement for the autism 
community are apparent to the instructors of 4th 
Wall Theatre Co., where their slogan is “Theatre for 
ALL Abilities!”  In fact, the benefits become real for 
parents, caregivers, and audiences as they watch the 
progress made by their loved ones against the “odds” 

Fantastic Benefits of Theatre 
Therapy for People with Autism: 

The Accessible 4th Wall
By Robin BENNETT

The terms “special needs” and “challenges” are often synonymous with one another.  
In fact, challenges are a part of life, whether experienced neurotypically or with 
special needs. 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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that autism has seemingly set for them.  Here are th-
ree top ways theatre levels the playing field for every 
child:

  Theatre for the Win:  
The Benefit to Social Skills

 “For those with special needs, increasing one’s comfort 
level is where theatre therapy provides opportunities 
to stretch and grow; not only in speaking within larger 
groups, but expanding life enhancing skill sets as well.”

— Katie Mann, 4th Wall Theatre Co. Co-founder 

Throughout theatre history, the stage has been a pla-
ce for people to communicate in different ways: from 
monologues and singing, to interpretive movement 
and rhythmic dance. The arts have set the scene for 
people to learn about the world and themselves. The 
three parts of musical theatre—acting, singing, and 
dancing—can be a very important tool in the conti-
nued development of a person who experiences the 
world through the lens of autism. 

There are many social skills that theatre continually 
develops, from the first acting game to the final per-
formance: learning how to make and keep eye con-
tact, taking turns in speech (dialogue), and making 
friends, etc.

Eye Contact

Eye contact is a natural result, albeit gradual for many 
with autism, of sharing a scene with another person 
and communicating a shared experience. This skill is 
also encouraged by learning the stage’s rules of pla-
cement next to others, as well as the acknowledge-
ment of the difference between those on stage and 
those watching from the audience. 

Dialogue

Among the many wonderful benefits of theatre (and 
I’m only slightly biased) is that it serves as fun “prac-
tice” for much of what can challenge those on the 
spectrum, including holding a conversation with 
another person. Through enjoyable, nonthreatening 
games and structured exercises with the words pro-
vided, conversation is encouraged as a goal set by 
theatre. 

Making Friends

Theatre as an art form is just generally a fertile ground 
for friendship.  The act of joining others in being bra-
ve and respectful of others onstage naturally leads 
to sharing a kinship with them that is hard to shake 
off for all who try it.

1.
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  Theatre for the Win:  
Benefit of Empowerment 

“Learned helplessness is the opposite of empowerment. 
Here a child has learned to ask/require help for most ta-
sks. This is often accidentally taught by those who are 
well-meaning, but can be avoided by allowing youth to 
take prideful ownership of their independent actions.”

— Katie Mann, M.Ed, Special Education 

Finding the motivation to take on life and experien-
ce what it has to offer presents a constant struggle 
for many on the autism spectrum. For loved ones, 
each therapy or activity brings another hope that 
the outcome will be meaningful and attainable for 
the child/client. Theatre, especially when adapted 
for those with autism, offers:

1) the structure of a supportive environment,

2)  instructional strategies that support positive 
outcomes, and

3)  self-affirming “rewards” for individual effort (ac-
cepted and applauded for uniqueness: not re-
quired to meet a “standard”). 

Theatre involvement battles the confines of learned 
helplessness by focusing on creating positive outco-
mes from social and physical interaction (applause is 
a huge motivator). Through the process of singing, 
dancing, and acting along with others, each par-
ticipant is allowed to take ownership of his/her ac-
tions. Those actions come to ultimate fruition when 
the parts of the theatre, and all those participating 
onstage, come together for what they have been 
working towards: the performance! The connection 
between the actors’ own independent actions and 
the resulting positive outcome is powerful.

  Theatre for the Win:  
Benefits to Quality of Life

 “This is what 4th Wall was founded upon: the idea that 
the magic of the theatre is something that should be 
shared with everyone, regardless of their different abi-
lities…The true transformative magic of the theatre 
lies in self-discovery, in finding oneself and becoming 
comfortable in sharing with others what you’ve found.”

—Annie Klark, 4th Wall Theatre Co. Co-Founder

Amidst the flurry of therapies, doctor visits, and edu-
cation concerns, the focus on enjoying life can get 
lost.  While there are many aspects that contribute 
to quality-of-life, an undeniable truth of living your 
best life is to experience that which brings you joy. 
Theatre allows individuals to learn about themsel-
ves. For children with autism, discovering how to be 
true to who they are and what makes them unique 
can lead to smiles that do not easily fade!

We have three “rules of the theatre” at 4th Wall:

1. Be Safe!

Be careful of how your actions could hurt you 
or those around you. Helping someone to un-
derstand that he/she has ownership of their 
actions and that those actions can affect the 
well-being of several people is impactful for 
those on the autism spectrum.

2. Be Brave!

Be willing to try new things, even if you are 
nervous.  Theatre therapy instructors are skil-
led in providing support and encouragement 
to “be brave” for students who think they won’t 
be able to do an activity. When it comes down 
to it, however, it is watching the other students 
try it and have a good time while doing it that 
most often encourages this “rule.”

3. Always Be Respectful!

Be mindful that your words and actions can be 
harmful to the way others feel about themsel-
ves.  Just as with “be safe,” allowing individuals 
to take ownership of what they do or say, and 
how it may affect others, provides an opportu-
nity for growth.  In the theatre, this “rule” often 
leads to friendship and increased enjoyment 
of the activity.

Each “rule” describes another way to have fun and to 
try new things in the structure of a “safe space.”  In 
fact, the benefits of theater involvement for those on 
the autism spectrum are all ultimately about this: fun 
(with some amazing cherries on top)!

2.

3.
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Robin Bennett is the author of Bro-
ken Bird, blogger, and instructor for 
4th Wall Theatre.  She is also a proud 
wheelchair user and legal advocate 
for those with disabilities, often seen 
in Lansing’s capitol building driving 
her cause.

In theatre, “the 4th wall” refers to the invisible “wall” 
separating the actors onstage and the audience 
watching the action. 4th Wall Theatre Company, 
founded by Katie Mann and Annie Klark and he-
adquartered in Livonia, MI, derives its name from 
our mission to use theatre as a form of therapy to 
help improve communication, socialization, and 
behavioral skills. 4th Wall aims to break down the 
barriers to theatre arts for children and young adults 
with special needs.

Let’s look at a true 4th Wall story from one of our 
workshops:

Brian’s mother had signed him up for a workshop 
hoping that he would enjoy it, but when she drop-
ped him off, Brian refused to enter the room. Af-
ter an instructor came out and spoke with him, 
a deal was made. Brian would join and watch 
(from a chair in the corner, he was adamant), and 
as the class progressed, the instructor would see 
if he wanted to join in—but if he didn’t want to, 
that was his choice and it was OK.  So Brian took a 
seat in the corner and didn’t say a word or make a 
move that first class, but when he returned the fol-
lowing week, he moved his chair closer to the cir-
cle of his fellow students. When the group began 
a game of “Pass the Hat,” he accepted the police 
hat from another student who had just shouted 
the line “Don’t move!” Putting it on, Brian whispe-
red, “freeze.”  He continued to make progress, as 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

he found more enjoyment from activities where 
he was encouraged to do it his way. His smile grew 
week by week, and his laughter got louder eve-
ry time a new friend joined in. When his mother 
dropped him off before the final performance, she 
shared, “He has been shouting his lines rehearsing 
with me all week getting ready to perform with his 
friends today! He is so excited.”

People of all abilities—adults, youth, kids—are of-
ten stopped from trying new things by their hang-
ups, fears, or things they can’t control. For those 
on the autism spectrum, theatre presents a welco-
ming stage where what is unique about us is ap-
plauded and independent choice is encouraged. 
With the added benefits of improving social skills, 
self-worth, and quality-of-life, theatre therapy of-
fers a safe space to have experiences that “challen-
ges” or “special needs” have no say in!
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“H
elping kids learn to self-regulate is my 
passion both as a mom and an OT.”  
The author has channeled this pas-
sion and heart into her writing,  and 
the result has been an award-winning 
Awesome and In Control Book Series. 

Brukner’s latest book, Stay Cool and In Control with 
the Keep-Calm Guru: Wise Ways for Children to Regu-
late their Emotions and Senses (September 2016), is 
aimed at readers approximately 7-14 years. 

Brukner’s books are all about child independence 
and empowerment. That was the goal behind writ-
ing each book. This book, in particular, is aimed at 
fostering the mind-body connection; with step-by-
step instructions for readers to understand how to 
take control over seemingly overpowering feel-
ings, and utilize a self-regulatory exercise/tool/large 
movement exercise independently. 

WHAT'S NEW ON THE BOOKSHELF?

New Book Empowers Kids with Best Ways 
to Calm and Stay in Control

Stay Cool and In Control 
with the  

Keep-Calm Guru: 
Wise Ways for Children 

to Regulate their  
Emotions and Senses

Readers are guided, at first, by the narrator “Keep-
Calm Guru,” who explains the science behind why 
our bodies can feel such overwhelming emotions, 
that we aren’t alone (or to blame, as so many chil-
dren  often feel). The book then switches to a manual 
format, with simple keys representing physical and 
emotional states of regulation attached to each rep-
resented small movement exercise: “Anywhere Body 
Break,” “Tool,” and “Big Movement/Yoga.” 

The format of this book allows for a menu of options 
for children to have choice over what strategy would 
assist them most in order to feel “Just Right,” in a va-
riety of situations. 

Downloadable and photocopiable tools in the ap-
pendix with visuals of these strategies make transfer 
not only possible, but simple.  Ample simple-to-im-
plement strategies and suggestions for educators 
and caregivers are in the appendix, as well. 

By Lauren BRUKNER, MS, OTR/L
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“Lots of practical, easy-to-use methods to help kids 
calm down.” (Temple Grandin, Author, Thinking in 
Pictures, The Autistic Brain)

“A fantastic resource to help children learn strategies 
to regulate emotions and senses.  Self-regulation is a 
key to success for all students, from social situations 
to learning students need to use different strategies to 
regulate their emotions. This ready-to-use book full of 
timesavers and proformas is a must for all schools and 
families.” (Sue Larkey, Teacher)

“There is something for everyone in this toolbox of tan-
gible strategies for staying calm and in control. The 
book cleverly and clearly explores what we feel, why we 
feel like that and how we can address those feelings. 
Well explained ideas for readers and clear guidance for 
supporting adults makes for a book that many will find 
indispensable.” (Pooky Knightsmith, Child and Ado-
lescent Mental Health Specialist)

“Sometimes when I’m angry I hurt people and it makes 
me sad afterwards. Mum taught me some of these ideas 
to help me be more controlled and they really work. I’m 
going to teach them to my friends too so we can all be 
calm and kind.” (Lyra, age 6)

“This book speaks the gentle, smart language that em-
powers kids to recognize their feelings and learn prac-
tical approaches to feel and function better. It’s filled 
with powerful techniques-from deep breathing exer-
cises to sensory modulation tools, from journaling to 
positive self-talk and yoga poses-that can make a big 
difference each and every day for stressed-out kids and 
teens.” (Lindsey Biel, M.A., OTR/L, Occupational Ther-
apist, Author, Sensory Processing Challenges: Effective 
Clinical Work with Kids & Teens, Co-author, Raising a 
Sensory Smart Child)

“Emotional and sensory regulation can present as an 
insurmountable obstacle when difficulties arise and 
effects behaviors and everyday tasks. Brukner not only 
tackles these issues head on, but does it from a perspec-
tive of an expert occupational therapist and Mother. 
This allows for sensible practicality teamed with proven 
evidence based research that truly garners results.” (Dr. 
Frederick B. Covington, OTD, www.ontimepediatrics.
com)

To purchase on Amazon: https://www.ama-
zon.com/Stay-Cool-Control-Keep-Calm-Guru/
dp/1785927140/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UT-
F8&qid=1476095239&sr=1-1

WHAT'S NEW ON THE BOOKSHELF?

Lauren Brukner is a Senior Occupational Therapist and published author who lives in New Jersey with her hus-
band and three children, ages 8, 7, and 5. She currently works as a Senior Occupational Therapist and evalua-
tor in the NYC Department of Education. Lauren is a published author with Jessica Kingsley Publishers, and has 
appeared as a guest on The Autism Show, The Manhattan Neighborhood Network’s School-Home Connection, 
and The Matt Townsend Show. Her books have been listed as resources on websites such as Real Simple Mag-
azine, Inc. Magazine, Psych Central, Marie Claire, Everyday Health, AOL’s Health and Wellness, MSN Health, 
Mothering.com, About.com, InOurHands.com, and Friendship Circle, as well as numerous school district cur-
ricula around the world. Her second book recently won the Mom’s Choice Award-gold seal. Lauren specializes 
in sensory integration and self-regulation strategies for children and young people, and their implementation 
in home, school, and community settings. She holds advanced training and certification in Integrated Listen-
ing Systems, and is a Certified Screener for Irlen Syndrome/Scotopic Sensitivity. Lauren is the author of The Kids’ 
Guide to Staying Awesome and In Control and How to Be a Superhero Called Self-Control, both published by 
JKP. She is the author of Stay Cool and in Control with the Keep-Calm Guru, just released (also with JKP). She is 
also a contributing author to Huffington Post and Autism Parenting Magazine, and blogs at: www.awesome-
andincontrol.com.
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Our experience with autism began as 
many others’ have: tests to attempt to 
rule out other issues, followed by the 
distressing news that it was indeed au-
tism. Both of our children were diagno-

sed at a very young age.  As a result, for those not as 
observant, their behaviors were sometimes difficult 
to distinguish from neurotypical children’s.

However, as they grew older, the gap between 
our children and their peers began to widen at an 
ever-increasing rate. This was especially true of our 
daughter. While both children were on the severe 
end of the spectrum, we described our son as con-
tent in his world and our daughter as miserable in 
our world.

A Loving ASD Dad Shares:  
HOME IS WHERE THE HEART IS 

By Stephen BEDARD

What does successful autism parenting look like? A common phrase within the autism 
community is that if you have met one person with autism, you have met one person 
with autism. The same can be said about autism parents.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
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Our daughter began to be more and more destructi-
ve, both to property and to people.  Books and other 
papers would be ripped up if we turned our back for 
a moment.  She destroyed our living room on a daily 
basis, picking the paint and paper on the outside of 
the drywall from the ceiling to the floor. The hardest 
part was what she would do to our younger children. 
If I left the room and one of her siblings messed with 
how she organized her toys, I would rush back to 
screaming and sometimes injuries.

We really tried to manage her behaviors with respi-
te and other parenting strategies. The truth was that 
our daughter’s behavior was tearing apart our fa-
mily. If something was not done quickly, everything, 
including our marriage, was going to fall apart.

We made the difficult decision to have our nine-ye-
ar-old daughter move into a group home.  Although 
we knew it was for the best, it was emotionally de-
vastating.  We felt like we had failed our daughter. 
It didn’t help that we received some harsh criticism 
from other autism families. 

While our son was generally easier to manage, things 
changed dramatically when he reached puberty. He 
would hit my wife to try and make her cry as a way 
of expressing his own sadness and frustration. Being 
a big and strong boy, this was something that could 
not continue. The painful decision that we thought 
we would have to make only once was now to be 
repeated.

Although each child went into different group ho-
mes at different times, we are thankful that they are 

now together in the same group home. There are 
many times that we feel the weight of the difficult 
decisions we had to make. At the same time, there is 
no doubt that we did what was right for our family.

Our children come home for regular overnight visits, 
and it is such a pleasant time. We are able to enjoy 
our son and daughter fully, not having the daily pres-
sure of destructive behaviors. We actually find that 
even when they are having difficult times at their 
group home, they seem to save all their good beha-
vior for our visits.  Our times together are filled with 
the laughs and hugs of a family freed to express love. 
Having both of them living together has also been 
beneficial to them, and we have seen tremendous 
growth in development.

Putting a child (or children) in a group home is not 
for every family. Many families will be able to mana-
ge the behaviors and to find the respite needed to 
make it work. For others, circumstances require de-
cisions that are terribly painful. No parent can make 
a decision like this lightly. However, seeing a child 
go into a group home does not make one an un-
successful autism parent.  Success is doing the right 
thing, no matter how difficult, that will maximize the 
happiness and safety of the entire family, including 
the parents and the child. 

Stephen Bedard is a pastor in St. Catharines, Onta-
rio, Canada, where he lives with his wife Amanda 
and three of his five children. He is the author of 
How to Make your Church Autism-Friendly and he 
blogs regularly at www.stephenjbedard.com. 

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

to help each other. Our writing guidelines are simple.

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

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 CITE YOUR SOURCES AT THE 
END OF YOUR ARTICLE TO AVOID PLAGIARISM.

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

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

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

CONTRIBUTE

Autism Parenting 
Magazine
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The Science of Friendship Method encourages inclu-
sion, inspires play

T
he National Inclusion Project has created a 
model that builds inclusive friendships for 
all children, called the Science of Friendship 
Method.  The Science of Friendship Method is 
a step-by-step guide, which equips adults to 

help children of all abilities to make connections and 
build friendships.

The desire to connect with others is universal to hu-
mans, but sometimes, children with disabilities have 
a hard time making friends quickly. They are often 
left out during camp playtime or after-school activi-
ties. By not being included in these activities, every-
one misses out—both children with disabilities and 
typically-developing children. 

The Science of Friendship Method aims to change 
that by giving adults who care for children guidelines 
for encouraging connections and relationships. This 
is a proven method that has been developed and 
refined by the National Inclusion Project since 2003, 
created to improve the possibility that a friendship 
can be forged between two children.

“The Science of Friendship Method equips people to 
simplify and amplify a message they’re already pas-
sionate about, and take it to other people,” Aron Hall, 
National Inclusion Project’s Director of Programs 
said. “The Method is simple, but it’s brilliance is in its 
simplicity. There’s a lot of connection to be made be-
tween kids in just having fun, but with the Method, 
we’re showing people how to include the kids who 
might have ordinarily been left out. Now, they can 
find a role during playtime.” 

The Science of Friendship Method is easily adapt-
able, and has helped kids in a variety of situations 
make friends and feel included. This method has 
been successfully used in YMCA programs, Boys and 
Girls Clubs, parks and recreation departments, Jew-
ish Community Centers, privately-run camps, chil-
dren’s museums, and zoos in a mix of urban, subur-
ban, and rural areas across the country. 

Click here to learn more about the Science of Friend-
ship Method.

Special Needs Kids Won’t Miss 
Out with the National Inclusion 

Project

AUTISM NEWS

The National Inclusion Project was co-founded in 
2003 by Clay Aiken and Diane Bubel to bridge the 
gap that exists between young people with dis-
abilities and the world around them.  By driving 
the movement for social inclusion in after school 
programs, summer camps, and community based 
activities, children of all abilities learn, play, and 
laugh together. Over the last thirteen years, the 
Project has provided training, curriculum, and 
support to YMCAs, JCCs, Boys & Girls Clubs, 4H, 
CampFire USA, Kids Museums, Zoos, and other 
community organizations looking to become in-
clusive or enhance their inclusive programs. For 
more information on the National Inclusion Proj-
ect and to help ensure no child sits on the sidelines, 
visit their website at  www.inclusionproject.org. 
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APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS

Ways to Keep Your Child with 
AUTISM SAFE at HOLIDAY TIME
By Sarah KUPFERSCHMIDT, MA, BCBA

T
he holidays are supposed to be a time for 
family and friends—a chance to create some 
great memories.  Unfortunately, for many 
families living with a child with autism, it 
can also be a tremendous source of stress, 
because parents may need to be extra vig-
ilant to keep their child(ren) safe.  There are 

changes in routines, plenty of novel situations and 
stimulations like family get-togethers and outings, 
as well as seasonal decorations, just to name a few of 
the potential hazards.  Here are some tips for ways to 
keep your child with autism safe over the holidays:

  Evaluate the Safety of Holiday 
Decorations 

Many families celebrate their holidays by “decorat-
ing” their home.  While it can be beautiful and can 
add so much to the celebrations, it can, in some cas-
es, also put your child with autism at risk for injury.  
Because decorating can sometimes be a risky busi-
ness, it pays to be thoughtful about the potential 
safety hazards that may be present in the process.  
Consider the tips below, all while keeping in mind 
your unique child’s interests and areas of need when 
selecting your decorations:  

			Forego using delicate or luminescent decorations, 
or at least keep things that may hurt your child out 
of reach.  It is easy to forget that things that light 
up can become warm or even hot to the touch, or 
that certain decorations made of glass could shat-
ter if handled too roughly.

			Secure large items should your child knock them 
over or attempt to climb them.

			Reconsider decorating with small items that may 
become choking hazards if they are put in your 
child’s mouth.

1.

Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 55 |    71

http://www.autismparentingmagazine.com


			Take care with items that have long ribbons, strings, 
or chords that could become choking or tripping 
hazards.

 Be Sure to Supervise
Make sure that if you display items that may be a 
hazard in the environment, you can monitor your 
child with autism when he/she is near them.  Set-
ting up your environment so that you can monitor 
the more “unsafe” areas more easily might involve 
blocking access by shutting and/or locking doors 
that lead to the more unsafe decorations. Consider 
using gates. Keep in mind, this is much easier to do 
in your home than it is when you go to a relatives’ or 
friends’ home.  Ask for help in supervising your child, 
especially when in new environments.  Some fami-
lies I work with will take turns with a partner or ask 
a friend to take turns, so that whoever is responsible 
for supervision is committed to being vigilant for a 
set amount of time.

  Prepare for Family Outings and  
Get-Togethers

In many cases, going to a family get-together or out-
ing over the holidays can be much less stressful if 
there is a certain amount of preparation before you 
go.  Some children with autism may put themselves 
at risk when experiencing things that may make 
them uncomfortable.  Reducing some of the poten-
tial discomfort that your child with autism may ex-
perience in a novel environment over the holidays 
may help to keep your child safe.  Consider the tips 
below, all while keeping in mind your unique child’s 

interests and areas of need when deciding how and/
or what to prepare for a family gathering or outing:  

			If there is a chance your child will not respond well 
to the food that is present at a family gathering or 
outing, make sure you bring enough of the things 
that he/she does enjoy.

			Practice certain “rituals” before you get there (e.g., 
how to open a present and wait a turn or how to 
play a game that may be part of the family gather-
ing).

			Reach out to the host and see if there is a quiet 
space that you can take your child with autism 
should he/she need a break from all of the excite-
ment.

			Bring a few items that your child with autism is fa-
miliar with and comfortable interacting with (e.g., 
tablet, favorite toys or puzzles) that he/she can use 
while in the new environment.

 Safety Skills to Start 
Whether you are at home or at a friend’s house, and 
whether you are celebrating the holidays or not, 
there are some basic safety skills that are always a 
good idea to teach your child with autism.  Wheth-
er your child has some of the skills that I discuss be-
low or none, it is critical you customize what and 
how you teach your child based on his or her unique 
strengths and areas of need.  A local Board Certified 
Behavior Analyst (BCBA) can help you with that. The 
safety skills below will help you and your child with 

APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS

Take care with items that 
have long ribbons, strings, 

or chords that could become 
choking or tripping hazards.

2.

3.
4.
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autism navigate the real world with less of a chance 
of injury or harm:

			Following simple instructions like “stop,” “come 
here,” “wait,” and “stay with me” will help you keep 
your child with autism safe when out and about 
or even just in your home.  If your child picks up 
something that is not safe, you can ask him/her to 
“stop,” or if the child starts to run away from you, 
responding to “stop” could also save his/her life.  
The key with these types of instructions is to start 
simple (e.g., ask him/her to “stop” while standing 
beside you when no big, enticing item is serving as 
a distraction, and gradually make it more and more 
challenging (e.g., with something more enticing in 
his/her presence and from a greater distance).  It 
is absolutely critical to make sure you get to the 
point where your child is able to follow commands 
when he/she needs to the most (e.g., when dan-
gerous situations come, the child should be able 
to respond to you from a distance in the presence 
of something enticing).

			Being able to identify if something is safe or un-
safe is important because there are multiple toxic 
substances in the home, including detergents, vi-
tamins, and medicines, and even personal hygiene 
products (e.g., facial cleansers and makeup).  Teach 
your child that certain products are not safe and 
what to do if he/she encounters an unsafe prod-
uct.  Teaching the child to leave toxins alone and 
go and find an adult to contend with them has 
been proven to be an effective way to keep kids 
with autism safe.  The key is to show the child what 
to do, and then let him/her practice in a safe and 
controlled way.

			Practice good safety hygiene—what I mean by 
this is to make safety a consideration in all of your 
routines but particularly when it comes to per-
sonal hygiene practices.  Teach your child that he/
she should only get dressed and undressed in the 
presence of certain people (e.g., family or a doctor), 
that it is important to shut the door when using the 
washroom, and that it is ok to say “no” to someone 
who asks him/her to undress.  It is unfortunate, but 
in many instances, children with autism are more 
vulnerable to sexual abuse, and it occurs more of-
ten with someone that he/she may already know.  
Setting limits on these types of routines will help 
make your child with autism be less vulnerable.

Wishing you and yours  
a safe and happy holiday!

APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS

Sarah Kupferschmidt realized that 
Behavior Analysis was her calling 
when she first started working with 
children with autism in 1999. Once 
she discovered its effectiveness and 
the impact it had in helping children 
with autism and their families, it in-

spired her to pursue a Masters of Arts in Psycholo-
gy, with a specialization in Behavior Analysis from 
the University of Nevada, Reno. She is also a Board 
Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA). Not only does 
Sarah enjoy working directly with children with 
autism, she’s also very passionate about empow-
ering others with the most effective tools to teach 
children with autism.   She has been training staff 
and clinicians and coaching parents on how to do 
this since she started.  She is also passionate about 
the science and research behind the tools that she 
advocates for.   In partnership with Brock Universi-
ty, Sarah is currently involved in a research project 
that involves the evaluation of a parent-training 
package that will help empower parents with tools 
to teach his/her child with autism important safety 
skills. She has been a Part-Time or Adjunct Professor 
since 2005, teaching ABA courses.  Sarah also regu-
larly presents workshops to parents, therapists, and 
educators on a variety of topics related to teaching 
or working with individuals with autism.  Sarah is 
a Huffington Post Contributor, a TEDx speaker, and 
was named Top Safety Contributor for Autism Par-
enting Magazine in 2014 and Top Behavior Analy-
sis Writer for 2015. Visit her site: sarahkconsulting.
com
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T
he simple answer to your question is YES.  For 
those individuals who have served our country 
for their career in one of the Armed Services 
and have retired with a full retirement pension, 
then the 2014 Defense Authorization Act may 

help your child quite a bit.

Before this act was passed, a military retiree could 
make his/her child with a disability a beneficiary of 
the military pension.  This means that when the mil-
itary veteran passes away, his/her pension income 
could be “inherited” by the child with a disability, 
and that income would continue to be received by 
the [presumably adult] child for the child’s entire 
lifetime.  On the surface, this benefit seems fantas-
tic; however, the child would begin receiving an in-
come that would then most likely disqualify him/her 
from receiving government benefit supports, such 
as Medicaid, housing assistance, supportive employ-
ment, and more.  This disqualification from govern-
ment benefits causes most families to steer away 
from using the pension income benefit, because it 
would have done more harm than good.

The 2014 Defense Authorization Act now allows a mil-
itary pension to be “left” at the end of the life of the 
military veteran to a Special Needs Trust for the benefit 
of the child with autism (or other disability diagnosis).  
This change in beneficiary designation for the military 
pension allows an adult child with a disability to bene-
fit from the parent’s pension income for his/her entire 
life but yet still qualify for the necessary government 
benefit supports (as long as the pension income is 
paid directly to the child’s Special Needs Trust).  

It is critical to understand that for military families, 
this new act provides a great benefit; however, it also 
means that military families will need to set up two 

Special Needs Trusts.  One Special Needs Trust will be 
specifically designed to receive the pension income, 
and the other will be designed slightly differently 
(but with very important distinctions) to receive any 
other financial resources that parents or other family 
members will want to leave to fund the future sup-
port needs of the child.

Please consult with a qualified special needs profes-
sional to ensure the design of your plan and your 
trusts are correct so the pension income can be uti-
lized and government benefits will still be available.

Learn How New Military Benefit  
Can Help Support Your Child for Life

By Ryan F. PLATT, MBA, ChFC, ChSNC

FINANCIAL PLANNING

Question: “I am in the military and heard there is a new benefit for military retirees that can help my child 
with autism.  Is this true?  If so, what is it?”

– Jerry

For more information on how to prepare for the 
future, be sure to contact a financial advisor who 
specializes in serving families with special needs. A 
Special Needs Plan is driven by what they call Un-
leash L.I.F.E.™—L.I.F.E. meaning Lasting Indepen-
dence For Everyone™. This is accomplished with 
education, action, and support in the creation, im-
plementation, and continued monitoring of a spe-
cifically-designed lifelong and integrated plan for 
your family of 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

Ryan F. Platt is a registered representative of and 
offers securities, investment advisory, and finan-
cial planning through MML Investors Services, LLC.  
Member SIPC (www.sipc.org).  A Special Needs Plan 
is not subsidiary or affiliate of MML Investors Ser-
vices, LLC or it affiliated companies.  This article 
is not a recommendation or endorsement of any 
products.
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SNOWDOG PAW CHOCOLATE  
AND COCONUT CUPCAKES 
This great one-bowl mixture can be used 
to make cupcakes or a cake without lots of 
washing up. It’s easy to create this 
winter-themed dessert, or you can top using 
your favorite frosting and design. 
Serves: 24 cupcakes, 15 large cupcakes

Ingredients
• 1 cup cocoa 
• 1 cup brown sugar 
•	 1	¾	cups	gluten	free	flour	blend
• ¾ teaspoon xanthan gum (omit if your 
blend	already	has	xanthan	gum	in	it)

•	 1	teaspoon	baking	soda
• ½ teaspoon salt
•	 1	cup	hot	water	(or	hot	brewed	coffee	
or	espresso)

• ¾ cup vegetable oil
•	 ¾	cup	dairy	free	yogurt	
• 2 whole eggs
• 2 egg yolks

METHOD
1. Preheat your oven to 325°F / 165°C, and pre-

pare your muffin tin with liners.
2. In a large mixing bowl whisk together the co-

coa, brown sugar, flour blend, xanthan gum, 
baking soda, and salt.

3. Add the hot water and oil to the dry ingredi-
ents and stir. 

4. Stir in eggs, egg yolks, and sour cream.
5. Fill your cupcakes liners about 2/3 full, bake un-

til the cake springs back if gently touched, or a 
toothpick inserted near the centre of the cake 
comes out mostly clean about 20-25 minutes.

Icing 
Ingredients 
½ cup coconut oil 
1½ cups icing sugar
½	cup	coconut	milk	powder	
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
3	tablespoons	to	1/3	cup	water	or	dairy	
free	milk	this	will	depend	on	temperature	
and	humidity	add	a	little	at	time	till	you	
reach a frosting consistency. 

METHOD
Beat the coconut oil until light and fluffy, then add 
in the rest of the ingredients stirring by hand or on a 
low mixer setting. Then, turn up your mixer and beat 
for a few minutes to smooth. This will have a thicker 
consistency than normal frosting, which is helpful to 
coat a layer across the cupcake to decorate.

Decoration: desiccated coconut, dairy free chocolate 
raisins and 50g melted dairy free chocolate or a large 
sweet e.g. giant chocolate buttons.

Spread a layer of your coconut frosting on each cake. 
Put some coconut on a shallow dish then turn the 
edges of the cake with coconut or sprinkle around 
the edges. Using a spoon, drip on a circle of choco-
late or add a giant button then press in 4 chocolate 
raisins to create the pads of paw.

Festive Snowdog Cupcakes  

Sure to Bring a Smile 

Healthy Eats courtesy of

By Elouise ROBINSON, 
Autism Food Club
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