
Autism Parenting 
Magazine

SCHOOL: PREPARING YOUR CHILD FOR TRANSITION

Issue 51

INNOVATIVE 
WAYS TO DEAL 
WITH ASD AND 
TOE-WALKING

USING 
SIMPLE 

REWARDS 
TO GET  

TO SCHOOL 
ON TIME

SURE FIRE WAYS TO COMBAT 
BACK-TO-SCHOOL ANXIETY

HOW TO MAKE 
MEDICAL VISITS 
EASIER WITH 
AUTISM



WE RUN
THE SPECTRUM
AUGUST 2016 RUNANYTIME

ANYWHERE
5K or
10K

WALK OR RUN TO RAISE
AUTISM AWARENESS
IN COMMUNITIES AROUND THE WORLD.

Register yourself or a team at

Pick a distance & run at your own pace to 

Personalize your page to share your run

Win a special ‘We Run the Spectrum’ 5K 

1 www.myautism.org/events

2 complete the race in your neighborhood.

3 progress with your community & team.

4 medal, personalized bib, & much more! ST
EP

S
American
Autism Association

For any questions or concerns, please visit 
www.myautism.org or email info@myautism.org

https://www.myautism.org/
mailto:info%40myautism.org?subject=


Disclaimer:
Autism Parenting Magazine tries its best to deliver honest, unbiased reviews, resources, and advice but please note that due to the variety of 
capabilities of people on the spectrum that these are recommendations and are not guaranteed by Autism Parenting Magazine or its writers. 
Medical information, including but not limited to, text, graphics, images and other material contained within Autism Parenting Magazine is 
for informational purposes only. Always seek the advice of your physician with any questions you may have regarding a treatment.

describes the support often available through collaboration, 
consultative, or direct services.

Since we are focusing this month on making smooth transi-
tions, we thought it was important to include other possible 
challenges, such as taking your child to medical appoint-
ments.  Do you find it nearly impossible to sit in a waiting 
room for a medical provider who is running behind sched-
ule?  Please take a look at the article called How to Make Med-
ical Visits Easier for Your Child with Autism, written by Jamie E. 
Carter, Ph.D. and Ahna I. O’Shaughnessy, M.A..  We hope their 
professional advice will make your next trip to the doctor, 
dentist, or lab easier for both you and your child.

Another hot topic with kids is bedtime — especially when 
the family is pressed to get up and go the next day.  For ex-
cellent ideas on ways to help your child with autism conquer 
common sleep issues, take a look at Jen Jones’ article called 
Valuable Tips for Resolving Sleep Issues with Autism Now. From 
using deep pressure to a picture schedule, Jen’s piece has 
great tips for everyone.

This month’s issue is packed with plenty of educational and 
parental guidance.  With advice on how to deal with toe walk-
ing, how to encourage mindfulness, and how to emotionally 
connect with your child, there are articles for everyone.  And 
for parents in need of a little extra care, take a look at the in-
spirational piece on ways to revitalize your daily life.

Wishing our families a safe and happy transition into the new 
school year.

Kind regards, 

Amy KD Tobik
Editor-in-Chief

Editor’s Letter

O
ur culture consistently tells us change is 
good...that it’s an inevitable part of life.  
True, transitions are necessary for contin-
ued growth and development — but what 
happens when the very thought of change 
causes high levels of anxiety and affects 

behavior?  As we all know, transitioning can often be com-
plex for children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD).  So, 
how can you assist your child in transitioning from the re-
laxed days of summer to the hustle and bustle of a new class-
room, teacher, and friends?  How can you prepare your child 
for a new daily routine without confusion and stress? 

Knowing the back-to-school season can be extra-challeng-
ing for families affected by autism, we reached out to several 
experts for professional advice. 

First, we connected with Tracy Oxley, a middle school teach-
er who works with children with special needs every day.  
Understanding how difficult change can be for children with 
autism, Tracy has provided us with the piece called Sure Fire 
Ways to Combat Back-to-School Anxiety with Autism.  Please 
take a look as she provides thoughtful tips on ways to allevi-
ate stress and anxiety for both parents and children.  

We also reached out to Jim West, president of Total Life Coun-
seling, who specializes in attention deficit/ hyperactivity dis-
order (ADD/ADHD) and individuals with autism spectrum 
disorder.  He has provided a piece for us called Using Sim-
ple Rewards to Get Your Child with Autism to School on Time!, 
which includes his expert tips for making the morning rou-
tine go more smoothly using a reward system. 

Another important component in making a positive back-
to-school transition is a healthy relationship with your 
child’s school.  We invite you to read Board Certified Behav-
ior Analyst and Autism Parenting Magazine columnist Sarah 
Kupferschmidt’s piece How to Improve Communication with 
Your Child’s Teacher, as she shares ways to connect with your 
child’s teacher to ensure good communication and an easy 
transition.

Finding the right learning services for your child with au-
tism is vital for the long-term.  Please take a look at Angela 
Shaw’s piece called How to Find the Best Educational Services 
for Your Child with ASD.  A special educator within Snowline 
Joint Unified School District in California, Angela thoroughly 
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EDUCATION

I
s this your home?  Are you pulling your hair out try-
ing to get your child or teen on the autistic spec-
trum out the door? Here are some tips for using a 
reward system to reach your morning goals:

	 The daily reward should not be an “all or nothing” 
reward, but instead, a gradual reward.  Weekly 
rewards by themselves are too far away to mo-
tivate students with autism spectrum disorder 
(ASD).  However, if you keep track of their daily 
rewards earned, you might use those minutes 

earned as points for tokens to an arcade or mov-
ie bucks to buy popcorn and a drink, etc.  This 
is cool because they can use their points twice! 
   

	 Also, it’s important for children and teens to 
have a daily reward for their morning rou-
tine, after school routine, and before bed rou-
tine.  For instance, if they are six years old, 
neurological research suggests 30 minutes of 
electronics time with 150 minutes of social-

Using Simple Rewards to 
Get Your Child with Autism 

to School on Time! 
By Jim WEST, MA, LMHC

Why do I have to tell you every day to brush your teeth? Turn off the TV!  I said no 
electronics in the morning!  Where are your shoes?  How come we are always late 
leaving for school? 

1. 2.
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EDUCATION

ization each day.  So they could earn 10 min-
utes of electronics for their evening routine 
(two minutes for each item on their dry eraser 
board), 10 minutes for their morning routine, 
and 10 minutes for their after school routine. 

	 To help with your morning routine, it’s import-
ant to have a set schedule so your child knows 
what is expected!

	 Have a dry eraser board with a checklist of items 
for the morning, after school, and evening rou-
tines.

	 Allow them to earn two to five minutes of elec-
tronics time for each item completed. 

a. Another option for middle school and 
high school students is if they get all 
checklist items done before the “set time 
to leave,” then they can take their iTouch 
or smart phone device to school that day.  

b. Of course, they need to check in their 
electronic devices when they get home 
to do their homework.

c. Once evening or after-dinner chores/
tasks are checked off their list, then they 
can use their earned electronics time. 

d. They get to use their electronics time 
after dinner, but need to turn it off one 
hour before going to bed.  This allows 
the brain time to calm down and get set 
for their REM cycles.  

Adolescent Expert Jim West, MA, 
LMHC, President of Total Life 
Counseling Center and author 
of the StressLess Series offers ex-
pert advice to local and nation-
al TV news and schools interna-
tionally, also providing phone or 

face-to-face counseling in the Orlando area.  Jim is 
an author, communicator, School Consultant, Na-
tionally Certified and State Licensed Counselor, and 
specializes in counseling for autism spectrum dis-
order (ASD), attention deficit/hyperactivity disor-
der (ADD/ADHD), and oppositional defiance disor-
der (ODD). He holds Social Skills Groups, Overnight 
Summer, Spring and Winter Social Skills Camps for 
ADHD and ASD and Jim has been interviewed for 
multiple national TV, radio, magazine, and news-
paper publications.  He is president of Total Life 
Counseling Center and his Total Life approach ac-
celerates the therapeutic and healing process by re-
lating to children, adolescents, and adults, as well 
as incorporating wellness.  Jim’s clients travel from 
all over Florida, England, Georgia, Cayman Islands, 
Central and South America, and the Bahamas as 
he has been able to treat clients with ASD, ADHD, 
anxiety, mood disorders, depression, and more 
with FDA approved supplements and dietary mod-
ifications. Eighty-five percent of his clients have not 
needed medication or have used less medication 
than when they first came to Total Life Counseling 
Center.

3.

4.

5.
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COMMUNICATION 

A
t that time, ASD was viewed as a “triad of 
impairments” – communication difficulties, 
behavioral challenges, and social impair-
ments. While these challenges are certain-
ly present, I’ve since come to see these as 
“symptoms” stemming from the fact that 
ASD is a neuro-developmental disorder.  

Said differently, these symptoms exist largely as a re-
sult of the “wiring” in a child with autism’s brain. 

5 GREAT WAYS  
to Better Connect with  
Your Child with Autism

By Sue SIMMONS, BPHE

As a parent, a loving, emotional connection with your autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 
child is likely what you crave above all else.  Chances are that you feel robbed of this 
as a result of your child’s diagnosis. I know this feeling first-hand. My son (now 19) was 
diagnosed at the age of five after a very long and difficult search for answers. The one 
thing I longed for the most was beyond my grasp. It was heartbreaking — I’m sure you 
can relate. 

As a result of atypical neural makeup, your child ex-
periences processing challenges that prevent his/her 
brain from functioning the way his/her typically-de-
veloping peers do. What exactly do I mean when I 
say “processing challenges?” By that, I am referring to 
the ability to take in — make meaning of — and act 
on incoming stimulus. 
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By gauging your mental state and reducing your stress on an 
ongoing basis through simple strategies (such as breathing or 
stretching), you can be more mentally available to your child.

For kids with ASD, listening to an over-talking parent is like 
drinking from a fire hose!  It’s likely to escalate your child’s 

anxiety and cause your child to react in response.

Stop and think about what this really means for your 
child. In today’s world, we operate at lightning speed. 
We’re almost always on the go — often task-focused 
and accustomed to wanting everything now!  On 
top of that, our world is incredibly “dynamic” and 
ever-changing.  For kids with these challenges, this 
spells trouble, both at home and at school. 

If your child’s challenges show up in the realm of 
communication, behavioral, and social issues – and 
they’re expected to function in a crazy, fast-paced 
world – they’re at a disadvantage from the get-go. 
However, I intend to empower you, to give you hope, 
and to share some skills you can learn to build your 
emotional connection with your child. And for most 
of us, that’s the name of the game! 

 Learn to self-regulate
Self-regulation refers to your ability to be aware of 
and manage your emotional inner state.  You may 
be accustomed to talking about your child’s deficits 
as it relates to self-regulation, but less so your own! 
Here’s why it’s important.  In our busy lives, it’s easy 
to fall prey to living on “auto-pilot.”  Without this in-
ner awareness, and the skills to mindfully manage 
your frustration and anxiety, you’re more vulnerable 
to “reacting” to circumstances, rather than “respond-
ing” to them mindfully. This means that you are at 
greater risk of losing your cool and whizzing through 
life, missing the good stuff with your child!

According to  Stuart Shankar, a self-regulation guru 
and a distinguished research professor of philosophy 
and psychology at York University in Toronto, Cana-
da, a child’s or adult’s ability to thrive — to complete 
tasks, form friendships, learn, and even love — de-

pends on an ability to self-regulate. By gauging your 
mental state and reducing your stress on an ongoing 
basis through simple strategies (such as breathing 
or stretching), you can be more mentally available 
to your child. You will be able to find more oppor-
tunities to engage in a meaningful way – and to feel 
more powerful in your life. 

Self-care is also an essential component of self-reg-
ulation.  Nurturing yourself, for even five or ten min-
utes a day, can have a tremendous impact on your 
ability to experience balance and connect with your 
child. Think of it this way…if your cup is empty, you 
have nothing left for your child and family.

  Shift your communication – less is 
more

One of the most important things that I teach parents 
is that you can make it easier for your child to process 
information and to connect with you through how 
you communicate with your child. Let’s look at an ex-
ample.  If you ask your child to do something and 
he doesn’t respond, it’s natural to repeat yourself, 
get frustrated and react, or “over-talk.” For kids with 
ASD, listening to an over-talking parent is like drink-
ing from a fire hose!  It’s likely to escalate your child’s 
anxiety and cause your child to react in response.

The advice I give parents is to consider yourself on a 
“word budget.” Think about what you want to com-
municate, and say it in fewer words. This will make 
processing easier for your child. After you speak, give 
him or her time to think!  Slow your rate of speech, so 
your child can really take in what you’re saying. You’ll 
be amazed at what a difference this can make in your 
ability to connect with your child. 

1.

2.

COMMUNICATION 
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Finally, think out loud to encourage your child to share 
their thoughts and feelings, rather than asking direct 
questions. “Look at the puppy – he looks so happy!” 
is an example of what I call thinking out loud.  This 
will take some practice, but it will be worth it. It’s 
important to remember that true communication is 
meant to connect you and your child – not to get 
things done! The more you can use communication 
as an opportunity to embrace life’s simple pleasures 
together, the more meaningful your time together 
will be. Don’t give up if your child doesn’t chime in 
right away! You may not be giving enough credit for 
what he’s capable of. Be patient and keep at it! 

 Don’t get hooked into power  
 struggles
Power struggles can rob us of a great deal of joy, and 
they are preventable. It takes two to create a power 
struggle. Consider the last time you had an argument 
with someone. You’ll remember that once things be-
came heated, emotions escalated until both of you 
were seeing red! 

As parents, we often feel compelled to get our chil-
dren to buy into our views, and it’s all too easy to react 
out of frustration. This will likely backfire if your child 
is in a state causing his/her frustration to escalate in 
turn! (This is also when over-talking tends to occur). 
With improved self-awareness and self-regulation 
skills, you’ll be able to catch yourself before reacting, 
and avoid engaging in a power struggle. Quite often, 
a simple statement such as “It’s not time for that now, 
let’s go outside and play” will do the trick. 

  Learn how to reduce the frequency 
and duration of meltdowns

When your child is melting down, it’s natural to be-
come upset and try to fix things. However, trying to 
problem-solve in the heat of the moment is count-
er-productive, and will likely extend an already dif-
ficult situation. Furthermore, a child in the throes of 
a meltdown can’t process effectively, so your valiant 
efforts to talk your child down will likely be futile.

Instead, sit quietly with your child and “hold the 
space,” which will help your child feel safe and allow 
him/her to calm faster.  After the storm passes, you 
can share how proud you are of your child for calm-
ing down on his/her own. 

 Learn to simply “be” with your child
When you sit down to play with our ASD child, do 
you tend to have an agenda? Do you immediately 
begin asking questions?  It’s human nature to want 
to “get” something from your child, especially given 
your desire for connection.  I invite you to consider a 
different approach.  It will require more patience, but 
it usually pays off in spades. 

If your goal is to connect on an emotional level – to 
share thoughts and feelings – it’s often more produc-
tive to be quiet and to just “be,” observing what your 
child is doing. This is particularly true if he is accus-
tomed to being prompted. Sit quietly and do your 
best to relax into the moment. Try “noticing” some-
thing or being curious about what you see. Without 
making demands, your child’s stress level will be low-
er, and he will be in a more relaxed state. He will be 
more capable of thinking creatively.  I’ve seen some 
truly unexpected and magic moments arise out of 
the most unassuming circumstances. “Oh, I love your 
Lego house – I wish we could go inside…” Then – 
stop! Give your child time to think about what you’ve 
said. Silence can be golden, and can offer the most 
delightful and unexpected gifts. Your child may have 
far more potential than you imagine – it’s all a matter 
of how you tap into it!

3.

4.

Since 2006, Sue Simmons 
has been helping parents of 
ASD children take back their 
power, feel more competent 
as parents to their child, and 
experience joy! Sue consid-
ers herself to be somewhat 
of a peaceful warrior and is a 
staunch believer that Moms/

parents hold the key to unlocking the best in their 
children. Sue is the proud Mom of two teenagers 
(one diagnosed with ASD), and lives just outside of 
Toronto, Canada. She works with families by Skype 
and phone – and loves what she does! Sue holds a 
BPHE from the University of Toronto and is a Cer-
tified Professional Coach, a Certified Relationship 
Development Intervention (RDI®) Consultant, and 
an Accredited EFT (tapping) Practitioner and Emo-
tional Success Coach (Candidate).

www.equinoxfamilyconsulting.com, 705-875-4605 
FB – Equinox Family Consulting.com

LinkedIn – Sue Simmons

5.

COMMUNICATION 
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Visit the school

V
isit and tour the new school or classroom 
with your child, arrange to meet the teach-
er, and do a walk through.  It would be ideal 
to schedule this before the summer break.  
Contact the guidance department to sched-
ule your tour with the teacher to ensure 

that disruption of the class is at a minimum and 
you have the teacher’s undivided attention.  If you 
are not able to schedule before the summer break, 
contact the school during the summer and request a 
tour with an administrator.  During the tour, be sure 
to ask about daily routines and schedules, changing 
of classes, elective opportunities (art, music, library, 

By Tracy OXLEY

EDUCATION

SURE FIRE WAYS  
to Combat Back-to-School  

Anxiety with Autism 
Just when it feels like we have settled into a summer routine and schedule, we turn 
the page on the calendar and realize it is almost time to head back to school.  Being 
a middle school teacher of students with autism, I have witnessed and experienced 
the anxiety, stress, and panic that parents experience with the start of a new school 
year.  Rest assured, there are some things we can do to help alleviate the stress and 
anxiety for both the parents and the child.  
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and physical education), transportation, lunch times 
and cafeteria procedures, and opportunities for in-
clusion with peers (if they will be in a self-contained 
classroom).

Following the tour, begin to discuss any changes in 
routine with your child.  For instance, when transi-
tioning to middle school, chances are there will not 
be a playground or recess.  Instead, they may have 
physical education or gym.  The cafeteria and lunch 
line will be significantly different in middle school 
than in elementary school.  Your child may be switch-
ing classes every period or in a block schedule. These 
are all things that need to be talked about as early as 
possible to allow for your child to process the chang-
es and formulate any questions or concerns he/she 
may have.

Take note of any changes in start and end times of 
the school day from their previous school year.  For 
example, in our county, middle school starts signifi-
cantly later than elementary school.  This change 
impacts sleeping, eating, and yes, bathroom pat-
terns.  However insignificant it may initially seem, 
many children have difficulty using the bathroom in 
a public place or are used to having a quiet/rest peri-

od in the afternoon.  By being aware of the schedule, 
you can begin to alter your child’s schedule at home 
leading up to the start of the school year.

While conducting the tour, establish a protocol with 
the teacher or administrator for your child should 
he/she become overwhelmed and require a safe 
place.  This could be the guidance counselor’s office, 
a resource room, or another classroom.  The most im-
portant thing is that your child knows there is a safe 
place they can go to deescalate and have time to re-
group before going back into the classroom.

Attend a school-sponsored event prior to the start of 
your child’s school year to get your student excited 
about belonging to the school.  If a basketball game 
or track meet would interfere with any sensory con-
cerns, try a book fair or curriculum night (science fair, 
math night, or robotics competition).  This past year, 
the feeder elementary school and I coordinated a 
field trip together to give all the students an opportu-
nity to have fun together while they had an opportu-
nity to get to know me.  The idea is that your child be-
gins to feel a sense of community and belonging with 
their new school and begins to form an attachment 
or bond with them.  If your new school has T-shirts, 
water bottles, or lanyards for their students, try to 
purchase one that your child would like.  I delivered 
“swag” (as the students called it) to my incoming stu-
dents at their elementary schools, and they thought I 
had given them a winning lottery ticket.  They were so 
excited to have tokens from their future school that it 
helped to pave the way with their transition.

Drive the route that either the bus or the 
car will take to school
Our students succeed when they are familiar with 
their routine and surroundings.  Changing the mode 
and route of travel can be extremely upsetting.  Per-
haps this year, they will be riding a bus instead of 
a car.  If that is the case, contact transportation, ar-

range a bus tour, and request the route 
that the bus will take.  Allow your child 

to view the bus and even get into it at 
the compound to allow him/her time to 

process the change.  If at first you encounter 
some resistance for a tour, insist that you speak 

to a transportation manager and explain the situa-
tion.  Practice walking to the bus stop in the morning 
and afternoon at the scheduled pick up and drop off 
time.  If necessary, set a timer in the morning so that 

EDUCATION
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Provide your teachers with everything you want us to know about 
him/her.  For instance, what your student likes and dislikes, what 

he/she enjoys and finds scary, specific food preferences  
or sensory issues, etc. 

your child has adequate warning to leave for the bus 
and a mad dash is avoided.

If you will be driving your child to school, check with 
the school on the car line procedures. Typically in mid-
dle school, students enter and exit the car unattended, 
but your child may require additional assistance or su-
pervision.  Discuss with the teacher the preferred drop 
off and pick up time and location to minimize any un-
necessary anxiety or stress.  Once you have determined 
the pick-up and drop off location, practice driving to 
school in the morning and afternoon so that your child 
is familiar with the time and route.  The more things be-
come familiar, the easier the transition will be.

Provide the teacher with personal  
information specific to your child’s  
success
In my personal opinion, this is by far the most valu-
able information you can provide to your child’s 
teacher.  You know your child better than anyone, 
and you are the expert in their development.  While 
teachers have the background education and are 
trained to execute strategies in the classroom, we do 
not understand all the intricacies of your child…yet.  
Provide your teachers with everything you want us 
to know about him/her.  For instance, what your stu-
dent likes and dislikes, what he/she enjoys and finds 
scary, specific food preferences or sensory issues, 
etc.  This is the time to tell us everything, especially 
what behavior strategies are successful and which 
are not.  While your child’s Individual Education Plan 
(IEP) outlines goals and objectives and may even in-
clude a Behavior Intervention Plan to address his/her 
academic and behavioral success, typically it does 
not contain specific personal details that define your 
child as the unique and gifted individual that he/she 
is.  I had a parent prepare a printed PowerPoint pre-
sentation of their daughter that told me about her 
family, hobbies, extracurricular activities, strategies 
that worked and those that did not, and photos of 
her throughout the summer.  This provided me with 
the research and insight on how to connect and build 

EDUCATION

a lasting relationship with their daughter before ever 
meeting her.  This is the beginning of the collabora-
tive relationship between you and your teacher.  It 
takes an open and honest relationship to successful-
ly prepare your child for the post-school world, and 
your teacher is ready to take the journey with you.

Create a list of questions or concerns 
that your child has, and contact the 
school or teacher to have them  
answered
After the school tour, the bus tour, and the conversa-
tions that you have had about your child’s upcoming 
school year, give your child the opportunity to ask 
some questions.  Give him/her an outlet to voice their 
questions or concerns, and follow up with the school 
or teacher for the answers.  This process allows the 
student to take ownership of his/her school experi-
ence and responsibilities.  It is also a beginning step 
for self-advocating and determining what this stu-
dent needs to be successful.  No matter how trivial 
or inconsequential the question may seem, let your 
child present it in his/her own way or write it down.  
Empowering them to take charge of their education 
and personal comfort are huge gains towards inde-
pendence and self-awareness. 
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If your child is not in a self-contained classroom, plan on attending 
the open house at a time that is best suited for him/her. 

Attend school open house prior to 
school starting
Ask your teacher if he/she will be providing an open 
house or meet and greet prior to the start of the 
school year.  This provides an opportunity for your 
child to meet classmates, observe the classroom, 
and walk through the school one last time before 
the school year starts.  In the past, I have sched-
uled my open house in the evening the week be-
fore school starts.  I purposely schedule it outside 
of schedule pick-up so that the school is not overly 
crowded (causing sensory issues) and I can give my 
undivided attention to my students and parents.  If 
your child is not in a self-contained classroom, plan 
on attending the open house at a time that is best 
suited for him/her.  Contact the school and ask what 
time is typically a slow period, or if you can attend 
at an alternate time that is not going to overwhelm 
your child.

As the summer draws to a close and you are pre-
paring for the new school year, the most important 
thing you can do for your child is to prepare him/
her for the new routine and schedule.  Your children 
are amazing, unique, and talented individuals who 
are able to achieve amazing feats, so we just need 
to provide them with the map to get there.  Routine, 
consistency, and schedules are their tools.  You can 
do it, and so can your children.

Tracy Oxley is a middle school teacher at Johnson Mid-
dle School in Melbourne, Florida.  She has a Bachelor’s 
Degree in Exceptional Education from the University of 
Central Florida and a Master’s Degree in Exceptional 
Education with a certificate in Autism Spectrum Disor-
ders from the University of Central Florida.  She is mar-
ried with six children ranging from ages 27 to 3, has a 
rescue dog named Julie, is an avid sports fan, and loves 
the outdoors.
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Prolonged toe walking through childhood can 
lead to physical problems: 

 Tightening of the heel chords
 Incorrect foot position
 Abnormal stress on the bones and ligaments in 

the knees, hips, and lower back (Yoell, 2001)

Toe walking can lead to social problems:

 It can make walking long distances very tiring
 Children may have trouble keeping up with 

family and friends
 It can create problems with shoes; they get worn 

down quickly in odd places or may be difficult 
to fit (Unity Therapy, 2016)

Will it continue?

According to the medical literature, many children 
both with and without disabilities may toe walk.  In 
many children, it disappears with time. In other chil-
dren, it may continue. There is no way to predict the 
future course of this behavior for any one child.

When to take action

The current medical recommendation is that parents 
seek an evaluation if a child over the age of two per-
sists with toe walking for longer than six months. A 
pediatric physical therapist with experience in treat-
ing children with autism is often recommended for 
this type of evaluation (K. Sohl, et al, 2015) 

Medical approaches to treating toe walking

Current medical treatments for toe walking include 
“…stretching, casting, orthotics, and chemodener-
vation with botulinum toxin,” (R. Korchak, et al, 2014). 
Surgical treatment to lengthen the tendon may also 
be recommended. Some of these treatments can be 
administered by physical therapists, while others re-
quire the services of a doctor or surgeon. 

Get Those Heels Down!  
Innovative Ways to Deal with Toe Walking
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Toe walking

We’ve all seen children with autism 
who engage in toe-walking: the child 
walks on his or her toes or the ball of 
foot without putting much weight on 
the heel or any other part of the foot. 
Toe walking is so common that it has 
become one of the early indicators for 
a potential autism diagnosis.

When we first see it, it looks cute, but 
when we see it go on and on, it’s worri-
some. Should we be concerned?
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Behavioral treatments for increasing full heel-
to-toe walking

Another option is to use behavioral approaches to re-
duce toe walking and increase full heel-to-toe walk-
ing. Two studies have shown that this can be done. 
What is interesting is that both studies involve the 
use of a sound cue along with positive reinforcement. 
The sound signals to the child that he or she has per-
formed the correct behavior of placing the heel down.

A 2010 study used a procedure combining Simpli-
fied Habit Reversal, GaitSpot Auditory Speakers, and 
positive reinforcement to increase proper heel-to-toe 
movements (A. Marcus, et al, 2010). The auditory speak-
ers are small plastic devices fastened below the heel of 
the shoe. When the child places his heel down, it makes 
a sound, thus indicating to the child that he placed his 
foot down properly. The child is immediately given 
positive reinforcement (a treat or token to his liking). 
This combination was successful in reducing toe walk-
ing and increasing proper heel-to-toe walking. 

A recent study in 2014 shows that pairing an acousti-
cal signal (a sound called a “tag”) when the child per-
forms the desired movement of placing his or her heel 
down is also very effective for reducing toe walking 
(A. Persicke, et al, 2014). This latter method is known as 
Teaching with Acoustical Guidance (TAGteach). 

TAGteach for toe walking

To use TAGteach, you observe the child and look for 
any Heel-Down behavior. Because behavior is vari-
able, children who toe walk may occasionally place 
a heel down. As soon as the child has his or her heel 
down, you “tag” that action and hand over a treat of 
the child’s liking: the treat is the positive reinforce-
ment. The “tag” sound signals to the child that he or 
she placed the heel down properly. Immediate pos-
itive reinforcement results in a behavior occurring 
again.

The “tag” is a sound made by a small plastic device 
called a tagger. An important benefit of using the tag-
ger is that you can tag and reinforce Heel-Down be-
havior whether or not the child is wearing shoes. Some 
children prefer to go barefoot as much as possible.

It is also possible to tag and reinforce other heel-re-
lated behaviors. If, for example, the child is sitting on 
the sofa and has his or her heels touching the cush-

AUTISM HEALTH

Using a target: dots on heels of shoes

Cut-outs of footprints with dots on heel

Dot to dot matching by hand to demonstrate to child
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ion, you could tag Heel-On-Cushion. This will increase 
the child’s tolerance for having his or her heels touch-
ing a surface. You can look for other places where the 
child’s heels may touch a surface, such as the bathtub, 
the swimming pool, or the sandbox. 

The more reinforcement the child experiences for 
Heel-Down, Heel-On-Surface, or Heel-In-Sand behav-
ior, the more quickly he or she will learn to place heels 
down when walking. From the child’s point of view, 
it is much more pleasant to experience positive rein-
forcement for appropriate heel behaviors than to ex-
perience reprimands or corrections for toe walking.

Behavioral approaches require careful  
observation and immediate reinforcement  
to be successful

Behavioral interventions require a parent or therapist 
to observe the child and be ready to take action in-
stantaneously to reinforce the desired Heel-Down be-
havior. Immediate reinforcement of the Heel-Down be-
havior is the key to success in a behavioral approach. 
Late, sloppy, or inconsistent reinforcement will result 
in failure.

Using a targeting approach to teach Heels-
Down

What if your child never puts his or her heels down, giv-
ing you no opportunity to reinforce? If your child rarely 
or never puts the heels all the way down, you will need 
to come up with a way to teach him or her to do this.

One way is to use a “target.” Draw a dot with a marker 
on the bottom of the child’s heel and another dot at the 
heel position on a foam cutout of a footprint. With the 
child sitting, match the dot on the cutout to the dot on 
his heel and tag when they connect. Place the footprint 
on the floor and encourage the child to match the dot 
on his heel to the dot on the floor. Tag when he makes 
the connection. The tag point is Dot-to-Dot.

To make this easier for the child to understand, you 
could start by demonstrating with your own foot and 
tagging yourself. Then, have the child tag your action 
of Dot-to-Dot. Once his understanding is clear, then 
you can tag his actions.

You could make the concept clearer by putting a dot 
on the heel bottom of a shoe and start off by doing 
the Dot-to-Dot matching with the shoe off.

AUTISM HEALTH

Dots on footprints

Walking with heels down using targets on shoes 
and footprint cut-outs

The tag point is: Dot to dot
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You can probably think up other ways to use a tar-
get on the heel matched to a target on the floor to 
teach Heels-Down. You could make a whole trail of 
footprints with heel dots to match up for the child to 
follow. Use your imagination to make this a fun game.

“Shaping” and “capturing” Heels-Down  
behavior

Another way to teach Heels-Down, when it doesn’t 
happen naturally, is to shape it gradually. This assumes 
that there is some variability in the behavior your 
child is showing and that he has the physical ability 
to put his heels down. Sometimes he steps with his 
heels down more than at other times. You can “cap-
ture” these instances of heels closer to the ground by 
tagging and treating when you see this. 

Gradually raise your criteria for what gets a tag, so that 
you are reinforcing more often the steps with heels 
closer to the ground. Gradually, you will see that more 
steps are closer to Heels-Down and eventually actual 
Heels-Down will happen more often. When you start 
to see this, you tag and reinforce only for Heels-Down 
and this will start to become a habit for your child. You 
can combine this approach with the targeting meth-
od described above.

Behavioral and medical approaches available 
to help children learn Heel-to-Toe walking

For families concerned about toe walking behavior in 
a child, there are a number of behavioral and medical 
treatment options. As always, the optimum course is 
to obtain a thorough evaluation and select a course of 
action that best addresses the needs of the child.

Toe walking can be successfully addressed. The bene-
fits are that the child will have a much more effective 
gait and will be able to participate happily in family 
outings, outdoor running, and play. Successful treat-
ment will avert the likelihood of impaired mobility, leg 
pain, and foot problems in adulthood.

References

1. Angela Persicke, Marianne Jackson, Amanda N. Adams, “Brief 
Report: An Evaluation of TAGteach Components to Decrease 
Toe-Walking in a 4-Year-Old Child with Autism,” Journal of Autism 
and Developmental Disorders, April 2014, Volume 44, Issue 4, 
pp. 965-968. (February 12, 2016 at http://link.springer.com/articl
e/10.1007%2Fs10803-013-1934-4)

2. Ann Marcus, Brigit Sinnott, Stephen Bradley, Ian Grey, “Treatment 
of idiopathic toe-walking in children with autism using GaitSpot 

Auditory Speakers and simplified habit reversal,” Research in Au-
tism Spectrum Disorders, Volume 4, Issue 2, April – June 2010, 
pp. 260-267. (February 12, 2016 at http://www.sciencedirect.
com/science/article/pii/S1750946709000981)

3. Catherine Yoell, BCsPT,  “Toe Walking in Children with Autism,” 
2001, Centre for Ability, (February 12, 2016 at http://webcache.
googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:mB2ghnG0Ei8J:w-
ww.therapybc.ca/eLibrary/docs/Resources/Toe%2520Walk-
i n g % 2 5 2 0 i n % 2 5 2 0 C h i l d r e n % 2 5 2 0 w i t h % 2 5 2 0 A u -
tism%2520Handout.doc+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us 

4. R. Drennan, K. Wilson, J. McElroy, K. Sohl, “Addressing Toe Walk-
ing in Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder,” Department of 
Physical Therapy, University of Missouri & Thompson Center for 
Autism and Developmental Disorders, (February 12, 2016 at Ad-
dressing Toe Walking in ASD Children DrennanAutismConfer-
ence.pdf)

5. Ryan Korchak, MD, Mark C. Lee, MD, Jason H. Calhoun, MD. “Toe 
Walking Treatment & Management,” Medscape News & Perspec-
tive, June 20, 2014, (February 12, 2016 at http://emedicine.med-
scape.com/article/1235248-treatment)

6. Kristin Sohl, MD, and Jan McElroy. “Grandma wants to stop tiptoe 
walking in granddaughter who has autism,” Autism Speaks, Web-
site article (February 12, 2016 at https://www.autismspeaks.
org/blog/2015/12/11/grandma-wants-stop-tiptoe-walking-
grandaughter-who-has-autism )

7. Unity Therapy. “Toe Walking and Flat Feet,” PDF from Pediatric Ther-
apy Services, Blank Children’s Hospital, 1200 Pleasant Street, Des 
Moines, Iowa 50309, 515-241-8550 (February 12 2016 at https://
webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:RV9kbbj-
15NAJ:https://www.unitypoint.org/blankchildrens/filesimages/
Education%2520Center/Books%2520and%2520Brouchures/
Toe%2520Walking%2520Brochure.pdf+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=-
clnk&gl=us

AUTISM HEALTH

Martha Gabler is the parent of a nonverbal teenage 
son with severe autism. She is interested in using sci-
entific approaches to create solutions for children with 
autism, and is the author of two books: Chaos to Calm: 
Discovering Solutions to the Everyday Problems of 
Living with Autism, and Behavior Basics: A Primer for 
Autism Parents. Both works focus on effective, afford-
able ways for families to use the scientific principles of 
positive reinforcement to help their children succeed at 
home and in the community.

Website:  www.autismchaostocalm.com
Facebook:  https://www.facebook.
com/AutismChaosToCalm?fref=ts 
Twitter:  https://twitter.com/MarthaGabler
FREE eBook on Behavior Basics: http://autism-
chaostocalm.com/behavior-basics-free-down-
load-from-martha/
Chaos to Calm: http://www.amazon.com/Cha-
os-Calm-Discovering-Solutions-Everyday/
dp/149041102X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UT-
F8&qid=1450894100&sr=1-1&keywords=mar-
tha+gabler
http://www.amazon.com/-/e/B00DSEZ424

20    |  Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 51

http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs10803-013-1934-4
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs10803-013-1934-4
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1750946709000981
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1750946709000981
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:mB2ghnG0Ei8J:www.therapybc.ca/eLibrary/docs/Resources/Toe%2520Walking%2520in%2520Children%2520with%2520Autism%2520Handout.doc+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:mB2ghnG0Ei8J:www.therapybc.ca/eLibrary/docs/Resources/Toe%2520Walking%2520in%2520Children%2520with%2520Autism%2520Handout.doc+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:mB2ghnG0Ei8J:www.therapybc.ca/eLibrary/docs/Resources/Toe%2520Walking%2520in%2520Children%2520with%2520Autism%2520Handout.doc+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:mB2ghnG0Ei8J:www.therapybc.ca/eLibrary/docs/Resources/Toe%2520Walking%2520in%2520Children%2520with%2520Autism%2520Handout.doc+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
http://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:mB2ghnG0Ei8J:www.therapybc.ca/eLibrary/docs/Resources/Toe%2520Walking%2520in%2520Children%2520with%2520Autism%2520Handout.doc+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
http://emedicine.medscape.com/article/1235248-treatment
http://emedicine.medscape.com/article/1235248-treatment
https://www.autismspeaks.org/blog/2015/12/11/grandma-wants-stop-tiptoe-walking-grandaughter-who-has-autism
https://www.autismspeaks.org/blog/2015/12/11/grandma-wants-stop-tiptoe-walking-grandaughter-who-has-autism
https://www.autismspeaks.org/blog/2015/12/11/grandma-wants-stop-tiptoe-walking-grandaughter-who-has-autism
https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:RV9kbbj15NAJ:https://www.unitypoint.org/blankchildrens/filesimages/Education%2520Center/Books%2520and%2520Brouchures/Toe%2520Walking%2520Brochure.pdf+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:RV9kbbj15NAJ:https://www.unitypoint.org/blankchildrens/filesimages/Education%2520Center/Books%2520and%2520Brouchures/Toe%2520Walking%2520Brochure.pdf+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:RV9kbbj15NAJ:https://www.unitypoint.org/blankchildrens/filesimages/Education%2520Center/Books%2520and%2520Brouchures/Toe%2520Walking%2520Brochure.pdf+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:RV9kbbj15NAJ:https://www.unitypoint.org/blankchildrens/filesimages/Education%2520Center/Books%2520and%2520Brouchures/Toe%2520Walking%2520Brochure.pdf+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:RV9kbbj15NAJ:https://www.unitypoint.org/blankchildrens/filesimages/Education%2520Center/Books%2520and%2520Brouchures/Toe%2520Walking%2520Brochure.pdf+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
https://webcache.googleusercontent.com/search?q=cache:RV9kbbj15NAJ:https://www.unitypoint.org/blankchildrens/filesimages/Education%2520Center/Books%2520and%2520Brouchures/Toe%2520Walking%2520Brochure.pdf+&cd=1&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=us
http://www.autismchaostocalm.com
https://www.facebook.com/AutismChaosToCalm?fref=ts
https://www.facebook.com/AutismChaosToCalm?fref=ts
https://twitter.com/MarthaGabler
http://autismchaostocalm.com/behavior-basics-free-download-from-martha/
http://autismchaostocalm.com/behavior-basics-free-download-from-martha/
http://autismchaostocalm.com/behavior-basics-free-download-from-martha/
http://www.amazon.com/Chaos-Calm-Discovering-Solutions-Everyday/dp/149041102X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1450894100&sr=1-1&keywords=martha+gabler
http://www.amazon.com/Chaos-Calm-Discovering-Solutions-Everyday/dp/149041102X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1450894100&sr=1-1&keywords=martha+gabler
http://www.amazon.com/Chaos-Calm-Discovering-Solutions-Everyday/dp/149041102X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1450894100&sr=1-1&keywords=martha+gabler
http://www.amazon.com/Chaos-Calm-Discovering-Solutions-Everyday/dp/149041102X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1450894100&sr=1-1&keywords=martha+gabler
http://www.amazon.com/Chaos-Calm-Discovering-Solutions-Everyday/dp/149041102X/ref=sr_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1450894100&sr=1-1&keywords=martha+gabler
http://www.amazon.com/-/e/B00DSEZ424
http://www.AutismParentingMagazine.com


  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/


The Important Difference  
Between CONVERSATION and  
COMMUNICATION with Autism

By Kamini LAKHANI, BCaBA

COMMUNICATION

It is amazing to watch the interaction between these two young, fun-loving adults.  
Both are geniuses in their own way.  One is an artist. The other, a computer whiz.  And 
they both share a fantastic camaraderie. 

T
hey have a special connection and enjoy 
spending time with each other. They’re both 
blessed with a sense of humor and the gift of 
laughter.  The best part is that they connect 
with each other without the need to use too 
many words.

Both these young adults are on the autism spectrum.  
One of them is non-vocal, while the other uses limit-
ed words.

Restricted communication is one of the characteris-
tics of autism.  Please note that I said restricted com-
munication and not speech – because instances like 

these make me realize that communication is much 
more than words.

Take a look at a different scenario:
Here’s a conversation sample between a 16-year-old 
who is on the autism spectrum and his classmates.  
He attends 9th grade in a regular school.

“How are you?”

“Did you go to school today?”

“Did you take leave from school?”

“Did you get permission from the principal to take 
leave?”
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 Conversation is the exchange of words.  Communication, on the 
other hand, is the sum of several important parts. 

It breaks my heart to hear that such one-sided con-
versations occur every single day. They occur regard-
less  of the answers that the boys come up with. Over 
a period of time, the boys have stopped interacting 
with him.  The parents face problems at home due 
to his controlling nature.  Needless to say that the 
absence of friends in their son’s life bothers them ter-
ribly.

Let me say this again – communication is much more 
than words.  So if you are measuring communication 
with the number of words a child speaks, you are 
missing something.

There is a marked difference between conversation 
and communication. The scenarios explained above 
highlight the difference.

Conversation is the exchange of words.  Communi-
cation, on the other hand, is the sum of several im-
portant parts.  It includes the act of thinking about 
what we want to say, and basing our response on the 
behavior of the person(s) in front.

Many parents are desperate for their child to talk.

If you have the same question, I understand your 
pain and anguish. I want to reach out and help you.

But first, you must understand five things:

         Communication is about reciprocity
It is not about one person dominating the conversa-
tion, and it is certainly not about word production or 
the number of words being used…

Communication is about how effectively those 
words are used in a back-and-forth exchange. It is 
about being interested in what your partner shares; 
it’s about reciprocity.

One of my students was in the habit of asking the 
mothers who came to our center what they had 
cooked that day. The delighted mothers would an-
swer elaborately.  But he was not interested in their 
answers. In fact, he didn’t even wait for them!

He probably had been taught to ask certain ques-
tions to increase his ‘wh’ repertoire.

         Communication is about mindfulness
You can teach rote answers to questions.  But ef-
fective communication involves mindfulness.  It in-
volves being aware of what is happening around us 
in this dynamically changing world.

When we lived in Dubai, we went for a walk to the 
beach almost every day.

Once home, Mohit (my son on the autism spectrum) 
was asked, “Where did you go?” He learned to an-
swer, “beach.”

For a long time, whenever he was asked where he 
went, he responded with “beach.”

It was funny, initially. He hadn’t been to the beach. 
But it was a learned response. It was a response that 
would get people to move on with the conversation 
or to leave him alone!

          The basis of communication is  
emotional sharing

We communicate to share our emotions, knowledge, 
experiences...there is joy in sharing.  We communi-
cate to exchange ideas.

Emotional sharing forms the foundation for self de-
velopment and understanding others. It forms the 
very basis of communication.

If emotional sharing is not in place, it results in un-
natural and superficial communication. You don’t 
want that for your child, do you?

          A large part of communication is 
nonverbal

Have you seen a conversation between deaf and/or 
mute people?

The conversation is marked by animated facial ex-
pressions, gestures, use of body language, and shar-
ing of emotions. It’s mesmerizing!

 Yet, no words are used.

Shouldn’t we be working on developing this ex-
tremely important foundation of nonverbal commu-
nication for those on the spectrum?

COMMUNICATION

1.

2.

3.

4.
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          Motivation is at the base of  
communication

We communicate with people because we WANT TO 
connect with them.  I’m talking about intrinsic moti-
vation.

Observe your child or your students.  Are they moti-
vated to talk to each other?  Who is doing more work 
to communicate?  Are you putting in all of the effort 
to get a response, or is the child initiating the conver-
sation?

So, how do we get to this stage of developing com-
municative intent? How can we make a child com-
municate rather than simply talk? How can we un-
derstand what works for them?

I’m not going to beat around the bush. Co-regula-
tion is the solution.

It appears to be a complex word, but it’s quite simple.

Here a video that will help you understand co-regula-
tion better: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O-
Ja1HtgWOyo

Dr. Steven Gutstein says, “Co-regulation is the sim-
plest and yet the most potent tool that we have. This 
is because it is the simplest form of meaningful com-
munication.”

I’m going to tell you something that you might not 
know: it’s never too late to bring about a change. You 
can have the most amazing relationship with your 
child – a relationship based on sharing and caring.

This article, however, is the tip of the iceberg. Click 
here to read how you can develop co-regulation and 
build communicative intent in your child, and find 
out what happens after that.

COMMUNICATION

5.

Kamini Lakhani is passionate about the cause of 
autism. Her mission is to empower families affected 
by autism. She is the Founder of SAI Connections, a 
center for children, adolescents, and adults on the 
autism spectrum. She has been providing services 
in this field for the past 20 years. She is a Behavior 
Analyst and the RDI Director for Professional Train-
ing in India and the Middle East. She envisions a 
world where autistic individuals live independent-
ly, with respect and dignity. Her inspiration comes 
from her now-adult son, who has autism. You can 
follow her blog and connect with her on Twitter (@
CalmKamini).

• 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 5
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T
here are several simple, year-round solu-
tions that can be easily implemented in your 
daily life to help lessen the stress.  While you 
may already complete some of these tasks 
on your own, it can be helpful to review 
some important goals.  I know I need to be 
reminded from time to time.  And with the 

kids heading back to school soon, why not revitalize 
your daily life now?

Please take a look at the following tips: 

 Declutter
 You might find it strange that I suggest you de-

clutter your environment in order to NOT feel 
drained from energy, but stay with me. Wheth-
er or not you believe in Feng Shui or energy 
flows in general, you know that your mind 
seems to be clearer when you don’t have a 

SIMPLE WAYS  
to Revitalize Your Daily Life 5By Cecilie ASLAKSEN

As a parent to kids on the spectrum, it can be a challenge to find easy ways to manage 
day-to-day life. Sometimes, running a household can drain all of your energy levels.

PARENTAL ADVICE

1.
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mess lying around.  A clear environment in your 
house will help you to retain that energy, and 
it might actually help you to boost those lev-
els, too. And this will benefit your child as well, 
as it makes it easier to focus on specific tasks 
when there’s not too much around to distract. 

 Plan your dinners
 And also the rest of your meals — preferably for 

a whole week at the time. Write a shopping list 
containing all the things you need for each din-
ner. Do the shopping at your local market where 
you’re familiar with the display of the food.  
That way you can also write the list according 
to the aisles and where the food is presented 
in the shop.  Cross off as you’ve put the food in 
the shopping cart. This way you will save time 
and money, as you’ll only buy the food you’ll 
need for a whole week. In addition, you’ll be 
able to make a dinner list in advance and post 
it in the kitchen so everyone knows the menu. 

 Get your finances in order
 You can’t change what you won’t acknowledge. 

If you don’t open your bills and pay them on 
time, the thought of them will continue to sit 
in the back of your head, draining your energy 
levels faster than you can say “stop.”  This is ener-
gy you need to use more wisely.  This is energy 
your child needs you to provide for him or her.  
It’s about getting rid of disturbing items so that 
you can focus on what is needed.  And now, right 
after school has started, your kid struggles with 
adapting and implementing.  Keep the focus! 

 Find time to breathe
 I’m not much of a yoga teacher — I don’t do 

yoga myself.  But I do believe in the power of 
breathing.  When things get tough, count to 
10 and take a deep breath.  Actually, take sev-
eral.  Fill your lungs with energy and life (ox-
ygen), and feel how your body relaxes. Par-
ents to children with special needs tend to 
walk around with a high awareness alert. Your 
thoughts are always on trying to prevent melt-
downs and other unruly situations from hap-
pening.  But even with this awareness, you 
forget to focus on yourself first. If you don’t 
help yourself, you will be of no help to others. 

 Structure
 As a parent to a child with special needs, this is 

obvious, but so easy to forget at the same time. 
That’s why I include it as a final way to manage 
your life.  And let’s be honest; during summer 
break, things tend to float along more.  Longer 
evenings, later mornings, more chilling and re-
laxing, nowhere you need to be.  Even though 
children on the spectrum tend to have prob-
lems with change, small changes are easier to 
implement. Now that Autumn is back, how-
ever, you need to draw in those reins again. 

Cecilie Aslaksen is a mother of two boys with Asperg-
er’s syndrome and a daughter with mild cerebral palsy. 
She’s helping moms of children with special needs re-
ignite their energy levels at www.mindcoachformoms.
com. Follow her on Twitter @femaletriumph and on 
Facebook https://www.facebook.com/Mind-coach-for-
Moms-915890771778212/ 

PARENTAL ADVICE
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3.

4.

Fill your lungs with energy 
and life (oxygen), and feel 

how your body relaxes. 
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T
he CDC reports autism rates have increased 
more than 30% over the last ten years. The 
influx of children entering the school system 
has been challenging, with many teachers ill-
equipped, poorly trained, short on support, 

and insufficiently funded to teach classes, effectively 
hobbling the success of our children.  An American 
study found the top 10% of teachers impart three 
times as much learning as the worst 10% of teachers 
in a single year.  Imagine the possibilities – if the best 

Reinvents Special Needs Learning 
with Free Resources

2Able   learn
By Nina JAIN, MBA, MSc

EDUCATION

Able2learn is working to help struggling parents, teachers, and schools that are faced 
with limited budgets to educate children with autism.

28    |  Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 51

http://www.AutismParentingMagazine.com


teachers had access to accommodated materials and 
taught our students, we could see a significant rise in 
the rate of achievement.  The issue of educating chil-
dren with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is an im-
portant one: it can affect the overall quality of life for 
a child well into the future, affecting postsecondary 
employment and overall education outcomes.

When examining the education system, it seems ev-
eryone is looking for a miracle with no focus in sight. 
School boards try to minimally invest in special edu-
cation teacher training.  Special education is usually 
the first to receive cuts in funding — unions get in-
volved limiting the role of teachers, and government 
policies and new programs are usually directed in 
the area of private funding, with no real goal or stra-
tegic plan for the future. What everyone is missing 
is a laid-out, standardized curriculum with a focus 
on Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) principles, early 
learner skills, and alignment to the Education Min-
istry standard that allows for integration, allows for 
the development of skills in multiple modalities, is 
easily accessible, and focuses on the diverse skill set 
of our kids. 

Able2learn was created with the idea of improv-
ing  access to educational materials, strategies, and 
training on these materials to revolutionize the sys-
tem. The curriculum focuses on early learner skills 
aligned to academic subjects to allow for integra-
tion, behavior management, and other supports 
necessary for our children to be successful for life. 
Research shows many young adults are still living at 
home (45%), and fewer than 10% have necessary in-
dependent day-to-day household skills such as meal 
preparation. Therefore, it is imperative to teach life 
skills to students with special needs, with goals and 
testing along the way. 

The Able2learn site offers materials to help people 
with special needs gain these important life skills.  Rec-
ipes with simple, step-by-step pictures and instruc-
tions, for example, are available for free and can help 
students reach personal goals.  Here are some tips for 
teaching someone with autism to prepare food:

  Recipes should be simple with clear 
visuals

It is not helpful if the instructions for a recipe are too 
complicated to follow and the teacher or parent ends 
up completing the recipe, because then the oppor-

EDUCATION

tunity for learning has been lost. Many students with 
autism learn when they do and see a task, and un-
derstand through experience.

  Show a demonstration of the steps 
and the end product

Students are more likely to be successful if they can 
visually see the steps and the end product before 
beginning the recipe.  Research studies show vid-
eo modeling of complex skills, as well as descriptive 
pictures, have been shown to be an effective way to 
teach youth with ASD. Able2learn has made a library 
of free video modeling cooking videos. Use these in 
the classroom or at home.

  Plan complementary lessons 
around the recipe

This is a wonderful opportunity to teach your stu-
dent how to check for missing items, make a grocery 
list, learn about money, put away groceries, recall 
the names of items found in a kitchen, and use prop-
er safety measures, amongst many other skills.  Able-
2learn’s step-by-step recipes come with a full pack-
age: visual recipes using real photographs, a grocery 
list, two sets of comprehension packages, dollar up 
sheets, and task analysis for easy data collection.

  Use the opportunity to encourage 
tasting

Many children and youth with autism are adverse to 
food, experiencing food sensitivities. Take the oppor-
tunity to encourage tasting of food.  If the student is 
adverse to the food being made, start by having the 
student touch it, smell it, bring it up their mouth, lick 
it, take a bit, chew, and swallow. The student should 
only do what they are comfortable with and what 
is fun. Sometimes watching other peers enjoy food 
can be motivating.

  Present the recipe in a manner ap-
propriate for the student

Some students may find recipes overwhelming.  Pic-
tures can be cut out and presented one at a time. Use 
assistive technology and augmentative communica-
tion tools as required.

 Teach social skills
The students can gather around a table to eat togeth-
er after the completion of the recipe. They can be en-

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
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couraged to ask and answer questions appropriate 
for a meal with peers, all while tasting and passing 
food, working on table manners, and learning how 
to set and clear a table.

EDUCATION

Able2learn Evidence Based Cooking Materials 
and all the Academic/ABA programs are FREE.  
Education should be a right, not a struggle.

Nina Jain believes social philanthropy should be an 
integral part of the business community.  Inspired 
by the desire to create change, Nina founded Able-
2learn Inc., a social enterprise to target the specific 
educational goals of   ALL children, with a specific 
focus on autism and other developmental disabil-
ities.   She believes inclusive education should be a 
choice for all children.  Nina has encompassed her 
business experience and research skills, incorporat-
ing her passion for social change to create a new 
learning platform.   This initiative is called “Rein-
vent Learning,” which earned her the Queens Dia-
mond Jubilee Award.  Please visit www.able2learn.
com  and autismwisdom.com  to be part of the 
change.

www.able2learn.com for free teaching resourc-
es. 
www.autismwisdom.com for blogs about a fam-
ilies personal journey with autism and tips. 
www.niamjain.com for autism art, a boy who 
expresses his inner most feelings through his 
artwork. 
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/able-
2learninc/ 
Twitter: https://twitter.com/Able2learn_Inc 
Pinterest: https://www.pinterest.com/able-
2learninc/ 
YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/channel/
UCqLlqnwqvgTYAeCwIuYD-KA

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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See your doctor

B
efore you try anything else, visit your doctor 
to make sure there is nothing physically caus-
ing your child to not sleep.  A kidney or blad-
der infection could be causing the child to feel 
like they need to go to the bathroom all night. 

Coughing or a stuffy nose can also cause sleepless 
nights.  Unfortunately, an illness can completely dis-
rupt your child’s sleep pattern and it can take weeks 
to get back to “normal.”

Valuable Tips for Resolving 
SLEEP ISSUES  
with Autism Now

By Jen JONES

SLEEP

Every child seems to go through a period when sleeping becomes difficult.  Whether 
it’s because there is a monster under the bed or stress from school, parents know there 
will be sleepless nights.  When your child has autism, counting the nights you get to 
sleep might be easier than counting the sleepless ones.  It is rare to know exactly why 
your child with autism isn’t sleeping, but there are things you can try so you all get 
the sleep you desperately need.
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Use a picture schedule
Children with autism can rarely move from one activ-
ity to another easily.  If your child is nonverbal or has 
limited verbal skills, a picture schedule can help re-
duce the stress of getting ready for bed.  Many com-
panies sell pictures that you can print and make your 
own schedule, but most people with autism respond 
better to real pictures.

Take photos of your bathtub, toothbrush, medica-
tion, snack, cup, PJs, blankets – anything that you 
use (or places you will be) when you are getting your 
child ready for bed.  Create a picture schedule so your 
child always knows exactly what will happen next.  
You can use Velcro to stick your pictures to a board 
and your child can pull each one off as it is complet-
ed.  You may start with a picture of your bathtub, 
then one of PJs, a snack and drink, a toothbrush, and 
finally, a picture of your child’s bed (with all of his/her 
favorite blankets and animals in the picture).

If you have a routine in your child’s room, such as 
turning on a fan, reading a story, and tucking the 
blankets around him/her, create a schedule of that, 
too.  Your child needs to know what is happening 
next at all times and if the schedule is available, this 
may reduce some of the anxiety your child feels at 
being left alone.

Stick to the same routine
Children with autism crave the same things over and 
over.  Once you have created a picture schedule, give 
it a few weeks and see whether it seems to be help-
ing your child.  You may need to change the schedule 
a few times until you find the best one for your child.  
After you find a routine that is working for both of 
you, stick to it!

Use deep pressure
For children with extreme anxiety, deep pressure can 
help them relax and go to sleep.  If your child has 
a physical or occupational therapist, discuss deep 
pressure options with them.  It may take some time 
to find what kind of pressure works best for your 
child.  Sometimes, they need pressure around their 
whole body.  You can get that by tucking the child in 
tightly or by rolling them up in a blanket (with arms 
free and never cover their face!).

Sometimes, you can give your child the pressure 
they crave by simply piling lots of blankets on them.  

Some children like to squeeze their pillows or sleep 
in awkward positions to get the pressure they need.  
Your child is your best guide – follow his/her lead.

Use white noise
If your child has hypersensitive hearing, he/she might 
be waking up all night because of the sounds in your 
home.  Maybe the furnace kicking on is enough to 
wake them up, or the TV that is on the other side of 
the house is disturbing.  Try turning a fan on or play 
sounds from nature, such as a waterfall or ocean 
waves.  You will know quickly if something you try 
is not working – your child’s behaviors will make it 
obvious.  

Let your child show you
If parents think outside the box, they might come up 
with some pretty awesome ideas to help their child 
sleep.  Many times, we think we know what is best, 
but if we would just follow the child’s lead, we might 
find the best sleep solution for the child.  If your son 
wants to lay with his head at the foot of the bed, 
who cares?  If your daughter wants to sleep without 
clothes, does it really matter?

If sleeping with a favorite train keeps your child calm, 
what difference does it make?  You and I might not 
think that would be comfortable, but I’m sure our 
kids think some things we do are odd, too!  Let your 
child show you what they need and you might re-
solve sleep issues.

Relieve their anxiety
Most children with autism have some degree of anx-
iety.  If anxiety is keeping your child awake at night, 
there are several things you can try to relieve that 
before it’s time to go to bed.  Stretching exercises, 
warm baths, or doing a quiet activity could help your 
child’s body be calm.  Remember that every child 
with autism is different, though.  You know what 
helps calm your child.  Use that gut instinct to help 
relieve their anxiety.

Discuss possibility of medication
Many people frown about giving their child medica-
tion. If you have tried everything else and your child is 
still not sleeping, it’s time to talk to your doctor.  This is 
especially true if your child is a danger to him/herself 
or you when up during the night.  Some children will 
try to play with dangerous items or leave the home, 

SLEEP
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and you will be shocked at how easily these children 
can escape the most tightly locked-up home.

Explain your child’s inability to sleep to your doctor.  
It may be that anxiety is causing the sleep issues and 
an anti-anxiety medication will take care of the prob-
lem.  Maybe your child’s body simply cannot stop 
moving so your child can sleep.  Your doctor may 
prescribe a light sleeping medication.

No one can live up to his/her potential without the 
proper amount of sleep.  It may be that your child 
doesn’t need as much sleep as other children, but 
they have to sleep sometime.  You can’t expect great 
behavior and hard work at school when they are ex-
hausted.  You can’t be the best parent for your child 
if you are so tired you can’t keep your eyes open.  You 
may not want to consider medication, but it may be 
the best option for your child.

I was willing to try anything to help my son sleep 
through the night.  He wasn’t a danger during the 
night, but his constant pacing (and “singing”) through 
the house woke everyone else up, and none of us 
were handling life well.  He needed to sleep, but just 
couldn’t fall asleep.  We finally found the right com-
bination of medications (one for anxiety and one for 

SLEEP

sleep), routine, and deep pressure to help him.  We 
all are so much happier now, and he knows he needs 
the medication to help him.

If your child had diabetes, you wouldn’t think twice 
about giving him/her the medication needed to help 
control that disease.  Why worry about giving your 
child anxiety medication, if that’s what is needed?  It 
is the same – you are not failing your child by giving 
medication.  You are trying to help.  

Another thing to keep in mind is that some children 
outgrow their sleep issues.  In a few years, you may 
not even remember how hard it was when your child 
didn’t sleep.  Always keep your faith and hope strong 
– what seems devastating now will end.  It always 
does!  My children are young adults now and I can 
say with absolute certainty that the bad days get 
fewer and the good days get better.  Sweet dreams!

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

http://www.decodingmyautism.com
mailto:Support%40DecodingMyAutism.com%20?subject=


W
hile everyone may have their own ex-
perience with their own “sibling love,” 
one very special person has expressed 
her love for her sibling in a beautiful 
way that has touched countless in-
dividuals’ lives.  In this interview, her 
amazing achievements are more in-

credible than can be imagined, but she selflessly 
gives the credit to her brother and his love that drove 
her to meet her goals.

Marissa Hacker may seem to be a normal nineteen-
year-old college student if you were to pass her in 
Stockton University’s hallways. She has a goal to 
receive an education just like the rest of her class-
mates, and her dedication is apparent in everything 
she does. However, Marissa has an incredible story, 
and outside of her classes, she is the head of an orga-
nization designed specifically for special needs indi-
viduals. Marissa has a twin brother, Matthew, whom 
she will tell you means the world to her. Matthew 
was diagnosed with autism at a very young age. This 
altered everything in Marissa and Matthew’s life. Yet, 
Marissa took this experience and decided to form it 
into something amazing. “I didn’t want him to feel 
lonely,” she said. “I wanted to teach people how to 
treat people with disabilities.”        

Fantastic Friends  
Special Needs Organization  

BUILT FROM LOVE
By Sara FERRARA

Perhaps the phrase “love makes everything possible” is just the beginning when 
thinking of the incredible feats that such a singular feeling can accomplish. The 
beautiful love of a mother is proven to be unconditional toward her children. The 
love of a husband expresses a feeling of protection and warmth towards his wife. 
However, what kind of love is expressed between siblings?"

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
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In 2011, Marissa created an organization designed to 
bring individuals with disabilities together. Her title, 
Fantastic Friends, was something she said came to 
mind after looking for a title that followed the allitera-
tion of two F’s. Marissa described her organization as 
being a social group for special needs individuals ages 
13-26 that helps them learn social skills and build re-
lationships. Marissa laughingly stated that she likes to 
title herself the “special needs match maker,” having 
helped a few people find their soul mates.  Fantastic 
Friends holds events every month to bring the mem-
bers together and socialize. This past summer, Maris-
sa put together a special needs Candy Land-themed 
prom. The turnout was over 200 individuals, and the 
night was a huge success. Marissa has big plans al-
ready for her next prom, hoping to get Bruno Mars to 
come and perform. In preparation for such an event, 
she and roughly 40 of her Fantastic Friends mem-
bers made a video to Bruno Mars’ “Uptown Funk” in 
hopes to gain a million views, which might spur on 
the singer’s appearance. Her plan is to make the prom 
a space theme to coincide with “Mars” in Bruno Mars’ 
name.  Marissa is proud of her outreach through Fan-
tastic Friends, stating that it “creates an outlet to allow 
people with social needs to do what ‘other kids do.’” It 
gives them the courage and skill to acknowledge the 
fact that they can be just like everybody else. Maris-
sa states that her organization is very effective and is 
gaining nationwide attention.

Due to her selfless actions, Marissa has been reward-
ed recognition from several organizations and news 
broadcasters. She has appeared on FOX, NBC, and 
ABC to talk about Fantastic Friends. She was also 

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

given the TD Bank Young Heroes Award for 
accomplishing such a large goal at a young 
age. She recently also just started as a blog 
contributor for Huffington Post, where she 
writes about her experiences with those with 
special needs. On top of these accomplish-
ments, Marissa also created Facebook pages 
in an effort to reach out to as many people as 
possible about upcoming events and ideas. 
She is also very excited about the new chap-
ter coming to Stockton University. She hopes 
to spread chapters throughout the country 
by way of different colleges and universities.

It all started with her brother Matthew as she 
watched him cope with his autism. “To see 
[Matthew] smile and laugh is all I want,” she 

said. “He knows what I do and he thanks me all the 
time. That means so much to me.” It is safe to assume 
that he is not the only one thanking her. So many 
people have been given the chance to socialize and 
get involved in a group because of Marissa’s Fantas-
tic Friends. Her sweet personality and charismatic 
nature creates such a loving atmosphere for all of her 
members. When asked if she ever thought she would 
achieve so much, she smiled and stated, “If you be-
lieve in yourself, anything is possible.”

Marissa’s accomplishments and future dreams are a 
result of her main driving factor – love. “It’s all about 
love. It started with Matthew and now it grew into 
this,” she explains. Marissa and Matthew’s sibling love 
is what created a domino effect of helping even more 
people than could have been imagined. Because of 
Marissa’s love and compassion, she is helping individ-
uals nationwide accept themselves and the world they 
are in. Love is an incredible emotion that is capable of 
doing as much as you let it. As stated wisely by Thom-
as a Kempis, “Love feels no burden, thinks nothing of 
trouble, attempts what is above its strength, pleads 
no excuse of impossibility; for it thinks all things law-
ful for itself, and all things possible.”

Sara Ferrara is a junior in college and is pursuing a 
business accounting major at Stockton University 
in Galloway, NJ. She is working toward a minor in 
women gender studies and a minor in writing. Sara 
enjoys creating stories and articles on her own time 
and aims to stir hope and love in everything she 
submits.  
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What You Need to Know About 
INTEROCEPTION and AUTISM

By Kelly MAHLER MS, OTR/L

AUTISM HEALTH

Sit back and close your eyes. What do you 
feel inside your body?

Is your heart beating fast or slow? 
Are you breathing deeply or shallowly? 
Do you have to go to the bathroom? 
Are you hungry? 
Do you have pain anywhere? 
Are your muscles tense or loose? 

M
any of us are able to clearly feel the inside of 
our body with the help of the eighth sensory 
system called interoception. 

What is interoception?

There are seven senses that are widely discussed in 
the autism field: smell, sound, sight, touch and taste, 
proprioception (sense of body position) and ves-
tibular (sense of head movement and balance). In-
teroception, the eighth sense, is a much less talked 
about, but is certainly no less of an important sen-
sory system. Interoception allows us to feel what is 
going on inside of our body.1

How does interoception work? Interoception has lit-
tle receptors located throughout the inside of our 
body, in our stomach, heart, lungs, bladder, genitals, 
muscles, skin, bones, and so forth. These receptors 
gather information from the inside of our body and 
send it to brain. The brain makes sense of all of these 
clues and allows us to feel conditions like hunger, 
fullness, itch, pain, coldness, warmth, nausea, need 
for the bathroom, tickle, physical exertion, and sex-
ual arousal.  Also, interoception allows us to feel our 
emotions such as anger, calmness, distraction, or 
fear.  In other words, interoception allows us to an-
swer the question, “How do I feel?” 1,2 
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We are able to notice and make sense of the clues inside of our 
body because of interoception. 

Being able to notice and make sense of the clues inside of our 
body is absolutely necessary to this timely urge for action.

Consider this:

 How do you know when you are hungry? You 
may notice a growling or fluttery stomach; you 
know this means, “I feel hungry.”

 How do you know when you are thirsty? You 
may notice a dry sensation in your throat or 
mouth; you know this means, “I feel thirsty.”

 How do you know when you need to go to the 
bathroom? You may notice a pressure or full 
sensation in your bladder area; you know this 
means, “I feel like I have to urinate.”

 How do you know when you are nervous? You 
many notice a tingly stomach, shaky muscles 
and speeding heart; you know this means, “I 
feel nervous.” 

Interoception and our urge for action: 

We are able to notice and make sense of the clues 
inside of our body because of interoception. This 
ability to notice and make sense of the clues of our 
body becomes our urge for action3.  For example, if 
we feel thirsty, we get a drink; if we feel cold, we get 
a jacket; if we feel the need to defecate, we go to 
the bathroom; if we feel danger, we seek safety; if 
we feel anxious, we seek comfort; if we feel frustrat-
ed, we seek help. Being able to notice and make 
sense of the clues inside of our body is absolutely 
necessary to this timely urge for action. On the flip 
side, if body clues are murky or vague, it can lead to 
an absent or delayed urge for action. For example, if 
we don’t clearly feel the need to urinate until it is very 
extreme, it may lead to an accident; if we don’t clear-
ly feel building body warmth, it may lead to over-
heating; if we don’t clearly feel the beginning clues 
of sensory overload, it may lead to sensory shut-
down; if we don’t clearly feel clues of building anger, 
it may lead to meltdown. 

What do we know about interoception and au-
tism? As with the other seven senses, many indi-
viduals with autism experience difficulty with in-
teroception.4,5  This difficulty can have a significant 
impact on quality of life, health, and well-being in 
a variety of ways.  The following are examples of 
this impact:

“My daughter did not feel hunger. I bet she would have 
gone days without eating if I did not remind her to eat. 
The same thing for thirst — she did not feel that urge to 
drink that many of us experience.  It was terrifying as a 
mother. I constantly worried if she was getting enough 
food and water.  We worked really hard on developing 
the awareness of her body signals, which has had a 
tremendous pay-off.”  — Julie, mother of an 8-year-old 
daughter with autism

“Although small things like a tag in my shirt would feel 
very painful, I used to be completely unaware of phys-
ical pain. When I was in second grade, I ran around 
on a broken foot for three days without feeling the 
pain. It wasn’t until my mom noticed how bruised 
and swollen my foot was, and started panicking, that 
I realized that something serious could be wrong.” 
— Jackson, a 16-year-old with autism

“Before learning about interoception, I would not no-
tice feelings of building emotion within my body. 
Suddenly, I would be to the point of maximum over-
load.  By then it was too late and I had little control.”  
— Livia, a 25-year-old with autism

“A lot of times the inside of my body feels like one of 
those glitter timers — the ones that you can shake 
and the glitter goes every which way. I feel so many 
different things at once and I’m not sure what is im-
portant. It is very overwhelming.”
— Gracie, a 13-year-old with autism

AUTISM HEALTH
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“Even though my son is extremely verbal, when he is 
sick, he is usually not able to explain his specific symp-
toms to me or the doctor.  He can tell me that he feels 
off, but being able to pinpoint exactly where he feels sick 
and describe exactly what it feels like is very difficult. 
That sure makes it hard to get him proper medical care.” 
— Sam, father of a 9-year-old boy with autism

“I can feel a general sense of negative emotion, but I 
often have no idea which emotion it is and why it is 
happening.” — Ward, a 50-year-old with autism

Where can I learn more?

Interoception, our eighth sensory system, is crucial to 
many aspects life.  Research, as well as countless per-
sonal accounts, shows that interoception can com-
monly be impacted in individuals with autism spec-
trum disorder (ASD).  This realization can be used for 
the good of those with autism – furthering our abili-
ty to understand our loved ones with autism, seeing 
the world from a different perspective, and allowing 
us to maximize health, well-being, and quality of life. 

The brand-new book, Interoception: The Eighth Sen-
sory System Practical Solutions for Improving Self-Reg-
ulation, Self-Awareness and Social Understanding of In-
dividuals With Autism Spectrum and Related Disorders, 
delivers an in-depth look at interoception, including 
research, assessment, and strategies. Join the Face-
book group “Interoception: The Eighth Sensory Sys-
tem” to share experiences, ask questions, and get the 
most current information and research surrounding 
interoception.

AUTISM HEALTH

UNLOCKED POTENTIAL • MEANINGFUL PROGRESS • IMPROVED FAMILY LIFE 

comprehensive assessment
identify strengths and deficits across all areas of development.

guided curriculum
follow intuitive instructions to teach age-appropriate lessons.

function-based behavior intervention plans 
address challenging behavior.

877.975.4559 • INFO@SKILLSGLOBAL.COM
WWW.SKILLSFORAUTISM.COM

FREE TWO WEEK TRIAL ~ TRAINING INCLUDED!

Kelly Mahler MS, OTR/L earned a MS in Occupation-
al Therapy, as well as a Post-Professional Pediatric 
Certificate, from Misericordia University in Dallas, 
PA.  She is an occupational therapist and autism 
consultant who supports school-aged individuals 
and young adults with autism spectrum disorders. 
In the evenings, Kelly enjoys providing fun group op-
portunities that target the social skill development 
of young people with ASD.  She has presented nu-
merous seminars and workshops at the internation-
al and national levels.  Kelly is the author of multiple 
books and instructional materials: Interoception: 
The Eighth Sensory System, Sensory Issues and High 
Functioning Autism (with Myles and Robbins), Des-
tination Friendship (with Benton, Hollis, and Wom-
er), Hygiene and Related Behaviors for Children and 
Adolescents With Autism Spectrum and Related Dis-
orders, and The Comprehensive Assessment of In-
teroceptive Awareness (coming soon). She is also the 
winner of the 2015 National Parenting Publications 
Bronze Medal and the 2011 Mom’s Choice Awards 
Gold Medal. 
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SPECIAL TWINS WALK  
Hand-in-Hand Through Life

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

By Amy WINDHAM MUIR

A
ppearing to be in a near stupor, he re-
plied, “I’m trying to figure out how to pay 
for three weddings.”  We didn’t talk about 
the wedding plans again, and we may not 
have to. We are unsure if the twins will ever 
actually get married. However, they have a 
friendship with one another that can only 

be described as miraculous.

Five years ago, the twins came into our world. We 
nervously welcomed a little boy, Tristan, and a little 
girl, Sadie. They have been inseparable ever since. I 
began asking questions of doctors as early on as six 
weeks of life. As a mother, I knew Sadie was less en-
gaged with the world than her other siblings. I was 
reassured, and  a couple of years passed.  She met 
milestones on time, if not early.  The concerns in my 

Six years ago, my husband and I were informed by a doctor we were expecting twins 
to join the four-year-old daughter we already had. My husband did not utter a word 
for hours until I asked him what was wrong. 
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My daughter with autism is teaching me how to see the world 
through her eyes. Her world is beautiful, scary, enriching, and 

frustrating. My son, her neurotypical twin, is teaching me to see 
his twin through his eyes.  

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

mind  still grew as she  would complete  100-piece 
puzzles at the age of two, but she would do so for 
hours, refusing to eat, drink, or even use the restroom.  
She would design intricate patterns of colored baby 
spoons, as well as line up items and correct those not 
completely symmetrical, for several hours. So, shortly 
after the age of three, she was diagnosed with autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD). Her twin brother is consid-
ered neurotypical according to medical and psycho-
logical guidelines, but to my husband and me, he is 
anything but neurotypical.  It appears as though he 
is specifically wired to comprehend and compliment 
his twin. He discerns what she means while the rest 
of us struggle to decipher. He grasps what she fears 
while the rest of us are baffled. He grasps Sadie, de-
ciphers Sadie, and intercedes on behalf all of Sadie 
through all of her struggles and strengths.  Our little 
girl has some difficulty reciprocating these actions, 
but she doesn’t seem to have difficulty appreciating 
them – even if she never says it in quite that way.

One uncharacteristically warm winter day, I  was 
trying to take some time for myself to garden. We 
have four children now, so personal time is a rarity 
that must be seized and savored. With no warning, 
the serenity of the day came to a screeching halt.

“Ants are on the step! I can’t go down the steps! I 
can’t do it!” Sadie screamed in nearly unintelligible 
hysterics.

“Sadie, just go down the steps. They won’t bother 
you. I can’t come up there right now and I can’t make 
the ants disappear,” I said with great frustration, as 
the day’s “problems” already exhausted every ounce 
of patience in my body.

I looked over at Tristan and saw him studying Sadie. 
He quietly climbed up the steps, held out his hand, 
and reassuringly said, “Sadie, hold my hand and I’ll 

show you how to walk past the ants.” As I watched 
them descend the steps hand in hand over the vil-
lainous ants marching two by two, I was ashamed it 
was that simple. What Sadie needed was some com-
passion and the offering of a hand. I didn’t do that. 
That day, I received a  healthy dose of humility. My 
daughter with autism is teaching me how to see the 
world through her eyes. Her world is beautiful, scary, 
enriching, and frustrating. My son, her neurotypical 
twin, is teaching me to see his twin through his eyes.  
In his eyes she is beautiful, funny, genuine, complex, 
and a confidante. As they tell each other every day 
regardless of any disagreement, brawls, or toy custo-
dy disputes, “You’re my best friend. I love you.”

In our family, my husband and I try to encourage the 
belief that we all have autism, not just Sadie. We are 
a family, and when one family member hurts, we 
all hurt. When one family member succeeds, we all 
succeed.  The twins seem to have naturally accepted 
and practiced this belief to near perfection. 

Amy Windham Muir is a wife and the mom of four 
kids. She has a ten-year-old daughter,  five-year-
old-twin son and daughter, and a nine-month old 
son.  Her five-year-old daughter has autism spec-
trum disorder, and her youngest was recently di-
agnosed with developmental delays. Amy has her 
master’s degree in social work, but currently life 
revolves around her family and autism. She enjoys 
writing as a cathartic and inspirational activity and 
maintains a blog filled with humor and realities as-
sociated with ASD parenting. 

https://www.facebook.com/Autocor-
rect-584584288356850/ 
https://autocorrect.wordpress.com/
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EDUCATION

By Angela SHAW

O
ftentimes, parents and general educators 
may not know the who or the what of those 
specialists that come to support the stu-
dent’s needs through collaboration, con-
sultative, or direct services.  One provider, 
the school counselor, is being increasingly 
called upon to cater to the needs of stu-

dents identified with autism spectrum disorders 
(ASD).  The ever-increasing identification of students 
diagnosed with ASD, coupled with the addition of 

the counselor as a related service provider within 
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 
of 2004, provides for a boosted school counselor 
contribution and support within the Individualized 
Education Program (IEP) realm. Therefore, the impor-
tance of including the professional school counselor 
within the conversation in the collaborative network 
in connection to the social and emotional aspects 
of students with ASD is amplified. Most recently, the 
Centers for Disease Control (CDC) has estimated that 

Once a student is identified with special needs and embarks upon his/her educational 
journey on the special education path, various avenues and bridges open that offer 
an array of related services. 
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 Professional school counselors bring a wealth of knowledge and 
understanding to the IEP team, relative to the needs of students 

with ASD. 

about 1 in 68 children has been identified with ASD.  
The increase in diagnoses over the years intensifies 
the spotlight of staying the course toward a syner-
gistically solution-focused lens. This broader lens 
yields a recommitment to ensuring that our students 
are afforded the most appropriate and meaningful 
manner in which to access their education.

The components of an ASCA National Model pro-
gram (ascanationalmodel.org), which incorporates 
the critical shift of providing collaborative partner-
ship within the total educational program through 
responsive services that require consultation, is a 
concrete realization for today’s school counselors 
relative to providing a continuum of support for chil-
dren with and without special needs. Professional 
school counselors bring a wealth of knowledge and 
understanding to the IEP team, relative to the needs 
of students with ASD.  Although school counselors 
may not typically have experienced a heavy focus of 
autism training within their preparation programs, 
they do possess a wide range of developmental and 
social understanding to offer to students, educators, 
and parents. Through collaboration and consulta-
tion, school counselors offer substantial potenti-
ating effect toward design and implementation of 
strategies to support students with ASD in learning 
self-management of their behaviors in the domain 
areas of academic, career, and personal/social, with 
an emphasis on academic success for all students, 
and imparts a preventative design and develop-
mental nature.  Reflective of the professional school 
counselor’s training and expertise within the per-
sonal/social domain, the comprehensiveness of the 
counselor’s role within the school community, in ser-
vice to students with an IEP – specifically those iden-
tified with socially impactful eligibilities such as ASD 
– is climbing. Partnership between school counselor 
and special educator has been exemplified through 
the years during reauthorization legislation support-
ing special education including implementation of 
the IDEA of 1990, whereas an added obligation of 
the IEP team was to address students’ transition to 
postsecondary activities (Milsom, A., Goodnough, G., 
& Akos, P., 2007). IDEA of 2004 expounds upon the 

transition activities relative to the IEP team obliga-
tions by requiring the team to identify students’ fu-
ture goals and the types of services, including course 
work, which would help students achieve their goals 
(Milsom et al.). The professional school counselor’s 
knowledge and expertise relative to transition activ-
ities and affective concerns, as well as their leader-
ship and communication skill, are definite assets to 
the IEP team, in order to focus efforts toward imple-
menting wide reaching system-level interventions 
with a broad range of students and educators.

Perusal of the three core deficits, demonstrated at 
various intensities within each individual with ASD, 
provides for the “why and how” students with ASD are 
often referred to the school counselor. For many stu-
dents with autism, the core deficits of ASD interfere 
with their ability to work cooperatively with other stu-
dents (Eldar, E., Talmor, R., & Wolf-Zukerman, T., 2010). 
Social and communicative deficits create hurdles in 
connection to play and other joint activities (Eldar et 
al.). Further, sensory development serves to impact at-
tention and concentration, as well as behavioral reg-
ulation. Relative to the situation in which extra adult 
aid is required within the classroom for the student 
with ASD, limitation to the overall interaction with the 
classroom teacher is often impacted, as are relation-
ships and interactions with peers (Adamowycz, 2008 
as cited in Eldar, et al., 2010). Today, due to the increas-
ing population of students with ASD, research contin-
ues to abound in order to support stakeholders who 
find themselves in a position to need to know more 
about students who are on the spectrum.  Jenny Hild-
enbrandt, an elementary school counselor within the 
Snowline Joint Unified School District, is no stranger 
to seeking resources from the special education team 
at her school site.  She sees the need for resources 
to support counselors and parents relative to strate-
gies to assist students with autism in their interaction 
with other students.  In addition to providing individ-
ual counseling, social, and crisis groups for students 
with and without special needs, Hildenbrandt is the 
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS) 
leader at her site and is involved with providing dis-
trict wide family support nights, along with the coun-

EDUCATION
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Just as in the profession of school counseling, teaching, or day-to-day 
parenting, the specific identified practice is most effective  

upon careful match to a learner’s unique needs and characteristics. 

seling team. Resources, such as those listed within the 
sidebar, are valuable to Hildenbrandt in her role as a 
direct service provider and family outreach point of 
contact.  The following related service providers are 
a great preliminary point in which school counselors 
may look toward in order to link to collaborative con-
nections:

SPECIAL EDUCATION TEACHER  (SPED Teacher) - 
great initial point of contact for the school counselor. 
In addition to providing consultation and collabora-
tion to include utilization of evidence-based practic-
es (EBP), the SPED teacher can provide a bridge to 
related service providers that focus upon specific 
identified needs of the student. The SPED teacher 
can recommend academic accommodations utiliz-
ing evidence-based practices (EBP) that supply visu-
al supports, visual closure systems, social narratives, 
video modeling, social scenarios, and prompting. He 
or she can provide review of behavior support plans 
(BSP), IEPs, and/or research or websites that provide 
overview of ASD and EBP.  The SPED teacher is in dai-
ly contact with a myriad of folks connected to the 
student to include family, general education teach-
er, related service providers, classified school staff, 
administrators, and even other students with regard 
to student supports and current behaviors or needs.  

SPEECH LANGUAGE PATHOLOGIST  (SLP) - consul-
tation/collaboration regarding core deficits associ-
ated with a student with ASD to include social and 
communication hurdles.  In addition to the technical 
aspects of speech production, the SLP addresses ver-
bal and non-verbal communication needs to include 
the social aspects of communication. Some areas of 
expertise, overlapping with the SPED teacher’s focus, 
include social narratives and social scenarios.  Often, 
the SPED teacher and SLP work in harmony. The ad-
dition of the school counselor offers a meaningful 
and enriched perspective to this team and, most im-
portantly, to the student.

OCCUPATIONAL THERAPIST  (OT) - consultation/
collaboration opportunities related to core deficit of 
sensory impairment. The school-based OT provides 

support toward academic achievement and social 
participation through school routines within the 
classroom, cafeteria, and on the playground. Planning 
is supported through EBP that cross the profession-
al strands of SPED teachers and SLPs to include visu-
al schedules, visual closure systems, prompting, and 
kinesthetic modes. What OT’s services are all about is 
the occupation of school participation and learning.  
This role dovetails nicely with the school counselor’s 
part relative to social participation and support.  Pat-
tie Overduin, Snowline Joint Unified School District’s 
sole OT, shares, “We are not an island.  It’s all about col-
laboration with the whole team.”  She further relates 
that she views the classroom teacher as the point of 
the pencil.  States Overduin, “The OT’s role is support-
ing the teacher toward helping the student through 
incorporating strategies into the classroom to assist 
with calming and processing sensory input.”  

Just as in the profession of school counseling, teaching, 
or day-to-day parenting, the specific identified prac-
tice is most effective upon careful match to a learner’s 
unique needs and characteristics. The service provid-
ers listed above, provide different professional lenses 
in which to observe and understand the student with 
ASD and the lens of the school counselor will further 
deepen the understanding required in order to provide 
meaningful education to increase the student’s posi-
tive trajectory from TK through 12 and beyond.

EDUCATION
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EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
The following resources are offered to provide sup-
port and guidance for the professional school coun-
selor or other educational caregivers in their journey 
toward broadening their scope of practice and more 
effectively including students with autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD) or students with other executive 
function disorders. These resources, grounded in Ev-
idence-Based Practices (EBP), include:

Autism Internet Modules (AIM)

One of the many online resources available to fami-
ly members, educators, or any individual who works 
with or lives with someone with autism. AIM is avail-
able at no cost. Certificate or credit options are avail-
able for a fee. AIM provides no-cost instructional 
modules to include evidence-based practices for 
home, school, community, and work place. autis-
minternetmodules.org

Positive Behavioral Interventions  
& Supports (PBIS)

PBIS supports success of ALL students through orga-
nized evidence-based practices (EBP), improvement 
of implementation of those practices, and maximi-
zation of academic and social behavior outcomes for 
students.  Based upon language from the 1997 Reau-
thorization of IDEA, PBIS is used interchangeably with 
School-wide Positive Behavior Supports (SWPBS).  
Although not specific to only students with ASD, 
PBIS is a framework that is based upon principles of 
applied behavior analysis (ABA) and the prevention 
approach and values of positive behavior support. 
This framework is an approach to assist school per-
sonnel in adopting and organizing EBP interventions 
into an integrated continuum, in order to enhance 
academic and social behavioral outcomes for all stu-
dents.  www.pbis.org 

Social Narratives

Social Narratives are EBPs that are visually represent-
ed and describe social situations and socially appro-
priate responses or behaviors to help students with 
ASD acquire and use appropriate social skills. These 
stories include communication, problem-solving, de-
cision-making, self-management, and peer relations 
in order to allow the student with ASD to initiate and 
maintain positive social relationships through help-
ing the student gain information of the thoughts and 
feelings of others, as well as contextual information 
they may have missed. Social narratives can be an ef-
fective strategy to support enhanced social and be-
havioral understanding.  Much like the Biblio-Coun-
seling Technique, but written in the first person and 
customized to the student’s specific needs with a lim-
ited focus, social narratives strategies are available 
through many books and Internet resources. A cou-
ple of notable pioneers with this type of intervention 
include Carol Gray, who authored the trademarked 
tools of Social Stories and Comic Strip Conversations, 
and Elisa Gagnon, who is a social narrative pioneer 
who introduced us to Power Cards.  

Visual Supports 

Students with autism are typically best able to pro-
cess information when it is provided through the vi-
sual and spatial channel. Spoken language tends to 
be transient and temporal to a student with ASD. Pre-
sented in a visually organized manner, written lan-
guage can be less fleeting. Through an intervention 
developed at University of North Carolina Chapel Hill 
called Treatment and Education of Autistic and Com-
munication related handicapped Children (TEACCH 
methodology), the EBP intervention called “Struc-
tured TEACCHing” is based upon understanding the 
learning characteristics of individuals with autism 
and the use of visual supports to promote meaning 
and independence. 

Angela Shaw, a special educator within Snowline Joint Unified School District in California, values the efforts of all in support 
of launching each life-long learner, especially when the learner is one with special needs. Angela has had the opportunity to 
work with students with mild to moderate needs and their families over the past 16 years at the elementary level.  Though she 
delivers the information within this article to families and educational caregivers through the voice of a special educator, she 
also holds a credential in school counseling.  Angela earned Masters’ degrees in special education and in school counseling 
from Azusa Pacific University, and holds a Certificate in Autism from Cal State San Bernardino.  Her publishing focus is upon 
students with special needs in support of families and educational caregivers, in order to further collaborative relationships.  
Angela has authored many works on topics relative to high-incidence disabilities, including a two part series “ADD in Girls:  
Sugar or Spice?” originally appearing in August and October ’04 issues of EP, which is available through the National Library 
Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped (NLS), Library of Congress.
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T
he more time we take to care for and un-
derstand our children, the less demanding 
our roles become.  I have a 20-year-old son 
who was diagnosed with autism at an early 
age, and I raised him as a single parent after 
my marital breakdown.  At the age of 15, he 
started self-harming, and due to the impact 

of constantly hitting his ear, it became cauliflow-
er-shaped.  It was disheartening to watch him hit 
himself; every blow he gave himself was a personal 
torment to me.  He was in school and I was work-
ing at the time, so I had little time to investigate the 
problem.  It got so serious that he was excluded from 
school and was almost sanctioned for self-harming.  
This was rather alarming, as God would have it. On 
top of this, I was let go from my job of almost 12 years 

during the time I needed it most.  It became an op-
portunity, however, to revisit what we were doing in 
his life.  Here are some of the changes I made along 
with some guidelines:

 I stopped giving him yogurt every morning. I 
thought since I am allergic to milk, he might 
be allergic, too, and it reduced.

 I bought sensory lights (different types) for the 
home. They are not expensive; buy affordable 
ones.

 I used blackout curtains, trying as much as 
possible to reduce external environmental 
overload. It was no longer about getting some-
thing fanciful, but something effective.

Advice from a Mom:  
WAYS TO HELP YOUR CHILD  

WITH ASD
By Freda McEWEN

Taking care of a child with autism can be demanding physically, emotionally, and 
psychologically, but we as parents need to realize that our duty to our children is to 
nurture and protect them from external and internal hazardous stimuli. 

PARENTAL ADVICE
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 I ensured the TV volume was right and made 
sure what he viewed was appropriate.

 I stopped talking to him or asking him to stop 
when he was self-harming, as sometimes he 
was simply seeking attention, being stubborn, 
or being manipulative. Talking to a child who is 
self-harming can make it worse.

 I gave him painkillers to avert the impact of 
the blow.

 I stopped making long telephone conversa-
tions in front of him.

 I stopped giving him the harmonica and key-
board instruments the school gave him, as 
they hurt his ears (they made him worse).

 I provided computer apps to play the instru-
ments instead.

 He suffered badly with PICA and loved eating 
dry leaves. I decided to give him plant-based 
food instead, like spinach and broccoli.  It did 
minimize it.

 He loved eating tissues, so I stopped putting 
tissue in the toilet and cut some whenever he 
needed to use the toilet, and he completely 
stopped eating it.

 Sometimes it can be hormonal; if your child is 
going through puberty and in her menstrual 
cycle, please seek your doctor’s advice on how 
to minimize the impact of hormone changes.

 Show and tell your child you love him/her, even 
if he/she is nonverbal. The child understands.

 You can actually speak to your child when they 
are calm about the impact of self-harming. 
Don’t worry if he/she doesn’t respond, as your 
child does understand.

 Ensure your child is wearing suitable clothing, 
is neither too warm nor too cold, and is not 
hungry, as these can trigger self-harming ep-
isode.

 Try not to expose your child to any sexualized 
behavior — pay attention to what he/she sees, 
as your child is not able to filter or delete some 
inappropriate information.

 Please ensure you establish eye contact in ev-
ery communication, as it shows your child that 
you have time for them, and they will always 
respond positively.

Understanding the Teenage Stage
During this stage, you should bear in mind that your 
child has special needs is still going through adoles-
cence, and is transitioning into adulthood.  We need 
to learn to respect that and ensure people around us 
accord the same respect, especially a younger sibling 
who may be cognitively high-functioning.  I started by 
giving my son the opportunity to make choices.  I al-
ways have his carers ask him what he would like to do, 
such as going out or staying indoors.  I have noticed 
that they just ask him to get up and go, and when he 
gets out there, he becomes frustrated.  When a child 
is older, you need to listen to his/her opinion, even 
down to clothing and meal choices.  Please under-
stand that all parents endure struggles while raising 
their children, so learn to adjust. It will alleviate your 
struggles.  Learn to speak politely — words such as 
please, sorry, and thank you go a long way — and be 
sure to watch the tone of your voice.  Autism does 
not debar hormonal, mind, or emotional functions — 
your child might not say much, but he/she retains a 
lot, which sometimes can spring up as self-harming 
episodes.  Sometimes your child feels sorry for him/
herself. It is normal to be frustrated by setbacks in life, 
but we need to jumpstart a joy of existence.

It is vital that we keep ourselves sane and our chil-
dren safe.  All these measures I mentioned above as-
sisted in giving my son a decent life without putting 
himself in danger. These children are very loving and 
caring, so remember: what you give is what you get. 
Children with autism form attachments more than 
children without autism.  Take out time to research, 
read, and explore so you can make a difference.

PARENTAL ADVICE

Freda McEwen is a single parent with two children, 
one aged 18 and one aged 20 with autism. She lives 
in London and worked for the Metropolitan Police 
Service for 11 years. She has a degree in Law LLB 
from West London University and a master’s degree 
in Law (LLM) from Southbank University.  She is cur-
rently self-employed with the social services and 
formed an NGO for supporting carers. She is also a 
published author.
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Covering the 35 years the poet has worked in group 
homes and his relationship with an ex-girlfriend's 
autistic son, this book goes beyond the labels. 

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

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

Available from the author at  
agloeggler@nyc.rr.com for $15.00
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A
utism Parenting Magazine recently an-
nounced a partnership with the American 
Autism Association.
The American Autism Association is a not-
for-profit organization dedicated to sup-
porting families with autistic children and 
increasing awareness of the varied difficul-

ties individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 
face. Their mission is to help families through their 
journey as they raise a child with autism. Their orga-
nization offers information, support for families, and 
free-of-cost recreational programs or workshops for 
families.   In addition, their goal is not only  to raise 
autism awareness, but to spread autism acceptance.

Eliane Abou-Assi, Executive Director of the American 
Autism Association said of the partnership:

“It is so exciting for the American Autism Associa-
tion to partner with an organization that is as equal-
ly committed to helping autistic families and indi-
viduals around the world. Time after time, we find 
a lack of accessible quality information for those in 
the autism community, however, Autism Parenting 
Magazine breaks down those boundaries by provid-

ing dedicated resources and solutions for individuals 
and families impacted by autism. They were a clear 
choice of partner for us, and we’re proud to be asso-
ciated with them. Together, we hope to reach more 
families and individuals inside and outside of the au-
tism community by educating, integrating, and ad-
vocating!”

Mark Blakey, the founder of Autism Parenting Maga-
zine, said of the deal: “We’re delighted to become a 
champion sponsor of the American Autism Associa-
tion. Our values are very much aligned and we share 
a common mission in helping families raise autistic 
children. This partnership will benefit our readers by 
providing access to the full spectrum of services of-
fered by the American Autism Association, including 
financial assistance and free recreational programs 
and workshops. Our number one goal is always to 
provide autistic families with tangible working solu-
tions that make their lives easier, and we’re proud to 
be associated with an organization who shares that 
goal. We look forward to a long and successful part-
nership and are excited about the prospect of col-
laborating on future promotional opportunities that 
provide help to even more families.”

New Partnership Formed  
to Better Assist Autism 
Community

AUTISM NEWS
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T
here has become an infatuated focus on 
therapies, schools, and diets for a child diag-
nosed with autism. Parents have become fo-
cused – out of passionate love – to “fix” their 
child. However, why fix something when 
it is not quite broken? It is our job as loved 
ones to our children to see the best possible 

version of themselves, regardless of disability. What 
other creature on this earth loves unconditionally 
without judgment? A child with autism. What other 
creature on this earth gets up regardless of how hard 
they are knocked down? A child with autism. What 
other creature on this earth does not stay angry or 
hold grudges? A child with autism.  What other crea-
ture on this earth is not fazed by negativity? A child 

with autism. What other creature laughs continuous-
ly at the smallest things? A child with autism. What 
other creature on this earth smiles for no reason, and 
instantaneously makes anyone who looks at them 
smile? A child with autism. Consider these following 
questions: is it our autistic children who are broken, 
or is it we who are broken? Who really needs to be 
“fixed”? 

When we become overwhelmed beyond our capacity 
to cope with the constant movement of life and we 
are looking for answers, we can find some of those an-
swers by simply turning to our child with autism. Our 
children are never mute, even if they are nonverbal. 
They speak through their being. We, however, have 

Look At Me:  
The Cornerstone of Eye Contact 

and Relief for Depression
By Maria ROHAN, RN, BSN

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

It is in our human nature that 
when we see something broken, 
we feel the need to either throw 
it away or to fix it. Yet, perception 
is sometimes reality, and it is 
personal judgment that makes 
the item seem broken. It is a gift 
to see beauty where others see 
brokenness, and a gift to see a 
picture when other see pieces.
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become deaf, sometimes lost in a sea of therapies, di-
ets, and medications. The solution to the stress expe-
rienced by parents of an autistic child is simple. The 
solution is to become more like our children – simple.

Fifty percent of mothers with autistic children have a 
definitive skyrocket in depression scores compared 
to any other family member. The depression sprouts 
from an eating responsibility of the outcome or the 
cause of the autism. That all-consuming responsibil-
ity becomes the source of the constant need to fix 
their child. That nagging responsibility becomes the 
shutters over their eyes that distract them from the 
child itself. That tormenting responsibility is the rob-
ber, not the actual diagnosis of autism. We get away 
from our children, not our children getting away 
from us due to a diagnosis, a single word. Eighty-five 
percent of mothers of children with autism have el-
evated stress levels. Forty-eight percent were clini-
cally depressed. Forty-one percent suffered from 
anxiety. As those numbers seem so outrageous and 
complicated, the cure to them is so simple. The re-
lief to the stress of having an autistic child is simply 
to become more like our children, simple in a world 
that feels so overwhelming. They have the key to life 
that does not always have to do with therapies, diets, 
or books. The relief to parental stress is so simple that 
it is looked past. It is right in front of us. 

The phrase “look at me” is a coined phrase in the au-
tistic world when teaching a child with autism eye 
contact.  A teacher or family member is constantly 
repeating “look at me” when they are trying to attain 
the child’s attention.  When the child makes eye con-
tact, their natural response is to repeat and say “look 
at me.” We brush this response off as just their natural 
response to our stimuli. Yet, what if they are trying to 

tell us something? What if the response “look at me” 
is not just how their brain is wired to respond?  What 
if at that moment they are trying to give us that med-
icine to that overabundance of stress we are facing 
and actually look at them? 

We need to love unconditionally, without judgment. 
We need to get up regardless of how hard we fall. We 
need let anger go and release grudges. We need to 
not be phased by negativity. We need to laugh con-
tagiously at the littlest things. We need not to have 
to have a reason to smile. We need to actually look 
at our children when they tell us to, and not to be 
blinded by the need to fix something that could not 
be more close to perfection. We need to become 
more autistic.  The fixing need is not for the child 
sometimes – it’s for us. The relief of caregiver stress is 
right in front of us. The person with difficulties with 
eye contact is not the child, it’s us. An aide to relieve 
the stress of a parent with a child with autism is not 
to forget to really look at the heart and soul of our 
child with autism when they tell us to. 

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Maria Rohan is a registered nurse at Rainbow Ba-
bies and Children’s Hospital in Cleveland, Ohio. 
Outside of the nursing field, Maria has dedicated 
her life to working with children with disabilities, 
trying to give the most opportunity possible. Hav-
ing worked with children with autism for 10 years 
and having the autism diagnosis in her family, Ma-
ria writes interactive workbooks for children with 
autism, molding each workbook to their musical 
voice pattern, attention span, and their likes.  She 
currently sits on the PTO of STEPS Center for Excel-
lence in Autism and continues to let her love for the 
children plant seeds of movement.
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M
any of us who are brave enough to ac-
tually voice that concern often discuss 
the lack of housing opportunities for 
our adults on the spectrum. Wheth-
er our child is just one little bitty bit 
short of being totally independent, or 
whether we have a child that requires 

24-hour supervision, the problem is the same: there 
are so few options for adequate housing. 

The second concern, which usually happens first, 
is the day our child ages out of the school system. 
This is so problematic, it’s been coined “falling off the 
cliff.” For many of our graduates, there are often very 
few viable opportunities for adult programming or 
job training even in larger communities. 

In 2011, two full years before my son, Blake, a young 
man with autism, was scheduled to graduate high 
school at the age of 22, I began my search for “life af-
ter school.”  I called every agency in my town, visited 
programs, and spoke with adult day training direc-
tors as well as executive directors. I even organized 
an inter-agency meeting to try and bring the com-
munity together to help get the ball rolling on the 
development of a pilot program for individuals like 
my son.  I offered to volunteer my time and energy to 
develop the program.  However, I came up short.  Ac-
tually, that’s an understatement.  I ended up with ab-
solutely nothing.  There were plenty of reasons, but 

to make this story short, let’s just say, no one wanted 
to take the plunge. 

So, in May of 2013, one of my biggest fears was 
coming to fruition.  Blake was graduating from high 
school to the couch. And I realized it was in my hands 
to do something for him. 

Serendipitously, my life was heading in a new direc-
tion.  It was one that I didn’t realize would merge 

AUTISM ADVOCACY

New Autism-Focused  
Chocolate Business Reaps 

the Sweetest Rewards
By Valerie HERSKOWITZ, MA CCC-SLP,  
Founder, The Chocolate Spectrum

There are two major milestones that a parent of a differently-abled child fears the 
most. One of those worries revolves around the concern of what will happen to their 
child when they are no longer around.
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with Blake’s situation at that moment.  Let’s just say, 
it was in the stars.  Having sold my speech and occu-
pational therapy center in 2008, I was now teaching 
part-time at the university and had some time on my 
hands.  In 2010, I began what I had originally thought 
would just be a hobby of sorts — I decided to take up 
the pastry arts and began formal training with a local 
chef.  Eventually, I decided to take more specialized 
courses in chocolate-making, and in 2013, I became 
a certified Chocolatier.  During my pastry and choc-
olate training, my son would come into the kitchen 
with me while I practiced.  He showed a great interest 
in the baking process as well as the chocolate work. 

The fact that Blake was greatly interested in the pas-
try arts still floors me. This was the very first interest 
he had shown towards anything, really. Many indi-
viduals on the spectrum often are drawn to partic-
ular areas — sometimes obsessively.  But not Blake.  
So the fact that he and I were now sharing this bond 
through our love of preparing desserts was really a 
very special opportunity for the both of us.  And I de-
cided at this point that I had to move forward and 
promote this situation.  He was still in high school at 
the beginning of this period, so I organized a baking 
program at his school and volunteered with his class 
once a month. That led to a summer program for 
children and adults with developmental disabilities 
in 2012, which I ran out of my house. 

Back to May 2013. During the early days of no school, 
I tried to keep Blake busy as best as I could. I found 
as many extracurricular activities in the communi-
ty that he attended (which were very few), and we 
baked and made chocolate for all our friends and 
family. Occasionally, one of my acquaintances would 
hire us to make something for a party or for a special 
occasion, but these orders were few and far between. 
We were having fun, but it was definitely difficult to 
fill up the day with activities. Our family is small, and 
there is only so much chocolate and pastries that we 
could eat. So, I then toyed with the idea of starting 
a small chocolate company that we could easily run 
out of my home. 

Having investigated our state’s cottage food home 
kitchen industry rules and regulations, I set out to 
put together a structure. Blake’s brother, Hunter, al-
ways a wit with words, came up with The Chocolate 
Spectrum.  But it was the tagline that really defined 
what would eventually become the mission of our 
company: Creating Sweet Opportunities for Those 

AUTISM ADVOCACY
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I decided it was time to look for a commercial kitchen to rent. 
I tried to find someone or a business that would donate the 

space, but when that didn’t happen, I started renting time in the 
kitchen of a caterer in our community. 

with Autism.  If you notice the “s” in the word “oppor-
tunities,” then you will realize that I must have always 
known in the back of my mind that this business 
would reach out to others in our community.  I don’t 
know if I really understood that clearly at the time, 
but it must have been what I was really thinking. 

My original mistake was assuming that a little busi-
ness would only take up a few hours a week or the 
time I wanted Blake to devote to this endeavor. That 
was really a huge miscalculation on my part. Yes, the 
chocolate-making time with Blake was under con-
trol, but the actual business component required 
an amazing amount of energy and time. There was 
a huge learning curve for me as I attempted to do 
everything on my own, i.e., website, social media, 
purchasing supplies, marketing, etc. But we were a 
two-person operation, and the last thing I thought 
I wanted to do was spend tons of money on busi-
ness development. This was supposed to be just a 
little venture to keep Blake busy, after all. So I had no 
plan/no concept of what we really needed to do to 
keep this thing afloat. Flying by the seat of my pants 
would be a really good idiom to use for this period of 
the business. 

By 2014, we had added one new guy to the mix. I 
ran into a nice woman and her adult son, Chris, at 
the beauty shop one day. We started talking and of 
course, I told her about our chocolate venture. She 
was really interested in having her son become in-
volved, so I agreed to allow Chris to come to my house 
once a week and make chocolate with us. There was 
no fee involved. I just thought it’d be nice for Blake 
and for Chris to have a social experience while doing 
something purposeful. But of course, that involved 
me running the class. So, now we were in the begin-
ning stages of the development of a training pro-
gram. 

Word got out through various channels, and we ex-
panded our program to include approximately 10-12 
adults with developmental disabilities.  I received a 

few small grants that assisted me in being able to of-
fer the program free of charge. Chocolate sales were 
still on the smallish side, though growing. I started 
to think about the possibility of making this venture 
something that would eventually be able to provide 
jobs, so by the spring of 2015, I was able to offer paid 
employment to two of our chocolatiers. 

We were still working out of my home, and it was get-
ting to the point where I realized this business was 
unsustainable in a cottage industry.  I couldn’t make 
enough chocolate there to be really profitable, and 
even if I could, the laws are quite restrictive once you 
reach a certain point in gross revenues. Plus, having 
10 people in my house, the sound of the equipment, 
and just the constant tumult was driving my hus-
band crazy, as you might imagine.  I decided it was 
time to look for a commercial kitchen to rent. I tried 
to find someone or a business that would donate the 
space, but when that didn’t happen, I started renting 
time in the kitchen of a caterer in our community. 
Unfortunately, that turned out to be a disaster. The 
temperatures in their kitchens were way too hot to 
produce chocolate, and carting the chocolate back 
from the kitchen to my home in Florida weather was 
ridiculous. Plus, the time it took to set up and break 
down each day made it cost-ineffective. So, I had to 
give it a great deal of thought on whether we could 
sustain this business. I originally decided that we’d 
rent space in an industrial area, but that would mean 
we wouldn’t be able to offer the chocolate classes 
anymore as they are not zoned for that purpose. So, I 
began the search for retail space. 

After several months of a search, we found a small 
space in a strip shopping mall. And in the middle of 
January 2016, we began the process of constructing 
from the ground up a place where we could hang our 
hat. I expanded our original concept of just making 
chocolate and hosting classes to adults with autism 
and other developmental disabilities to include new 
concepts, such as a chocolate café in the front of the 

AUTISM ADVOCACY

Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 51  |    57

http://www.autismparentingmagazine.com


shop where we would be selling coffee and choc-
olate pastries in addition to chocolate confections. 
This new idea is designed to provide an additional 
revenue source as well as an opportunity to train 
and employ more differently-abled individuals. Also, 
we have expanded our classes. Now anyone from the 
community – children with and without disabilities, 
and people of all walks of life – can come for classes 
or even have a party or event in our kitchen. 

Everything in the shop is designed to be user-friend-
ly, so individuals with special needs are not held back. 
The methods we use to make chocolate and coffee, 
actually everything, are created with this concept in 
mind.  As a speech therapist, I’m able to recognize 
individual concerns and tailor the program to meet 
those needs. I think that is one of the reasons we are 
able to offer this unique opportunity. If someone 
needs a break, we have a low stimuli room for this 
purpose.  If another person needs to sit to work for 
awhile, we can accommodate that as well. I actual-
ly make the environment work for them, rather than 
try and change them to meet the environment. I per-
sonally think that is essential for an autism-focused 
business. I also don’t expect everyone to be great at 
everything. As time marches on, I see what part of 
the business the person excels in. Then, we can offer 
work to them in that arena. 

I believe strongly in our mission and feel blessed to 
be a pioneer in the concept of providing employ-
ment options to adults with autism. 

Chocolate can be purchased on the Internet or, if you 
are in the Palm Beach Florida area, come and visit us.  

By helping to support autism-focused businesses 
such as The Chocolate Spectrum, you are assisting in 
our endeavor to increase the availability of program-
ming for the future.  And with the autism tsunami of 
adults soon to age out of the system, we need to be 
able as a society to increase opportunities for mean-
ingful employment.  So, here is our motto: Eat Choc-
olate — Support Autism!

www.thechocolatespectrum.com 
shop.thechocolatespectrum.com

  

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/TheChoco-
lateSpectrum 
Twitter: https://twitter.com/thechocspectrum 
Pinterest: http://www.pinterest.com/TheChocSpec-
trum/ 
Instagram: http://instagram.com/thechocspectrum 
Website: http://www.thechocolatespectrum.com/

Everything in the shop is designed to be user-friendly, so 
individuals with special needs are not held back. 
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Valerie Herskowitz is both a speech pathologist and 
pastry chef/chocolatier, as well as a mother to young 
man with autism. Ms. Herskowitz is a two-time Stevie 
Women in Business Award winner, having won the 
2004 Lifetime Achievement Award for her work with 
children with autism and then in 2014, the Female 
Innovator of the Year for having founded The Choco-
late Spectrum. She is the author of two books on the 
subject of autism and has presented internationally. 
She is the President of the National Autism Registry 
and the Immediate Past President of the Florida As-
sociation of Speech-Language Pathologists and Au-
diologists.
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D
o you have a story to share? Perhaps you have in-
formation that would be helpful to other parents 
with ASD kids and want to share the info. Why not 
share your story/info with us? Autism Parenting 
Magazine wants parents and caregivers to unite 

to help each other. Our writing guidelines are simple.

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

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

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

mailto:editor%40autismparentingmagazine.com?subject=


PLAY NICE
It’s a cloudy day out. I follow Corey and a few other boys 
over to the side of the school where some of the kids 
race the buses as they come in, dropping more kids off.  
Corey and his friends are pushing each other, playing a 
game of cops and robbers. I saw something like this on 
TV once. This is where the good cop who pretends he’s 
a bad guy takes the criminal and presses him for infor-
mation. 
I take Corey by the front of his leather jacket with all of 
my strength and push him up against the wall. He moves 
a lot easier than I thought he would and when he hits the 
wall his eyes look a lot bigger than normal. 
I look away into the window we are near, and I see my speech therapist, Mrs. M, sitting at her desk and eating. It’s weird to see teachers eating; they have lunch but no recess. I shake Corey a little bit, and I realize Mrs. M is standing up. 
I know this moment. This is how I felt in the instant I pushed my sister while we were jumping on the bed. She was flying through the air and I realized there was nothing I could do about it. I threw my hands up and screamed in anticipation of Laura’s crying, Mom’s yelling. Mrs. M is moving her finger back and forth at me. She’s coming to the window. 
We run. I don’t want to get into trouble. I can’t get into trouble. My friend Cam and I run up the stairs to the jungle gym and across the swinging bridge. Just before the curving metal slide, we duck. The boards are very close together here, and I don’t think Mrs. M can see us. 
“Can she see us?” I ask Cam.
 “I don’t know.”
 I don’t like hiding.  I peer through a crack to see Mrs. M and a recess monitor walking around and looking. They are below us. I can’t believe she doesn’t see us. 
“Should we go down?” Cam asks. 
“No!” I whisper. 
Strange using my indoor voice outside. But I look again and they’re still standing down there, looking up. I can’t just sit here like this. So I slide down. 
“There you are!” Mrs. M comes shouting towards me. Her hair is short like Mom’s but she’s taller and scarier. 

WHAT'S NEW ON THE BOOKSHELF?

A BOOK 

EXCERPT
Living in Two Worlds:  
On Being a Social Chameleon  
With Asperger’s

By Dylan EMMONS

The book is a memoir detailing life growing up on the 
autism spectrum.
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“Why were you doing that to Corey? That’s not nice.”

 “We were just…I was playing…” The sun is coming out and pointing down right on me. 

“Well it didn’t look like you were playing. It looked like you were hurting him!”

 I try to tell her, but my words come out wrong, too fast, and in chunks. I am getting into trouble. My ears get 

warmer and I have to squint because of the sun.

 Later, at home, when my eyes and nose stop running, mom sits with me, explaining. “Dylan, I’m not mad 

anymore. You’re not going to get into trouble. You apologized to Corey, right?” 

“Yes I did.” “Okay. Maybe you shouldn’t play detective for a little—” “Cops and robbers.” “Dylan, you’re inter-

rupting.”

 “Sorry.” 

Sometimes I remember to wait my turn, and sometimes I don’t. Sometimes what I have to say feels too im-

portant, like when I need to correct them. I’ll still interrupt even through college, raising my hand and con-

sidering what I have to say next rather than listening to what someone else is saying. I will wonder if I have 

actually improved or changed slightly. Maybe I will have just learned how to hide better. 

“Maybe you should find other games to play besides cops and robbers. I know you didn’t mean to scare Corey 

and you didn’t want to hurt him. But Mrs. M didn’t know that. She claims it looked like you were mad at him.” 

“I wasn’t. I told her that. Corey wasn’t even hurt.” “I know. Dylan, you’re bigger than the other kids. It would 

be very easy for you to hurt them accidentally.”

I tell her “okay” and look down. This reminds me of the time I saw the obese man in the hospital and an-

nounced in front of my occupational therapist Eileen that he was fat. As for now, Mom doesn’t seem to be too 

upset, and since I didn’t hurt anyone, I won’t get into trouble at school.

“REFRIGERATOR MOTHERS”— THE TROUBLE WITH VILLAINIZING 

PARENTS 
Dr. Bruno Bettelheim was the one to coin the term “refrigerator mother” from Freudian theory.  The basic as-

sumption was that the autism and the misbehavior that went along with it were the results of bad parenting.  

Kanner himself disregarded the theory, as did others such as Richard Pollack with his book The Creation of Dr. B. 

Though the theory was popular through the 1970s, and has largely been debunked, it is unreasonable to think 

that parents of autistic children don’t feel blame. The truth is they feel blame even when they shouldn’t have 

to, especially when faced with criticism. 

My mother and I were walking through the grocery store (I must have been around four or five) and we 

came to the broccoli.  I was convinced that I liked broccoli because it was my favorite color: green.  But what 

I repeatedly failed to remember was that the texture of the broccoli horrified me; I would often spit it right 

out.  This day, my mother was adamant.  No, I couldn’t have any broccoli. I stomped and begged, yet she kept 

saying “no.”  Just as she told me that I could instead have one of the free cookies the store offered, an elderly 

woman walked by.  Not having understood the particulars of the situation, this woman gave my mother hell 

for denying me healthy food. 

“How dare you!?” I imagine this woman screaming at my mother, who was trying to push her distraught son 

along and get through this store sometime today. People probably started to watch as the old woman backed 

down, ending her mini-tirade. Mom would have shaken it off, paying attention to the task at hand.

There’s a difference between “I won’t” and “I can’t.” The misconception is that people with disabilities like mine 

are simply being difficult when we don’t follow directions exactly. A teacher might ridicule me for not paying 

attention in class or for speaking out of turn or disrupting. The parents of higher functioning autistic kids are 

often the subjects of ridicule when a report such as this one comes back to them. 

WHAT'S NEW ON THE BOOKSHELF?
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“If only you would discipline him, not give in to him, etc., he’d be better behaved.” 

Because some of us function well enough to pass or even excel academically, teachers, professionals, and other 

students have a tendency to be less understanding of social difficulty. But the fact is that maybe at the time I was 

incapable of paying attention rather being than unwilling to. The light in the classroom may have been too bright 

at the time; we might have had a shift in routine (group work instead of scheduled math class); there may simply 

have been a beehive of voices talking at once that left me incapable of focusing my attention on any given thing. I 

would not have understood why dinosaur noises and out-of-context cartoon quotes would be disruptive to class. 

Certainly, not all of my behavior was a result of the autism. Sometimes I was just being a stinker, like the time my 

sister and I wouldn’t stay quiet in church, or a meltdown I had in the middle of Toys “R” Us because I was being 

denied a Matchbox car.  Much of the time, it’s more complicated than either. I can’t put the buttons on my shirt 

or pants through the holes, but I won’t put a jacket on in thirty degree weather.  I think I picked up on this com-

plication early and used it to my advantage.  I noticed that with every anxious apology, my mom’s tirade over me 

not having remembered to put her important outfit into the dryer on time faded into sympathy for me.  I’ll never 

admit how long I used this defense mechanism. 

Some of the teachers and professionals at my first elementary school openly disliked my mother and undoubtedly 

thought that my behavior was a result of poor parenting on her part. Now, I understand that it can be a compli-

cated issue. For instance, when I was about three, Mom had me psychologically evaluated. This story is a favorite 

of hers early on during workshops.

“Dylan went into the room to be tested and there was a one-way mirror, so I was able to watch as he was being 

tested. I didn’t know what to expect, but I had some confidence; I knew Dylan was a smart kid. But when the eval-

uator started to show Dylan colors, numbers, shapes, and letters, he wouldn’t respond. And these were all things 

that Dylan was already familiar with. So when Dylan was done and we were walking down the hall, I asked him, 

confused and quite frankly a little upset, what had happened. ‘Dylan, you know your shapes and your letters, why 

didn’t you tell the man when he asked?’ Dylan looked at me and told me flat out: ‘Mommy that man didn’t know 

his shapes or his colors or anything, and I wasn’t going to tell him!’”

In first and second grade, I apparently did not appear visibly disabled enough to receive swift and adequate ac-

commodations. This reluctance to give me full accommodations is partially understandable in light of the fact that 

the time I was diagnosed happened to be about the time that Asperger’s Syndrome was becoming its own separate 

diagnosis. Dr. Asperger’s article wasn’t available and translated into English until the early 1990s. Therefore, the 

teachers and special education professionals at that school district were largely unfamiliar with the disorder. But 

to some extent, ignorance of the law really is no excuse. 

Among those familiar with autism was an early teacher of mine. I later found out that she has a son with autism 

much more severe than mine. She was often happy to insinuate that not only did I not have autism but the bad 

behaviors I did have were almost surely the result of bad parenting. One professional even told my mother explic-

itly: “This child is a floodgate. If I give him accommodations, I have to give everyone else accommodations.” It is 

our theory that some of the nastiness teachers and therapists showed me throughout my stay in the district was 

a direct result of how much they really disliked my mother.  They didn’t want to appear as if they weren’t in the 

know; and it was probably much easier to see my mom as unreasonable and militant.

WHAT'S NEW ON THE BOOKSHELF?

Dylan Emmons is the author of Living in Two Worlds: On 
Being a Social Chameleon With Asperger’s.  Diagnosed 
with Asperger’s syndrome at the age of six, he now of-
fers workshops for teachers, professionals, and parents 
of individuals on the autism spectrum and consults for 
organizations working with or employing individuals 

on the autism spectrum. Dylan is an Adjunct Professor 
of English at Westchester Community College and lives 
outside of New York City. 

http://www.dylanemmons.com/ 
https://twitter.com/LivingIn2Worlds 
https://www.facebook.com/LivingInTwoWorlds/ 
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I
n a recent episode of Hope Saves the Day, host 
Paul Cimins and co-host Lynne Glucoft discussed 
the advantages of physical exercise for individu-
als with autism.  They talked about how studies 
have shown that physical exercise is important for 
individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) 
and how it can, in fact, decrease the amount of 

self-stimulatory behaviors and help fight obesi-
ty.  The ASD population, as they explained, is more 
prone to be overweight due to medications or sed-
entary lifestyles.  In addition, exercise can help foster 
better gross motor skills.  

The hosts requested feedback from the autistic com-
munity on physical exercise for this particular show 
and received various responses from parents of both 
boys and girls with ASD.  All responses suggested 
physical exercise was helpful, and while some kids 
enjoyed group activities, there were others who 
benefitted from solo activities.  The hosts also dis-
cussed the importance of feeling part of community 
through exercise – whether or not a child is verbal or 
non-verbal – as it helps to get them out and moving.  

Cimins and Glucoft also chatted about the programs 
Autism Radio offers as a non-profit organization com-
mitted to helping the lives of ASD individuals and 
their families.  There are so many activities for fami-
lies to choose from through this program: the special 
needs swim team (Team Hope), the martial arts pro-
gram, the horseback riding lessons, the ice-skating 
program and the hockey program.  All of these activ-
ities promote exercise in different ways and provide 
multiple benefits.  Since these programs are often 
quite expensive and not always affordable with ASD 
families struggling with finances, the non-profit does 
everything it can to help keep costs down.  There are 
many ways to contribute to the organization.  Peo-
ple can donate directly on-line or become a sponsor 
or even attend one of their fundraisers, such as their 
Casino Night September 24th.  

http://www.autismradio.org/hope-saves-the-day/

http://hsd.podbean.com/e/show319-celebrat-
ing-fourth-of-july-discussing-the-advantag-
es-of-exercise-for-autistic-individuals/?token=c-
02c7a7b7d19380d2b3811fa27c8cfaf

Simple Ways to Engage Your Child 
with Autism in Physical Activity 

Radio Show #319, Autism Radio

Hope Saves The Day® is a multimedia interactive 
open forum dealing with autism broadcasted in-
ternationally. They intend to provide information 
to the public about autism and related topics and 
provide an interactive network for the community. 
They are an unbiased weekly broadcast that is pub-
lished on the Internet.  
Autism Radio™ is a Non-Profit 501(c)(3) Organiza-
tion that is committed to making a difference in the 
Autism Community. Their mission is to improve the 
lives of the individuals diagnosed with autism spec-
trum disorders and their friends and families, who 
struggle to understand, treat, care for, and get the 
help necessary for their loved ones. Autism Radio™ 
is dedicated to raising public awareness about au-
tism and helping individuals, families, and society 
cope with struggles of this disorder. Our mission is to 
raise funds and distribute them to families in need 
who are dealing with the autism spectrum disorder. 
We are committed to raising the funds necessary to 
support these goals.
http://www.autismradio.org/

PARENTAL SOLUTIONS
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POETIC REFLECTIONS

Lisa Southall is 42 years old and considers herself a very blessed individual, as she is mother to three wonderful chil-
dren whom she grows prouder of every day. She is also an assistant principal in a secondary school. Lisa began 
writing poems many years ago for special events and occasions but now has written a range of poems, on 
a range of topics, that she hopes to get published.  Most of her poems are based on life and experiences or 
observations. Lisa was inspired to write this poem as, along with being a mom, she is an auntie to six wonderful 
nephews, two of whom have an autism diagnosis. This has made her realize both the joy and heartache of autism, 
and the challenges her sisters face daily.  Lisa thinks it is important to remind people that children with autism are 
amazing and special and that they want acceptance and understanding along with the rest of us. 

Autism
I

By Lisa SOUTHALL 

 
I have this gorgeous nephew you should see his beautiful face 
And I watch him wonder back and forth seemingly lost within this place 
Although he speaks, it’s very rare and he often walks around 
The melt down that he has sometimes sees him roll upon the ground 
His favorite thing is his trampoline he likes to jump about 
Then when he gets frustrated you should hear this little dude shout 
 
My sister is amazing and she copes every single day 
Trying to make him safe, secure and helping him have fun and play 
She acts so selfless and everything is always done solely with him in mind 
This ranges from a house move just so a suitable school she could find 
She gave up work to spend her time caring for her young lad 
And I wish she realized how amazing she was, she doesn’t and that is sad 
 
Autism is a condition that touches so many we find 
But when we see these special children we must always bear it in mind 
That they are individual, amazing and unique 
And for you to welcome and understand their needs is all that they do seek 
So do not pity, ask your questions and please do not just stare 
But show the people who are autistic that we love them and we care.
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POETIC REFLECTIONS

Levels

Zeke Goff is a young adult living a fulfilling life with high-functioning autism.  Zeke keeps a video blog: 
“zeke.being.zeke - My journey as an intelligent, empathetic, resourceful, autistic, transgender, gender 
non-binary person - me.being.me,” which can be found at https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCHIoygZ-
ROYog0I-TRuHHJAQ.

By Zeke GOFF

A
 

A blur of colors, lights, and sounds 
People moving 
People who might try to interact with me 
Even though doing so would be as strange as interacting with an alien 
Level 3 
That building stress inside me as I try to press through and do 
Life 
Cackling voices, high and low, blending together, deafening 
A train whistle, an automatic door, a phone ringing 
People breathing, feet on tile, my heartbeat 
The incessant scream in my head of 
“Level 3, Level 3, Level 3” 
The building stress inside me as I try to press through and do 
Life 
Processes, all in perfect chaos, always in rush 
Buy the card, thank the man, how do I find my train? 
I can’t think, can’t do 
All for the incessant scream in my head of 
“Level 4, Level 4, Level 4” 
If I can just get on the train before I melt down 
Pressing bodies, everyone too close 
Every touch is painful 
I can feel them around me; I’m trapped 
The scream in my head becomes audible 
“TOO LOUD!” I yell. 
People are staring, but I can’t see 
The sounds around me have turned to light and color 
The sights have turned to black 
Synesthesia 
Screaming, bodies pressing, too much! 
I can’t see. I’m drowning. 
Level 5 
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Reach Out
We encourage you to send in your questions, comments, suggestions and 
concerns to questions@autismparentingmagazine.com. We will do our 
best to find you answers, resources, and improve the magazine to help 
all families with children on the autism spectrum. Please note that we 
may post your questions and edit them if needed.  Please include a phone 
number in case we need clarification.  We thank you for reaching out to 
us.  We will do our best to provide helpful resources and the most current 
information.

Q&A

HELP:  I Need to Know How to Encourage  
Mindfulness in My Child  

By Angelina M., MS, BCBA, LMFT

  How can I encourage mindfulness in my autistic son?QQ

A People with autism may often appear un-
aware, aloof, or trapped in their own worlds. 
Teaching them to be present and aware of 
themselves and their surroundings can be 
challenging, because for so many of our kid-
dos on the spectrum, this can be very over-
whelming.  Oftentimes, those with autism re-
quire additional cues to attend to something.  
Whereas we may easily notice our frustration 
building, people with autism may not sense 
their own bodily responses until it’s too late. 
Here are some tips on improving mindful-
ness:

1. Create a calm zone: 
 This can be an entire room, or even 

just a small section in the corner of 

a room. Maybe it’s even a neat closet space 
underneath the stairwell. However big or 
small, make a space that’s sole purpose is 
to be a safe, quiet area where your son can 
go. Make it simple yet inviting; nothing too 
bright or busy. Include items that involve 
his senses, such as a soft blanket or pillow. 

2. Schedule body checks:
 Set a routine to prompt your child to regu-

larly check in on himself. This may help with 
avoiding a meltdown by catching the signs of 
stress early on. For example: before he leaves 
for school, or when his toy breaks, have your 
child stop and think about his body. Depend-
ing on the age and ability level of your child, 
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you can ask him the questions, have a visual, 
or just work his way down the body. This is re-
ferred to as a body scan. “How does your head 
feel?” “How does your chest feel?” “What’s hap-
pening in your tummy?” “How are your legs?” 
By checking in on himself, part by part, he will 
be in tune with his body and how he’s feeling. 

3. Perform breathing exercises: 
 Find a CD, MP3, or even a YouTube of a guid-

ed breathing activity. Do this with your child 
so you can model it for him if he needs a re-
minder sometime when the audio clip isn’t 
available. Have him focus on breathing in 
and out, slowly. You can even modify your 
language to things like “fill up your tummy 
with air,” “big breath in, hold a bubble,” and 
“let the air bubble out nice and slow so it 
doesn’t fly away.” Make it fun but calming. 

4. Post an emotions chart: 
 Have a visual available so your son can check 

the chart and let you know which one he’s feel-
ing. This also serves as a reminder to check in 
on how he feels each time he sees the chart. 
Again, depending on his age and ability, you 
can choose a simple chart with the four basic 
emotions (happy, sad, mad, scared), or you can 
do a more complex one that includes emo-
tions like nervous, frustrated, exhausted, etc.. 

5. Utilize a visual cue system: 
 Use pictures, hand signals, or even written 

words to help remind your child to slow down, 
check himself, breathe, and/or be present. This 
may be things like a stoplight (where you can 

change it from yellow – slow down – to red – 
stop), a stop sign, pointing to your eyes to sig-
nal him to look around, or writing “breathe” 
on a notecard. However you cue your son, the 
purpose is to gently remind him to stop what 
he’s doing and get in tune with his body and 
his surroundings. 

Remember that you should practice what you preach. 
Modeling mindfulness will help your son incorporate 
these strategies more easily. Get the whole family in-
volved! I hope these tips help.

Angelina M. works as a 
Board Certified Behavior 
Analyst, specializing in as-
sessing and treating chil-
dren and adolescents with 
autism, down-syndrome, 
and other developmental 
delays. She began her career 
in Applied Behavior Anal-
ysis in 2006, following her 

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

Learn more about Angelina and her blog, The 
Autism Onion, at www.theautismonion.com or  
www.facebook.com/theautismonion
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The Social Skills Corner

E
mma takes medication that requires quarterly vis-
its to the lab so they can draw blood to ensure her 
medication is within a therapeutic range.  Emma 
does not like going to the lab.  The day of the lab 
appointment, her father does not tell her where 

they are going because he knows she will cry and sit on 
the floor when it is time to leave for the appointment.  
Emma and her father get into the car and drive in the 
direction of the lab, instead of driving in the direction 
of her school.  She immediately recognizes where she is 
going and begins to cry and bounce in her seat.  When 
they park and her father tries to get her out of the car, 
she continues to cry and flail her arms.  Because she is 
still young and fairly small, he carries her into the lab; 
however, he knows she’ll eventually get too big for him 
to carry.  Once in the waiting room, she continues to cry 
and tries to leave the office.  Her father hopes they do 
not have to wait a long time to be called back to the 

room where her blood will be drawn.  When it is time 
for the blood draw, her father has to restrain her, which 
causes her to become even more upset and combat-
ive.  When it is over, they are both tired and emotionally 
drained.  Her father would like to take her home, but he 
needs to get to work, so he takes her to school. He fears 
she will not have a good day due to having become up-
set at the lab.

If this scenario sounds familiar, the following sugges-
tions may help to make your next trip to the doctor, 
dentist, lab, or other medical appointment easier.

1.  Communicate with the office. 
You may be fortunate enough to have doctors or 
dentists in your community who specialize in treat-
ing children with autism.  But if you don’t, you can 
still work with the office to make the appointment 

How to Make Medical Visits  
Easier for Your Child with Autism
By Jamie E. CARTER, Ph.D.  
and Ahna I. O’SHAUGHNESSY, M.A.
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as smooth as possible.  Most of us dislike waiting to 
be seen by the doctor, and this can be an especially 
difficult thing for your child.  When making the ap-
pointment, explain your child’s situation to the per-
son you are scheduling your appointment with.  Ask 
them if it would be possible, when it is time for the 
appointment, for you to sit in your car and wait until 
it is time to be seen by the doctor.  When it is time to 
be seen, have the office staff call your cell phone to 
let you know it is time to bring your child in.  While 
you are in the car, you can listen to music, read your 
child a book, play a game, or engage in another ac-
tivity that your child enjoys.  This way, he/she is wait-
ing in a familiar setting instead of an office.  Also, see 
if the office would be willing to have you call in the 
day of the appointment and see if the doctor is run-
ning late, giving you an estimate of what time you 
will actually be seen so that you do not arrive too 
early.  Talk to office personnel about the best way 
to talk to your child, e.g., explain to the dental hy-
gienist how your child may react to criticism or be-
ing told what to do.  Ask them to give lots of posi-
tive feedback to your child during the appointment.  

2.  Help your child to know what to expect at 
the appointment.  
One way to do so is through role-play. Purchase a 
toy doctor’s kit and practice giving each other shots, 
looking in each other’s ears, and listening to each 
other’s chests.  Make the experience fun and relax-
ing.  To practice prior to dental trips, you might try 
gently probing around your child’s mouth with a 
dental swab to let her know what the dentist might 
do.  The library most likely has books about going 
to medical appointments.  Check some of these 
books out and read them to your child prior to the 
appointment.  You may want to consider reading 
your child a Social Story ™ about going to the doc-
tor or creating one yourself.  You may also want to 
look on YouTube for a short video of a child going to 
the doctor so your child will know what to expect. 

3. Think about sensory issues that may affect 
your child’s ability to tolerate the appointment. 
If your provider’s office does not already offer 
them, see if you can bring headphones to listen to 
music during a dental cleaning, or sunglasses to 
block out bright lights.  Perhaps a fidget or stress 

ball would help your child during a blood draw or 
dental exam. Practice relaxation techniques pri-
or to the appointment.  Help your child learn to 
take deep breaths or use mental imagery to think 
of a calming scene. You might want to rub laven-
der-scented lotion into the arm or hand to help him/
her relax.  Then when you are at the appointment, 
you can remind him/her to use these techniques. 

4. Plan a fun activity following the appoin-
ment to help motivate your child to cooperate 
through its duration.  
For example, let your child know that you are going 
out to breakfast following a morning lab appoint-
ment, or that following a dental appointment you 
are going to the park.

5. Prior to the appointment, talk about what 
is going to happen and how you expect your 
child to behave.  
For example, you might say, “Emma, we are going to 
the doctor so he can look in your ears and listen to 
your chest; just like we practiced.  I would like you 
to do the best you can to stay calm by taking deep 
breaths just like we practiced.  I know you can do it, 
because you’re a big girl.  When we are through, we 
are going to go to the playground. “ 

By using these techniques, visits to the doctor, den-
tist, or other medical professionals will be less stress-
ful for you and child.  By working as a team with the 
office personnel, you can make necessary environ-
mental changes tailored to your child.  By preparing 
your child for what to expect, he/she will be less anx-
ious about the appointment and will be better able 
to manage his/her behavior in the office.  And, hav-
ing a fun outing following the appointment will help 
to end the experience on a positive note.

The Social Skills Corner

Dr. Carter is a clinical psychologist. Ms. O’Shaugh-
nessy is a psychology associate. They are co-au-
thors of PREP for Social Success:  A Guide for Par-
ents of Children with Autism, which is a social skills 
manual available exclusively through Amazon 
Kindle at http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/
B00WQANRI4. You can follow them on Twitter @
Prep4SocSuccess and on Facebook at https://www.
facebook.com/PREPforSocialSuccess.  
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C
ommunicating with your child’s teacher is 
critical to his/her success.  After all, you do 
know your child better than anyone.  You can 
be a tremendous resource that can help en-
sure your child has a smooth transition into 
a new classroom with a new teacher.   Here 

are some tips to help facilitate good communication 
between you and your child’s teacher:

Communicate Early and Often
Introducing yourself to a prospective teacher can be a 
great way to make a good first impression, but it can also 
set the stage for the rest of the school year.  Try to meet 
them at the earliest opportunity to let them know you 
want to work together with them to ensure that your 
child has a successful year.  This might mean attending 
an open house or reaching out to the school adminis-

How to Improve Communication 
with Your Child’s Teacher

By Sarah KUPFERSCHMIDT, MA, BCBA

The new school year can be a source of stress for many children and even more so for 
children with autism.  There are new people to meet and new routines to learn, all 
while having to navigate this real-world environment we call school.  

APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS
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It is important to remember that your child is not the only child in 
the classroom, and by prioritizing the things you need to discuss 
with the teacher, it helps make sure you do not overwhelm him/
her with too many questions and tips that might be forgotten. 

tration in the month before school begins in order to 
find out who will be teaching your child.   Whenever 
there is an opportunity to meet with the teacher, take 
advantage of it, this means attending parent teacher 
conferences, open houses, and any other school led ac-
tivities (e.g., spaghetti dinner).   When deciding which 
is the best way to communicate, involve the teacher 
by asking them what mode they might prefer.  From 
websites, to daily logs, to apps, there are a plethora of 
different tools that teachers may prefer to use to keep 
in contact with a parent of a child in his/her class.  Make 
sure that you ask your child’s teacher which type of 
communication is best for them.  The mode will like-
ly be affected by the type of information you and the 
teacher decide should be included.  Make sure there 
is a way to customize it to your child’s unique needs.  
Remember, this should be used all year long, and the 
more frequent it is done, the better. Finally, offer to vol-
unteer and help out on outings so that you are around 
as often as possible as a resource and sounding board.

Stick to the Important Stuff
It is important to remember that your child is not the 
only child in the classroom, and by prioritizing the 
things you need to discuss with the teacher, it helps 
make sure you do not overwhelm him/her with too 
many questions and tips that might be forgotten.  If 
you are communicating often, you will be able to ad-
dress all concerns eventually, so begin with the most 
important and work your way to the other items you 
would like to discuss.  If you set a meeting with your 
teacher, make sure you set goals for what you want to 
accomplish during that meeting. That includes creat-
ing an agenda.  At the beginning of the year, prepare 
a pamphlet that describes important considerations 
for your child.  This means describing their likes and 
dislikes, his/her strengths and areas of need, if there is 
a unique form of communication needed (e.g., tablet 
or sign language) and how it is used with him/her, any 
challenging behavior that may put your child at risk 
(e.g., wandering or bolting), and what the triggers are 
for that.  It is a great idea to also include tips and strat-

egies that you use with him/her so that everyone is on 
the same page.  The teacher may use this as a resource 
throughout the year, so if there are ever any updates, 
make sure to provide those as well.  

Avoid Subjective Language
Make sure that the language you and your teacher 
use is specific enough to be useful.  That means avoid-
ing labels that are subjective.  For example instead of 
saying “he had a good night,” it might be better to say 
“he slept all night and did not wake up.  He had eight 
hours of sleep and is well-rested.  He also ate his break-
fast.” This will make it easier for the teacher to know 
how much to challenge your child on a given day.  
The same goes the other way around – encourage the 
teacher to use specific descriptions of the things he/
she saw your child do and or say as opposed to labels 
that can mean different things to different people.  
This will help you see if the tips, strategies, and goals 
that were discussed are working or not for your child.

Notice the Good Stuff
Not only is this important when teaching your child 
with autism, it is also important in all interactions 
with other people.  Many experts talk about a 4:1 

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

and their families, it inspired her to pursue a Masters 
of Arts in Psychology, with a specialization in Behav-
ior Analysis from the University of Nevada, Reno. She 
is also a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA). 
Not only does Sarah enjoy working directly with chil-
dren with autism, she’s also very passionate about 
empowering 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 Univer-
sity, Sarah is currently involved in a research project 
which involves the evaluation of a parent training 
package that will help empower parents with tools 
to teach his/her child with autism important safety 
skills. She has been a Part-Time or Adjunct Professor 
since 2005 teaching ABA courses.  Sarah also regu-
larly presents workshops to parents, therapists, and/
or educators on a variety of topics related to teach-
ing or working with individuals with autism.  Sarah 
is a Huffington Post Contributor, a TEDx speaker, and 
was named  Top Safety Contributor for Autism Par-
enting Magazine in 2014 and Top Behavior Analysis 
Writer for 2015. Visit her site: sarahkconsulting.com

rule, meaning for every time you notice something 
that was a challenge (e.g., challenging behavior), we 
should try to notice at least four other things that are 
going well (e.g., I like the way you are sitting).  As you 
can see from the example provided, it can be sim-
ple things that we may take for granted. The point 
is to make an effort to pay attention to the things 
that your child, but also the teacher, is doing well.  
You might let the teacher know how grateful you are 
for the daily communication, that you appreciate the 
time they take to keep you up to date.  You might let 
them know how much it means to you that they did 
something over and above their duties for your child.  
The point here is to try to notice the good even if you 
feel there are a lot of negative interactions.  Looking 
for the good is always a good practice, and it will lead 
to better communication between you and your 
teacher, because he/she will feel that you appreciate 
everything that is done for your child.

Be Professional and Courteous at All 
Times
Because your child has special needs, it is unfortu-
nately very likely that you will need to advocate for 
them at some point.  This will require that you utilize 
some good interpersonal skills.  As the wise Maya An-
gelou once said, “People will forget what you said, for-
get what you did, but they will remember how you 
made them feel.”  No matter what the discussion is, 
whether it be a difficult conversation or a contentious 
one, using professional language and tone is key to 
improving the situation for your child.  Of course this 
is easier said than done, but there are a few things you 
can do to keep your emotions from getting the best 
of you.  Always focus on the solution to the problem 
as opposed to the problem itself.  Of course, gather-
ing all of the necessary information to figure out how 
the problem came to be is critical, but once you have 
that, it is critical to focus on what you can do about it 
as a team.  Focus on objective information and inter-
actions, because you can back those up.  Finally, make 
sure you hear the other person/people involved out, 
as there is always another side to any story. 

If you try to do all of these tips, you are more likely to 
develop a great relationship with your child’s teach-
er that is mutually beneficial, but more importantly, 
it will lead to better outcomes for your child.

APPLIED BEHAVIOR ANALYSIS
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Randall, thank you for your question.  

T
he ABLE Act (Achieving a Better Life Expe-
rience) was passed in December, 2014 and 
was finalized at the end of 2015 at a federal 
level.  The ABLE Act cleared the way for indi-
viduals with a disability to save more than 
$2,000 and still be able to qualify for life-sup-
porting government benefits.  During 2015, 

many states passed laws authorizing the use of ABLE 
Accounts for individuals that qualify.  We are finally 
at a point where select states are now allowing indi-
viduals to open ABLE Accounts.    

Due to a change in the rules surrounding ABLE Ac-
counts, qualifying individuals can open an ABLE Ac-
count in a state where they do not live, which means 
it is not necessary to wait for your state to offer ABLE 
accounts in order to open an account.

A qualifying individual for an ABLE account must 
have been diagnosed with a disability before the 
age of 26, and either must be receiving Supplemen-
tal Security Income (SSI) or Social Security Disability 
Income (SSDI), or have a certification from a physi-
cian indicating that he/she has a marked or severe 
functional limitation that was diagnosed before the 
age of 26, which is expected to result in death or has 
lasted/can be expected to last for a continuous peri-
od of not less than 12 months, or is blind.

Important Information  
You Need to Know About 

ABLE Accounts
By Ryan PLATT, MBA, ChFC, ChSNC

  Randall asks: 
“I have heard the ABLE accounts can be funded, is this true?”

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

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

At this time there are four states that offer ABLE Ac-
counts: Ohio, Tennessee, Nebraska, and Florida.  You 
can visit their websites to learn more about opening 
an account.  

Although the ABLE Account can be a very good tool 
if used in the right situation, there are drawbacks 
that you must be aware of:

 Annual Funding limitations based upon the 
annual gift tax exclusion amount ($14,000 in 
2016)

 Only one account permitted per qualifying in-
dividual

 Maximum funding of $100,000 before losing 
SSI (a monthly income that is used for many in-
dividuals to fund housing and other necessary 
life-long supports)

 Payback Provision to Medicaid at the passing 
of the individual with the disability (meaning 
any remaining money in the ABLE Account, at 
death, will be susceptible to government pay-
back)

As with any available Special Needs Planning Tool, 
it is important to understand how best to use The 
ABLE Account for your own family’s specific situation 
before jumping in!  Please seek professional advisors 
with the expertise to help you make the best deci-
sions.

https://www.enablesavings.com/home/able-act/
eligibility.html

FINANCIAL PLANNING
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L
et’s make a nutritious, gluten-free wrap with a 
unique Asian and Mexican-inspired flair.  The 
best part is the filling can be tailored to indi-
vidual tastes and what you have on hand in the 
kitchen.

  For a more Asian burrito, you could add smoked 
salmon, shrimp and wasabi spiced rice, pickled 
vegetables.

  Sliced avocado with pulled chilli beef

  For a vegetarian burrito, you could add roast-
ed peppers and black beans with salsa. 
The possibilities are endless!

Method

If you haven’t got toasted nori, you will need to lightly 
toast by either putting under a grill/broiler for 30 sec-
onds to a minute on a baking tray or heat your stove 
burner to medium heat and use tongs to toast for 
around 30 seconds about 30cm / 12” from the flame.  
For both methods, only one side needs to be toasted.

Place the sheet of nori shiny side down, either on 
plate or a piece of plastic wrap, if you are wanting to 
make into a more portable on-the-go lunch.

Spread the warm rice over three quarters of the 
sheet, then add the more spreadable fillings.  Then, 
add the remaining fillings of your choice of ingredi-
ents, keeping these close together near the outer 
side of the wrap, leaving some space at the edges.

Finally, roll up as tightly as you can until you reach 
the other side. The dampness of the rice should make 
the nori pliable enough to roll and stick to itself at 
the other side, if not, a touch of water can be used to 
seal the edges together.  If you struggle doing this 
by hand you may find that plastic wrap or a bamboo 
mat can help.

At this point, you can slice into small rings sushi style 
to help little fingers be able to eat easier, or serve like 
a burrito. 

Tip: Ensure your rice is quite dry, as too much mois-
ture on the nori will make it tough!

Healthy Eats courtesy of

By Elouise ROBINSON, 
Autism Food Club

   Ingredients per wrap

(as seen in photo): 

1 sheet nori seaweed 

65g / ¼ cup cooked rice (type of 

your choice) 

2 tablespoons guacamole 

4 sticks cucumber 

30g / ¼ cup leftover roast
 chicken 

2 chopped spring onions (white part 

only) 
Chilli sauce (e.g. srirach

a, adobo or 

chipotle) to taste

Simple Nori Burrito Rolls 

You Can Make to Order
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