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the ASD Sibling Relationship, where she has provided some 
excellent tips on nurturing a healthy relationship between 
children. While all families are different, her guidance might 
help you find a new approach in helping your children grow 
as siblings and share in one another’s joy.  

The staff here at Autism Parenting Magazine is very proud of the 
solutions we are able to provide each month.  We are grateful 
for inquiries and the personal stories you share; your commu-
nication gives us insight on which topics are most important.  
One concern that has been flagged several times is the lack of 
available information on how to help young women with auti-
sm navigate puberty.  For much-needed advice on how to ap-
proach this important transition, take a look at Board Certified 
Behavior Analyst Angelina M.’s piece called HELP: I Need Advice 
on Talking About Puberty with Daughter with Autism. 

We also are thrilled to share Kim Stoddart’s piece on the he-
aling properties of gardening called The Lifetime Benefits of 
Spending Time in the Garden with ASD.  Using her roles as a 
mother to a young boy with autism and a gardening writer 
for The Guardian, Kim has provided exciting new ways auti-
sm-friendly gardening can make an enormous difference in 
the life of a child.  

As always, we have included in this issue the perceptive advi-
ce of our devoted readers.  Please take a look at Robyn Coupe’s 
piece called My Amazing Autism Family is Made Up of Love, as the 
mother of three children tenderly shares the gentle and tight-
knit relationships shared within her family.  And if you are in 
need of additional inspiration, please read Mike Guido’s perso-
nal narrative called A Daddy’s Deepest Love, as the well-known 
comedian shares his deepest thoughts on his life journey with 
his beloved daughter with low functioning autism.

As the holiday season nears, we wish our readers unconditio-
nal understanding and support. As the saying goes, the love 
of family is life’s greatest gift.

Kind regards, 
Amy KD Tobik
Editor-in-Chief

Editor’s Letter

T
he holiday season is rapidly approaching—a 
time brimming with excitement.  It’s a period 
filled with meaningful traditions, family din-
ners, festive parties, and gifts.  In a busy world, 
these special days provide an opportunity for 
families to carve out some time and connect 
with the people they love.  

Unfortunately, the excitement of the season  is often overwhel-
ming for families affected by autism.  From the change in sche-
dules, to a large table filled with loud voices and unfamiliar fo-
ods, anxiety levels can run high.  And, to add to the challenge, 
not all families have relatives who fully recognize a child with 
autism’s unique needs, or understand how to provide much-
needed support. That’s why we have reached out to several 
experts and parents for meaningful advice and have dedica-
ted this issue to surviving family challenges.

Whether you plan to attend a large gathering over the next 
few months, or you intend to stay close to home, this is an 
issue you can’t miss. 

First, we are thrilled Lisa Jo Rudy, mother to a child on the 
autism spectrum and a leader on the subject of autism, has 
provided expert advice for families feeling the stress of the 
holiday season. In her piece, Expert Ways on Handling the 
Stressors of Thanksgiving with ASD, Lisa shares specific ways 
you can help your child handle new challenges. Her tips will 
change the way you approach the holiday season and hope-
fully generate some calm in your life.

Managing daily emotions and stressors is a hot topic this time 
of year.  As Chelsea Ervin states in her piece, Great Ways to 
Help Kiddos on the Spectrum Cope with Anxiety, children with 
autism often have a hard time managing their emotions due 
to a lack of language and not understanding how to express 
themselves in ways that are socially acceptable and appro-
priate.  Please read her piece, as the mental health blogger 
and mom to a young boy with autism provides terrific advice 
on ways to help your child reduce anxiety and manage emo-
tions more effectively.

Family celebrations often include large, extended dinners.  
Mealtimes in general are tough for some kids with autism, 
especially when you add a little holiday commotion to the 
mix.  If stress levels are amplified during table time, please 
take a look at speech/language pathologist Maureen A. Fla-
nagan’s piece called Expert Ways to Help Win the Mealtime 
Battle. Maureen’s professional strategies for developing a 
long-term, structured, sensory-motor intervention program 
are sure to change your daily routine.

Sibling relationships are so important to the family dyna-
mic—brothers and sisters live together, play together, argue, 
and bond.  Unfortunately, the link between children can be 
significantly strained when one or more family members are 
on the spectrum.  That’s why it’s important to take a look at 
Liz Burton’s piece called Simple Ways You Can Help Strengthen 
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In an ideal world, you’d have family and friends 
who fully understand your child’s needs and are 
willing and able to connect with and support him/
her.

But few of us live in an ideal world.  And so...Thanks-
giving is tough!  

Here’s why Thanksgiving can be so difficult—and 
what you should do about it:

Unpredictability
Kids with autism typically have terrific memories, and 
they prefer to do things the same way over and over 
again. Christmas, Hanukah, and other religious holi-
days are built around traditions that include prayers 
and songs, special services, and predictable events.

But unlike religious holidays, Thanksgiving has no 
specific traditions outside of a turkey dinner.  And 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

EXPERT WAYS ON HANDLING  
THE STRESSORS OF 

THANKSGIVING WITH ASD
By Lisa Jo RUDY

In many ways, Thanksgiving is a perfect storm of challenges for children on the autism 
spectrum and for their parents.  Not only is the holiday built around every possible 
stressor, but it also provides virtually no outlets for autistic strengths.
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even the turkey is negotiable. One year, Thanksgiv-
ing may be held at Aunt Beth’s in Florida, with tra-
ditional food and a trip to the beach. The following 
year, Grandma may decide she’s hosting—but this 
year she’s going with a Hawaiian luau theme.  Dif-
ferent cousins and friends may attend from year to 
year, bringing with them different traditions, expec-
tations, likes, and dislikes.

How to Handle It:

There’s no way to be absolutely sure what will hap-
pen at Thanksgiving, but you can get a very good 
picture of what to expect by either (1) asking a lot of 
questions ahead of time, or (2) planning ahead with 
your host to ensure your child will have what he/she 
needs. If all else fails, you always have the option of 
hosting Thanksgiving yourself or staying home.

       Once you have the information you need:

	 Create a photo book/social story with 
pictures of relatives and their names, 
pictures of the house you’ll be visiting, 
foods you’ll be offered, etc. Include ex-
pectations and options.  For example, “I 
will go to Grandma’s house.  I will give 
Grandma and Grand-dad a hug. Then 
I may watch a video or go outside with 
my cousins.”

	 Read the book with your child multiple 
times and share the book with your host.

	 Practice important moments with your 
child. For example, if hugs are hard—
but important— practice them ahead of 
time.

	 Have a plan for handling changes of plan. 
What will you do if dinner is planned for 
5:00pm, but the turkey isn’t ready yet then?  

Complex, Open-Ended Conversation
Kids with autism have a difficult time following and 
responding to spoken language. They usually do 
best when words are spoken slowly and when the 
appropriate response is either obvious (yes/no) or 
pre-scripted.  When conversation is open-ended, the 
child is at his/her best when the topic is well-known 
and the situation is familiar.

At many Thanksgiving tables, though, kids with au-
tism will be coping with multiple family members 
they barely remember, and many who know noth-
ing at all about autism. There’s a good chance that 
everyone will be talking very loudly on topics rang-
ing from sports, to politics, to Great Aunt Esmeralda’s 
green bean casserole.  In many cases, well-meaning 
Thanksgiving guests will try to include your child 
with autism in the conversation—but they will not 
offer up any direction or support.  

How to Handle It:

If your child is verbal and capable of conversation, 
talk with him/her about some of the subjects that 
are likely to come up at the Thanksgiving table, es-
pecially among relatives who your family does not 
see often.  If your child uses communication tools, 
such as a keyboard or picture cards, consider cre-
ating cards or shortcuts to answer some common 
questions such as: 

 How old are you now?

 What grade are you in?

 What is your favorite subject in school?

 Are you involved with sports or other  
activities in school?

In most cases, answers to these basic questions will 
be plenty for adults who don’t have a close connec-
tion to your child.  Few children—autistic or not—are 
likely to converse at length about casseroles, family 
gossip, or politics!

If you find you need to answer for your child, keep 
your responses as simple and upbeat as possible— 
e.g., “She’s in sixth grade.” If you start explaining your 
child’s therapies and special needs, you may find 
your conversational partner getting glassy-eyed 
with boredom.

Unfamiliar Sensory “Assaults”
Autism comes with mild, moderate, or severe sen-
sory dysfunctions. Many people with autism are ex-
tremely sensitive to sound, light, smells, and taste. 
In some cases, kids with autism find it painful to be 
in the same room with very loud sounds or strong 
smells—and most are very picky eaters.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

1.

2.

3.

4.
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Thanksgiving is all about the senses.  Your child will 
likely be presented with a range of foods he/she has 
never eaten before, most of which have unusual 
textures (think JELL-O mold!). Saying “no” to various 
parts of the meal could hurt Aunt Sally’s feelings or 
upset someone’s belief that a Thanksgiving without 
cranberry sauce isn’t worth celebrating.  Smells are 
also an issue—not only the smells of new foods, but 
also the smells that may come along with new peo-
ple.  Colognes and cigarettes can be tough for chil-
dren with autism to manage.

At the same time as your child is coping with smells 
and tastes that may be overwhelming, he/she will also 
be dealing with NOISE!  Loud conversations, loud ball 
games on TV, loud shouts from sports fans as their team 
makes (or doesn’t make) a touchdown.  There may also 
be loud children (crying babies are a special concern).

How to Handle It:

Sound is probably the easiest sensory issue to ad-
dress. Fortunately, we live in a time when children 
and teens often disappear from adult company with 
headphones on!  Take advantage of this reality by 
allowing your child to wear sound-erasing head-
phones and/or listen to music as needed and pos-
sible.  Headphones may not be appropriate at the 
table, but they may be very useful in the family room 
as others are screaming “GO GO GO” at the television!

Food issues are also less of an issue now than when 
many parents were growing up.  Many children and 
even teens are picky, and it’s not all that unusual for 
a child to prefer PB and J to fancy chestnut stuffing.  
If you absolutely must, pack a meal for your child—
but it’s also a great idea to bring a dish to share that 
your child can enjoy with everyone else.  If all else 
fails, chips and dip or bread and butter are welcome 
additions to most holiday tables.

Smells are tough.  If your child is very sensitive to 
personal smells such as colognes, you can actually 
teach the child to hold his/her breath while hugging. 
But more ambient food smells can’t be erased. If your 
child is truly uncomfortable with the smells of food 
or smoke, you may need to consider staying away.

“Expected” Social Behaviors
Many families may assume a child with autism will 
want to be a part of the annual touch football game. 
They may insist that your child be part of the “chil-

dren’s table,” when you know he/she needs to stay 
beside you so you can oversee food choices and be-
haviors. 

Or worse, they may assume that “the kids will be 
just fine downstairs” and suggest that you’re a wor-
ry wart when you pop down to be sure your child 
with autism isn’t feeling overwhelmed or behaving 
aggressively.

How to Handle It:

Kids with autism don’t behave typically.  But that 
doesn’t mean they can’t be included.  Here are some 
possible directions to take, depending upon your 
child and the specifics of the situation:

 Choose a young cousin or friend who 
seems to understand your child and ask 
him/her to become a “buddy” for the 
day.  If necessary, pay for the time and ef-
fort.  Ask the caregiver to make sure your 
child is comfortable, provide him/her with 
some ideas for calming your upset child, 
and suggest some games, videos, or activ-
ities that your child might enjoy. Then let 
the two join the other children, resting in 
the fact that you have support.

 Practice specific traditional activities that 
your family tends to enjoy. For example, 
teach your child any touch football skills 
that he is ready and able to learn. Then, let 
your family know “Joey does a great job of 
keeping score” or “Sally is great at finding 
the ball when it goes out of bounds.”  Even 
if your child is doing something a little dif-
ferent, make sure he/she is an active part 
of the game.

 If no cousin or sibling is available to help 
your child cope throughout the day, you 
may need to give in to necessity and be-
come his/her shadow for the day. It may 
not be ideal, but the alternative—allow-
ing your child to fall apart—is far worse!

Being Judged or Advised
No matter how careful you are to prepare your child 
with autism for Thanksgiving, he/she may behave 
differently: flapping, making strange noises, walking 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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away, or bursting into tears.  And chances are, you’ll 
find yourself (and your child) on the receiving end of 
judgments and “good advice.” You may notice peo-
ple looking in your direction as they talk quietly in 
a corner.  More likely, you’ll hear an awful lot of sug-
gestions, ideas, direction, and media-based “insights” 
from well-meaning friends and relations.

Most of the time, judgments and advice are the re-
sult of ignorance. If your child is high functioning, it 
may be hard for others to understand that yes, he/
she really is disabled and no, it’s not just a matter of 
discipline. If your child’s symptoms are more severe, 
it may be hard for your relatives to resist sharing the 
latest “cures” they heard about on TV or read about 
on the Internet.

How to Handle It:

As the parent of a child with autism, you will be the 
focus of helpful interventions—unless you decide to 
go off the grid altogether!  You have a few choices 
about how to handle it.

 Best: Grow a thick skin, smile, and say 
thank you—unless the person you’re 
talking with truly wants to understand 
your child’s particular needs and your par-
ticular choices. If they really care, tell them 
all about it!

 Second Best: Kindly, but firmly, say, 
“Thanks, but I think we’re doing just fine,” 
and walk away.  If things really get out of 
hand for some reason, find an excuse to 
leave early.

 Worst: Stick around and lecture your 
friends and relations about the symptoms 
of autism, appropriate treatments, ridicu-
lous myths, and the truly heinous lies per-
petrated by the media!

If All Else Fails...
You just don’t have the energy or desire to work hard 
just to spend a few hours eating turkey with your 
family.  You don’t want to risk the possibility that 
your child will have a complete meltdown in front of 
your entire clan. And you most certainly don’t want 
to risk the possibility that YOU will have a complete 
meltdown in front of your friends and family!

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

What can you do?

 If you are staying far from home, and your 
host is expecting a crowd, consider book-
ing a hotel room. That way, you can arrive 
late, leave early, and promise your child a 
quiet time with his favorite video at the 
end of the day.

 Host the event yourself and hire someone 
to either cater the event or take charge of 
your child for the whole day.

 Let your family know that you intend to 
celebrate Thanksgiving quietly at home, 
but you’d love to see them—a few at a 
time—at a less stressful time of year.

Sometimes, the best option may be to...opt out!

Lisa Jo Rudy writes about autism for Verywell.com 
and is the author of the book Get Out, Explore, and 
Have Fun, a guide for community involvement for 
families of children with autism. Lisa also consults 
and provides training on autism and inclusion for 
museums, zoos, and other community organizations.
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  Families of individuals dealing with Autism, Asperger’s, SPD, and similar issues often suffer from sleep-
less nights. Some families have experienced months and years of sleepless nights. Overstimulation, anxi-
ety, and sensory issues are among the causes of sleeplessness in individuals. What can be done? Medica-
tion alone only addresses part of the problem. Sensory Goods Weighted Blankets are designed to work 
with the sensory system, allowing the individual to rest their body and mind. They work by calming 
overstimulation, anxiety and providing sensory input for sensory seekers. Individuals dealing with 
Down Syndrome, night terrors, Restless Leg Syndrome and other special needs have also benefited
from using these products.

Testimonials: 

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

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

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

How Are You Sleeping? 

OT Testimonials:

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

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

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

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

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

Contact us at:
info@sensorygoods.com

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

SensoryGoods.com 

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


T
hese are common symptoms of anxiety, 
and as we know, anxiety can be an appro-
priate response to some situations.  Anxiety 
is often noted for its “fight, flight or freeze” 
response in our bodies.  However, this re-
sponse may be disrupting your child’s life 
and having a major impact on the way he or 

she behaves in everyday situations.  As a parent to a 
child with autism, I have become a scientist when it 
comes to dealing with and learning about my child’s 
behavior.  I constantly find myself trying to figure out 
new ways to manipulate his behavior so he can ul-
timately be happier and healthier.  Try approaching 
your child’s anxiety with the curiosity of a scientist 
by implementing the following strategies so you can 
get a better understanding of your child’s behavior 
and help him or her manage emotions more effec-
tively. Here are some tips: 

   Anything could be triggering your child’s anxi-
ety.  Start by keeping a consistent diary of his or 
her behaviors.  This will allow you to see what 
was taking place right before the anxious be-
havior started to occur.  It is important to figure 
out what is prompting the anxiety so emotions 
toward that trigger can be managed more ef-
fectively. 

   Once you figure out what exactly is triggering 
the anxiety, try to be more realistic about your 
expectations. The ultimate goal is to help your 
child learn to cope with anxiety, not eliminate 
it in its entirety.  Try to increase visual supports 
and to be consistent in helping the child un-
derstand emotions. 

   Help your child to feel like they are in control as 
much as possible.  I found a very handy chart 

How You Can 
Help Kiddos  

on the  
Spectrum 

Cope  
with Anxiety

By Chelsea ERVIN

AUTISM HEALTH

Children with autism often have a difficult time managing their emotions due to not 
understanding how to express themselves in ways that are socially acceptable and 
appropriate.  If your child is anything like mine, he or she is usually worried about 
something and is often unable to move on from minor events that take place. 

1.

2.

3.
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on the Internet that allows my child to rate his 
emotions from 1 (happy) to 5 (mad).  It allows 
him to communicate to me how he is feeling.  
Below that section, it gives him three choices 
for what he can do to help himself feel better, 
such as hiding under blanket, squeezing a fid-
get, or getting a hug. This tool has been very 
helpful in deterring destructive behaviors. 

   Create two anxiety kits, one for your home and 
the other for on-the-go. This will take some tri-
al and error to figure out what works best for 
your child. One tip I would suggest is to use 
the five senses (sight, smell, touch, taste, and 
hearing) to create your kit.  Is there a particular 
stuffed animal or fidget that you have noticed 
helps to decrease your child’s anxiety, or at 
least helps to distract him or her long enough 
to make the situation tolerable?  Ask your child 
for suggestions on what helps him or her feel 
better. 

   As a caregiver to a child with special needs, we 
often neglect our own well-being in order to 
care for our child. I encourage you to take a few 
minutes out of your day to take care of your-
self. Making sure your anxiety is in check before 
dealing with your child’s emotions can make a 

world of difference. It reduces the negativity in 
the atmosphere and helps you to more effec-
tively deal with your child’s anxiety.

   Lastly, and most importantly, seek profession-
al help if you feel it is needed. Only you know 
your child best, and sometimes, profession-
al interventions are necessary to help your 
child obtain the best quality of life. There is no 
shame in that! Please be gentle with yourself 
and remember: you are not alone. Your child 
will evolve, grow, and learn to manage anxiety 
with proper treatment.

AUTISM HEALTH

Chelsea Ervin is a freelance writer, a mental health blogger, and a young mother to an amazing 4-year-old boy 
named Jay. In their spare time, they enjoy doing activities together such as crafting, reading, and going to the 
park. They are both trying to find their place on the spectrum and out in the world.
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I 
have four teenagers, and the youngest has au-
tism.  Is survival possible?  Yes, it really is.  I know 
people who’ve come out on the other side sane.  
Here are some survival strategies that have 
helped us stay the course of turning our woes 
into “whoas.” 

 Listen to music.  80’s, disco, easy listening…cre-
ate a playlist of your favorites and have them 
at the ready. Turn it up, sing loud, dance crazy, 
and feel the difference. Music has a profound 
effect on both the body and emotions, and the 
chances are good that you can even drown out 
the tantrums happening in the background. 

 Cry in the shower. Nothing feels better than a 
good cry or a hot shower. Combine them.  You 

don’t even need tissues. And no one will hear 
you over the exhaust fan.

 Find a hobby. I like to crochet, read, and paint.  
To each his own.

 Get a pet. Fish are peaceful to watch and rela-
tively low-maintenance. Cats are soft, playful, 
and bathe themselves. They can be left for days 
and don’t care that you are not there to enter-
tain them. I have fish and two cats.  It might say 
something about my level of stress, the fact that 
I need both!  I also have a dog. While my pooch 
is not as low-maintenance as the fish and likes 
more attention than the cats, she is loyal, loves 
me unconditionally, never talks back, doesn’t 
bite me, and wants nothing more than my affec-

Ways to Survive ASD Parenting 
and Stay Thankful 

By Tara BERTIC

PARENTAL ADVICE

1.

2.

3.

4.
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tion, which is more than I can say about my son 
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) most days.  

 Indulge yourself guiltlessly.  At the end of a 
long day—or even in the middle of one—eat 
chocolate, drink a glass of wine, get a pedicure, 
indulge in a Frappuccino, or go hit a few golf 
balls.

 Girls’/Guys’ Night Out.  Go to a restaurant or 
concert or to a girlfriend’s for a chick flick. Do 
it at least once a month.  Justify it by affirming 
that it’s cheaper than psychotherapy. Dads, go 
golfing, fishing, shooting at the range, or to a 
ballgame. Take care of each other by encour-
aging the other to get out, get away, and take 
a break. 

 Date your spouse.  Watching reruns on the 
couch after the kids are sleeping doesn’t 
count.  GET OUT!  It doesn’t matter where.  Just 
go. Don’t talk about your kids while you’re out.  
Hold hands and make out, even. You can, and 
you should!  It’s healthy. Lips are filled with 
nerve endings and receptors that send signals 
to the brain and lead to a sense of calm that 
results in the hormone oxytocin and endor-
phins being released. The results are stress re-
lief, relaxation, and a lowered blood pressure. 

 Date your kids.  Go on mommy or daddy dates 
with the siblings of your kiddos with ASD. They 
need to get out, too. By default, your child with 
ASD gets the majority of your attention. Wheth-
er or not you mean for him/her to and no mat-
ter how hard you try to spread the love, it just 
happens.  It’s not anyone’s fault.  It’s also not fair. 
It is what it is.  Take siblings for a snack, to the 
mall, to a park or playground, or to a baseball 
game.  It doesn’t matter where you go or what 
you do. Don’t answer non-emergency phone 
calls or text on date nights. Don’t run errands. 
Don’t talk about the other siblings. This time is 
all about the one child you are spending it with.  

 Don’t major on the minors.  Jeremiah hates his 
hair brushed and goes to school with his shirt 
(and sometimes pants) backwards or inside 
out. I. DON’T. CARE. He is dressed. There are 
bigger fish to fry.

 Join a gym. Exercising improves your overall 
health and mood, boosts your level of energy, 
and promotes better sleep. Going gets you out 
of the house. Win-win.

 Journal.  Get it out of your head and onto the 
pages of a book no one else will read.

 Find the humor.  It’s there. It’s either laugh or 
cry and, while sometimes crying feels neces-
sary, laughing feels great too, and it’s often 
contagious.  Take responsibility for harvesting 
happiness. And face it, when your teenage son 
with ASD asks Siri if she has “boobies,” it’s fun-
ny.

 Don’t beat yourself up. Perfection is overrat-
ed and unachievable.  I mess up daily—hourly 
even. I can curl up on the couch in the fetal po-
sition and sob uncontrollably, or I can brush it 
off, suck it up, get right with whomever I blew 
it with, and have another go at it. Living in the 
past paralyzes the present and bankrupts the 
future. Move on.

 Focus on truth. Negative thoughts tear us 
down, beat us up, and rob us of joy. I am the 
worst mom ever. We will still be wiping Jeremi-
ah’s bottom when he’s 30! True? No. Well, the 
butt-wiping remains to be seen, but hopefully 
not.  So why dwell on things that aren’t true 
and you don’t have the power to change even 
if they were? 

 Get counseling.  Counselors are trained to im-
part wisdom about coping mechanisms and 
the grief stages of ASD parenting, and they 
are good listeners.  It’s good to get another 
person’s perspective or objective viewpoint, 
someone who does not know you or your fam-
ily dynamics or history.  And your kids love you 
and don’t want to add to your stress level or 
hurt your feelings, so they often bottle up their 
own. Get them the counseling they need now 
before they’re airing it on Dr. Phil someday for 
everyone to hear.

 Get connected. Get to know other ASD par-
ents, commiserate together over other sur-
vival strategies, and form babysitting co-ops. 
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Serve others.  Make dinner for another ASD family.  Volunteer to 
help someone clean out their garage.  Wash your neighbor’s car 

while you’re washing your own. 

NO ONE knows or understands what you’re 
going through more than another ASD par-
ent.  Whether or not you know them, there is 
a connection, a bond. You are kindred spirits 
in this journey. Even if your children have dif-
ferent disabilities with varying degrees, you 
can still relate to one another’s struggles, cir-
cumstances, challenges, and lives. Search the 
Internet for local support groups, check so-
cial media, or call children’s hospitals or ther-
apy centers to ask about groups. Look for 
special needs sports leagues near you. And 
if you still can’t find a group of ASD parents, 
start your own! If you build it, they will come! 

 Serve others. You are exhausted at the end of 
each day and have limited “free” time after ASD 
parenting, but this is critical to your perspec-
tive.  It’s easy to get so “me-focused” or “your-
kid-focused” that you become ingrown, only 
able to see what’s going on in your life.  That’s 
where self-pity creeps in, along with bitterness 
and resentment at the rest of the population 
for their “typicalness.”

Make dinner for another ASD family.  Volunteer 
to help someone clean out their garage.  Wash 
your neighbor’s car while you’re washing your 
own. Hold doors open, pull out chairs, help 
carry groceries to cars, pack moving boxes. Big 
or small, it doesn’t matter.  Just serve.

 Go out without your child with ASD.  As Jeremi-
ah has become increasingly difficult behavior-
ally, fun outings have been harder to achieve.  
Excursions meant to be enjoyed are spent chas-
ing after a moody, wandering teenager, diffus-
ing meltdowns over having to wait in line or 
sit quietly, and watching his siblings shy away 
in embarrassment.  In the end, we miss out on 
fun and memorable times…well, fun anyway. 

 We occasionally leave Jeremiah with a sit-
ter while we take the others somewhere that 
would cause him stress anyway. We relax, have 
fun, and laugh. By the end, we are ready and 

even excited to get home and see Jeremiah. 
And guess what?  He needed the break from 
us too. He had a great time with the sitter 
and could care less what we did without him. 

 Practice thanksgiving. In 2001, I started my first 
thankful journal. It’s one of the four that are full 
of daily thanksgivings in my life since then. I’m 
thankful for the hand-me-down clothes. I’m 
thankful for the rain watering my plants.  I’m 
thankful for naps!

There are more difficult to discern entries on days 
where I have to sit down and really reflect to find the 
nuggets of gratitude to journal about. The day Jere-
miah had his grand mal seizure, for example.  Deep-
er digging was required. But I’m thankful Jeremiah 
was on the couch so he didn’t fall and hurt himself.  
I’m thankful for friends who babysat so we could be 
at Jeremiah’s hospital bedside. Hard as they were to 
detect initially, once I did, the cloud of despair over 
the events lifted. Gratefulness is relevant to survival.

Days wrought with behavior challenges? I’m thank-
ful for the lady in the checkout line who patted my 
shoulder sympathetically instead of shaking her head 
in disgust and disbelief at Jeremiah’s behavior. I’m 
thankful for Melatonin.  Soon, peace overrides. Thank-
fulness and a grateful heart are inextricably linked to 
experiencing peace. Peace is mandatory for survival. 
There you have it. Survival-of-the-fittest ASD parent-
ing begins here. This list is not exhaustive.  Add to it. 
Get to it. Your life depends on it!
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Tara is a homeschool mom with four 
teenagers. She and her husband, John, 
live in Tampa, Florida. It is Tara’s pas-
sion to encourage other ASD parents 
through her transparency in sharing 

details from their own story…the good, the bad, and 
the ugly. She recently published her first book on Am-
azon Kindle entitled The Rainbow-Colored Grass on 
Our Side of the Fence.  To learn more about Tara and 
her family, visit www.rainbowcoloredgrass.com.
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I
n January of 1989, I was living the uniquely ex-
citing life of a young, single, stand-up comedian. 
From my home base of San Francisco, I would ven-
ture to cities all over the country as a headlining 
entertainer. Fun stuff indeed! I was making way 
better than average money, and I had absolutely 
no tedious obligations or responsibilities to drag 

me down other than getting myself to the club on 
time—which, on occasion, was way more of a chal-
lenge than it should have been. I was living the life!

But, wait. There was one small problem with my fan-
tastic life of leisure and fun-for-profit. I had no one 

to share it with. Yes, sigh, I was lonely. But, how the 
heck would I be able to have any chance of develop-
ing a meaningful relationship with the woman of my 
dreams if I was in one city one week, and then an-
other the next, and then back home to San Francisco 
for two weeks, and then back on the road again? I 
sadly thought, “If the girl of my dreams is out there 
somewhere, she’s certainly not a waitress in a com-
edy club.”

Then, on January 10th 1989, at Cobb’s Comedy Club 
in San Francisco, I had the distinct honor of perform-
ing on the same bill as two comedy legends: Bob-

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

A Daddy’s Deepest Love 
By Mike GUIDO

In today’s society, what is the criterion for a guy to be considered a real man? Muscles? 
Toughness? Success? Intelligence? Athletic ability? I’ve learned that it’s actually much 
more.
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That baby boy, my son, Anthony Michael Guido, was born and 
lived to the ripe old age of sixteen hours. His lungs hadn’t 

developed properly, and he just couldn’t  
breathe on his own. 

cat Goldthwait (Police Academy and other films) and 
the one and only Mr. Robin Williams.  Yes, THAT Rob-
in Williams. You know, the one who was a comedy 
genius. That one. It was a magical night that would 
change my life forever as I rocked the house, my ca-
reer took off, and I became rich beyond measure.  
Well…it was a magical night, but it contained more 
personal magic than career magic. Although, and 
make no mistake about it, I was the king of comedy 
that night…at least until those other two guys took 
the stage.

In the audience that night was Laurine, a smart, fun-
ny, engaging, and stunningly beautiful woman who 
just eight months later would become my wife.  Of 
course, the fact that she married me does put the 
“smart” designation slightly at risk.  I sat down and 
she immediately challenged me and my life choic-
es. Just five minutes into our first conversation, she 
asked, “Are you happy?” Can you imagine that? Ha! 
I thought to myself, “Hello? Did you not just see me 
on stage with Robin Williams? Uh…I think I’m pret-
ty happy!” But, her statement, which she delivered 
as if she had been spying on me for the past five 
years, stunned me. How could she know?  And what 
really terrified me was that she somehow had con-
firmed the same realization that I had considered 
and shoved out of my consciousness so many times 
before: what if I attain my show biz dreams and they 
don’t actually make me happy? What if there’s some-
thing more? What if I end up like so many other rich 
and famous people who are always in the news for 
having miserable lives? I had known this woman sit-
ting across the table from me for about 10 minutes 
and she was scaring me to death. But, I also couldn’t 
take my eyes off her, and I couldn’t stop listening to 
her.

Soon after we married, we were expecting a bundle 
of joy, which officially made me the most excited guy 
in the world.  I was working gigs AND starting a fam-
ily. I was proving, I thought, that you CAN have your 
cake and eat it too.

That baby boy, my son, Anthony Michael Guido, was 
born and lived to the ripe old age of sixteen hours. 
His lungs hadn’t developed properly, and he just 
couldn’t breathe on his own. Laurine and I were with 
him for every second of his short time here, holding 
him, caressing him, and whispering our love to him 
until he left us and returned to his home in Heaven.  
It was then that I fully understood that our bodies re-
ally are composed mostly of water and that at times 
like this, when our hearts are broken and our grief is 
actually physically tangible, a lot of that water can 
seep out through our eyes and run down our cheeks 
and even onto our clothes. I still think about him 
often, and he motivates me to be a better man so 
someday, maybe, I can get to where he is.   

So, when Laurine became pregnant again, I was ac-
tually terrified because of what I had learned from 
my first painful pregnancy experience. But on Oct. 
13, 1991, Maria was born healthy and strong, and all 
my fears and reservations went right out the window 
as soon as I saw her and held her. She was beautiful, 
she was wonderful, she was perfect, and I immedi-
ately fell in love with her.  As I would hold her in my 
arms and rock her to sleep as we listened to Andrea 
Bocelli together, I would look at her beautiful face 
and be overcome with how much I loved her. She to-
tally had me. 

And make no mistake about it: my little girl came 
better than advertised, and she exceeded all expec-
tations.  She walked, she talked, she laughed. And 
I joyously hung on to every sound and movement 
she made. Her pediatric development was right on 
schedule, and she was even a little ahead of the 
game. She was attentive and curious and sometimes 
so cutely funny.  A manly friend said, “Careful, Mike. 
That little girl’s got you wrapped right around her 
finger.” I thought, “And your point is…?” Things were 
perfect with Maria, and I wanted to shout from the 
rooftops, “Hey, look at me! I’m the happiest dad on 
the planet!!”
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Seemingly overnight, she started squealing and screeching 
instead of talking. She stopped making eye contact with us and 

acted like she couldn’t hear us. 

What was required was a completely different perspective,  
and I had to look at Maria in a completely different way.  

I had to “man up” and put my love into action.

Once again, not so fast. Right around her second 
birthday, Maria went through a series of ear infec-
tions and was prescribed the usual antibiotics. During 
this time, her pediatrician also thought to give her 
three immunizations during one visit: DTP, Polio, and 
MMR. We started to see changes in her almost imme-
diately. Seemingly overnight, she started squealing 
and screeching instead of talking. She stopped mak-
ing eye contact with us and acted like she couldn’t 
hear us. She would sit and stare at absolutely noth-
ing without making a sound for very long periods.  
At other times, she danced on her toes and flapped 
her hands for seemingly no reason. She stopped eat-
ing. She stopped sleeping. She stopped being “my” 
Maria. I was losing her, and the loss was crushing me.

To say that I felt like the rug had been pulled out 
from under me, or that I had been punched in the 
stomach, would have been a gross understatement.  
I was devastated. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t 
know what to think. All I knew was that my beauti-
ful, sweet, adorable, bright, happy, and loving little 
girl, who I had given my heart and soul to, was being 
changed each day right before my eyes into some-
one that I didn’t know anymore and who seemingly 
didn’t know me. 

I just wanted her to go back to the way she was. I 
wanted her to talk again…to say things…things like 
“Daddy” and “I love you.” I wanted to be able to hold 
her. I wanted to play with her.  I wanted to read her 
stories. I wanted to understand her. I wanted her to 
be “my” Maria again.

I was a mess. I just rotated through periods of anger, 
frustration, depression, and every other lame, male 
coping mechanism you can think of. My wife, though, 

embraced a different approach, and one day she just 
looked at my pathetic self and said, “What’s wrong 
with you?”

“What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong? Are you kid-
ding? Autism! That’s what’s wrong! Have you seen 
her? We’ve lost her! She’s gone! That’s what’s wrong!  
I hate autism!” 

Wrong answer to the wrong person. At that point, 
my wife took me by the shoulders, looked me in the 
eye, and said, “You listen to me. If you’ve got a prob-
lem with autism, then you’ve got a problem with Ma-
ria, because that’s how she is now. And I’ll tell you 
something; I’m going to fight and scratch and claw.  
I’m going to yell and scream, and I’m going to kick 
down doors to get Maria the help she needs, and I’m 
going to do that with or without you! So why don’t 
you stand up and stop feeling sorry for yourself and 
help me to help Maria?! This is not about you!”

She was right! I had to stop focusing on how all of 
this affected me and instead, focus completely on 
Maria and what I could to help her and keep her safe. 
I mean, I loved her so much. Did I love her any less 
now? Of course not. Then what was keeping me from 
being completely happy with her? Why couldn’t I be 
more like my wife: positive and proactive…or even 
functional? 

What was required was a completely different per-
spective, and I had to look at Maria in a completely 
different way. I had to “man up” and put my love into 
action.

Over time I started to see her and her autism as a fan-
tastic opportunity to experience an entirely different 
and very powerful kind of love as I gladly served my 
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daughter, which made me love her even more.  As a 
comedian, the reward was always laughter from an 
audience. That was the validation. But with Maria, 
the reward was much less direct, but oh so powerful. 
It was merely knowing that I was helping her. 

So, as time went on, Maria, through her innocence, 
her vulnerability, and her pure, pure sweetness, got 
me to the point where I not only loved her and ac-
cepted her autism, but I am now so incredibly grate-
ful for it all. I am just grateful to have her in my life 
exactly as she is, and I wouldn’t change a thing. She 
continues to make me a better person every single 
day.

So, can I be considered to be a “real” man in today’s 
world? I don’t know and, quite frankly, I don’t really 
care. But this much I do know: that because of Maria, 
I’m a much happier one.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Mike Guido is an extremely tal-
ented and successful comedian 
who has made eight nation-
al TV appearances, including 
SHOWTIME, MTV, VH1, and A&E. 
He also has a comedy CD, Who 
Needs Sanity?!, which can be 
heard regularly on Sirius XM Sat-
ellite Radio. A very well estab-

lished and respected performer, Mike has shared 
the stage with some of today’s biggest stars, includ-
ing Jay Leno, Robin Williams, Ellen Degeneres, and 
Dana Carvey. He has a featured role in the film The 
95ers as well as television commercials for Univer-
sal Studios and Cannon Cameras. The San Francis-
co Chronicle said this, “Mike Guido, a poised comic 
who seemed utterly at home on stage and com-
manded the audience’s attention without seeming 
to try, was priceless and well worth seeing.”

A dedicated husband and father, Mike put his com-
edy career on hold for a number of years as he and 
his wife, Laurine, raised their family with special 
attention and focus on their daughter, Maria, who 
has severe or low functioning autism. The Guido’s 
founded and managed the M.A.R.I.A. Foundation, 
a non-profit organization that supports children 
with autism and their families.

• 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

http://www.blumstudy.com
http://www.aikoandegor.org
https://www.facebook.com/aikoandegor/?fref=ts
https://twitter.com/aikoandegor/
http://www.aikoandegor.org


T
he best solution to this problem is to seek help 
from a licensed speech/language patholo-
gist or occupational therapist who has ex-
perience with developing feeding programs 
for children.  This is because there are many 
variables that need to be taken into consid-

eration when developing a structured sensory-mo-
tor intervention program.  The information gathered 
during the evaluation will help identify:

 The child’s functional level with regard to feed-
ing skills

Best Ways to Help Win  
the MEALTIME BATTLE 
By Maureen A. FLANAGAN, MA, CCC-SLP

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Many families with a child diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) may not 
look forward to mealtimes.  A child might only eat a specific brand of each food in their 
diet or might just chew crunchy solids.  Or, the child may only eat if he/she can move 
around the mealtime table.  Because parents have a fundamental need to nourish 
their children in a socially acceptable manner, these behaviors, often seen in children 
with a diagnosis of ASD, can make meals extremely stressful for the whole family. 
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Many children with a diagnosis of ASD do not process sensory 
information well, which may cause eating foods to be an 

unpleasant experience.  

 The strategies most helpful for the child

 The sensory and motor aspects that should be 
addressed with the child

An example of a strategy, based on information from 
parents, teachers, and direct observation, would be 
to begin the feeding program at a table separate 
from the dinner table with minimal visual and audi-
tory distractions.

There are additional plans and activities, described 
in this article that can help with snacks and meals at 
home and in the classroom.  The basic components 
of changing mealtime struggle to mealtime success 
are to use:

 A structured sensory-motor approach 

 Consistent daily effort

 Participation by all involved with the child 

Many children with a diagnosis of ASD do not pro-
cess sensory information well, which may cause eat-
ing foods to be an unpleasant experience.  Senso-
ry-motor based activities can help the child process 
sensory information through their touch, smell, audi-
tory, balance, and proprioceptive systems.  These ac-
tivities can help to calm, organize or alert the child’s 
sensory systems.  

Calming activities prior to a snack or meal might help 
the child who is over or hyper-responsive to infor-
mation received through one or more of his sensory 
systems listed in the previous paragraph.  The child 
described in the initial paragraph, who is in constant 
movement around the dinner table, would benefit 
from calming activities. 

Calming Activities
 Wrapping up in a blanket 

 Rolling a weighted ball back and forth 

 Using a weighted lap pad prior to and during a 
snack or meal

 Taking a warm bath (Kranowitz, 2006)

 Using a diffuser with vanilla or lavender scent-
ed oils

Alerting activities would be helpful prior to a snack 
or meal for the child who is under or hypo-respon-
sive to information received through the sensory 
systems.  These activities may help the child become 
more responsive to sensory stimuli presented during 
the meal or snack. 

Alerting Activities 
 Going for a walk around the block

 Blowing bubbles, whistles or cotton balls 
through a straw

 Chewing on mouth tools or gum

 Using a diffuser with peppermint or citrus 
scented oils

Organizing activities can increase attention and help 
the child to focus on relevant information for the 
snack or meal.  

Organizing Activities
 Marching to music with a predictable beat

 Pushing chairs to the snack or dinner table

 Carrying milk jugs filled with sand from one 
place to another

 Sucking from a water bottle or through a straw

Sensory Based Routines
The “oral sensory diet” is a sensory-based routine 
that will help prepare the child’s touch or tactile sys-
tem around and inside his/her mouth for a snack or 
meal.  It is based on predictable touch input that is 
presented at an acceptable level for the child.  It be-
gins with lotion on areas of the body such as bot-
toms of the feet and palms of the hand.  These body 
parts have large numbers of sensory receptors and 
help the child accept touch input that is later applied 
to the face, lips, and tongue.  (Escalona et al, 2001)

The “oral sensory diet” can easily become part of the 
child’s home and school routine.  The mouth tools 
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are placed in a kit that can be presented to the child 
whenever there is a need for oral input.  Some of the 
items that can be found in the oral sensory kit (Fla-
nagan, 2008) are:

 Lotion

 Lip balm

 Tongue brush  

 Tube for chewing  

 Whistles, bubbles, straws

 Mini massagers

 Flavored gloves

 Flavored tongue depressors

Physical Environment

A visual schedule can be used to indicate when these 
sensory-motor activities, snacks, and mealtimes will 
occur during the child’s day.  This consists of picture 
symbols that list the sequential order of activities 
presented to the child.  This helps the child know 
what to expect and lessens his/her anxiety.  (Twacht-
man-Reilly, 2008)

There are other easy and important changes to the 
physical environment that will help with the success 
of the mealtime or snack.  Some of these are:

 A stable position in a chair with feet firmly on 
the floor. The child will then be able to focus 
on the meal and not whether she might fall 
out of the chair  

 A timer. This will let the child see how long 
the snack or meal will last.  Keep a snack to no 
more than 15 minutes and a meal to no longer 
than 30 minutes 

 Utensils that are the appropriate size for the 
child

 Plates that are one color so the child is not 
overcome by the patterns on the plate

 A small lunch plate.  A dinner plate may be too 
overwhelming to the child

Other strategies that may help with the snack or 
meal are reinforcements and prompts.  A reinforce-
ment is something that the child likes and is willing 
to work to earn.  This reinforcement should be saved 
for use during the snack or meal.  Examples of a rein-
forcement are:

 A preferred food

 A preferred toy

Prompts may help the child eat the targeted food. 
These can be verbal or physical.  Examples of these 
are:

 Verbally say, “Put in your mouth”

 Physically point to the food and then to the 
child’s mouth

 Move your mouth up and down in a chewing 
movement

Pay attention to the quantity of food placed on the 
child’s plate.  Initially, just a small amount of the new 
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food should be presented to the child.  An example 
of a small amount would be one teaspoon to one ta-
blespoon of the targeted food. 

Mealtime stress can be reduced for all involved with 
a child who experience eating difficulties.  The strat-
egies and sensory-motor activities listed throughout 
this article can make for a greater chance of accep-
tance of a variety of foods by the child in a social-
ly acceptable manner.  It is important, however, to 
understand that the child’s feeding behaviors have 
typically been occurring over a period of time.   It will 
take time, but change can occur with patience, con-
sistent daily effort, participation by all involved with 
the child, and a sensory-motor intervention program 
that is individualized to the child’s needs and devel-
oped by a feeding specialist. 

References

Escalona, A., Field, T., Singer-Strunck, R., Cullen, C. & Harts-
horn, K., (2001). Brief report: improvement in children with 
autism following massage therapy. Journal of Autism and 
Developmental Disorders, 31(5), pp.513-516.

Flanagan, M., (2008).  Improving speech and eating skills in 
children with autism spectrum disorder. Shawnee Mission, 
KS. AAPC. 

Kranowitz, C. (2006) The out -of-sync child. New York: The 
Penguin Group.

Twachtman-Reilly, J., Amaral, S. C., & Zebrowski, P. (2008). 
Addressing feeding disorders in children on the autism 
spectrum in school-based settings: Physiological and be-
havioral issues. Language, Speech and Hearing Services in 
Schools, 39, 261-272. 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Maureen Flanagan is a speech/language 
pathologist certified by the American 
Speech-Language-Hearing Association 
and licensed in the state of Maryland. 
For the past 37 years, she has worked with 
children and adolescents from infancy 
through age 18 with a variety of diagno-
ses, including autism spectrum disorder. 
Maureen has been trained in many treat-
ment techniques which have been incor-

porated into her therapy program. This has resulted in a suc-
cessful and innovative approach to treatment.  Maureen has 
written two books that have been published by AAPC pub-
lishing company. Her new book is Strategies For A Successful 
Mealtime. These books and the oral sensory kit can be found 
on her website: www.maureenflanaganspeech.com. 

Sign up to our email newsletter 
and receive FREE bonus content, 

video interviews on Autism 
Parenting, discounts on

magazine issues and the latest 
Autism Information. 

Get Access Now

Privacy Policy: We hate SPAM and promise to keep
your email address safe.

Copyright 2015 © AutismParentingMagazine.com / All Rights Reserved

http://www.maureenflanaganspeech.com
https://my.leadpages.net/leadbox/1405d6a73f72a2%3A16bf98340b46dc/5681717746597888/
https://my.leadpages.net/leadbox/1405d6a73f72a2%3A16bf98340b46dc/5681717746597888/
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T
here is no question that videogames, some 
apps, and online activities can be very valu-
able for children, whether for academics or 
just for entertainment.  When parents find 
an app or game for a child, it can be extreme-
ly problematic tearing him or her away from 
the computer, iPad, or iPhone.

For all children, specifically children on the autism 
spectrum, the online world holds more than the typ-
ical risk.  For example, some researchers in the field 
have found that children with autism are inclined to 
video game addiction. Other researchers contend 
that extreme game playing can “move” a child from 
eccentric or idiosyncratic behavior to pointblank au-
tistic.  The highly structured, anticipated, and immer-

How Much Practical Time 
Should Your Child with ASD 

Spend on the Screen?
By Randi RENTZ

Do you know how much time your child spends on the screen playing video games? 
Do you know which kinds of games are detrimental or valuable to young minds? 
These are very challenging questions for parents, especially for parents of children 
with autism.
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sive experience of gaming can strengthen the rigidi-
ty of autistic-type brains.

But there are also many parents, advocates, and re-
searchers who believe that technology can help chil-
dren with autism develop their strengths and ad-
dress their challenges or weaknesses.

As an autism consultant, I’ve spent years investi-
gating the way different tech tools can support or 
heighten behavioral challenges.  During this period 
of time, I have done research on family technology 
use, habitually finding myself in the crosshairs of par-
ents who are fervently quarreling over screen time.

Often, I discuss with parents ways technology can help 
their children with life skills, social skills, and basic lan-
guage development.  But I’ve explored other ways tech-
nology can help address autism, especially in the area 
of behaviors. First, set your goals, and then, determine 
which technologies or tools can help you get there.

Use Technology as a Special Interest
One particular autistic trait is an obsessive interest in 
a particular subject or object, which often holds the 
key to unlocking a child’s development.  However, 
there is an on-going active discussion about whether 
video games can constitute an autistic special inter-
est. Some people think they sidetrack children from 
discovering their true desires, or represent a more 

peer-accepted way of chasing an underlying geeky 
interest (for example, by playing a rocket-building 
videogame instead of building rockets).  I tell parents 
to allow their children plenty of time to play videog-
ames, since they remain their greatest passion, but 
I try to uncover any underlying interests the games 
may disguise.  That includes giving the child oppor-
tunities to learn more about technology itself and in-
troducing the child to books, events, and games that 
appeal to computer enthusiasts.

Use Technology as Targeted Therapy
During my sessions, I like to utilize therapeutic tools 
specifically designed for anxious children and/or 
children on the autism spectrum that teach self-reg-
ulation and social skills. However, I have had effec-
tive results by just playing a regular iPhone game 
with children while holding on to the phone controls 
myself.  This allowed me to have their full attention.  
After I insisted that we take three deep breaths every 
time our on-screen character died in the snowboard-
ing game “Alto’s Adventure,” I found the children fi-
nally got in the habit of using breath work to man-
age their emotions.  Some were able to accomplish 
this by talking about the situations of characters in 
games like “Broken Age,” where they slowly opened 
up about their emotional state in a way they’d been 
unable to do with a psychiatrist or psychologist.
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Many individuals on the autism spectrum are in need of quiet 
time and a need to escape in order to regulate; screen time can be 

one way to achieve this result.  

Use Technology as Part of Your 
Community
The social Internet has been an advantage for many 
individuals with autism who find face-to-face inter-
action painful.  But, for the same reason, it is often a 
relaxed platform for children with autism to interact 
or mingle online.  Parents can also use online groups 
for advice on many topics, such as transitions and 
homework.  Also, an online community can give par-
ents support when meltdowns occur.  Online sup-
ports also offer the flexibility of access for many busy 
individuals.

Use Technology as Down Time
Many individuals on the autism spectrum are in need 
of quiet time and a need to escape in order to regu-
late; screen time can be one way to achieve this result.  
Some parents find that the use of technology can 
help their children with sensory overload—whether 
that means listening to a story on tape (audiobook), 
watching YouTube, or disappearing into their games 
on the iPad for an hour after a hectic day.  Howev-
er, did you know that screen time can also have the 
reverse effect? Some games may be very overstim-
ulating.  It’s important to monitor which games or 
activities lead to outbursts. When a game or TV show 
leads to an eruption, it can definitely be too over-
stimulating. When I work with a child who has had 
more than one tantrum when watching a game or 
show, I take it out of my technology rotation for at 
least six months—not as a penalty, but because I rec-
ognize that it is way too stimulating.

There is no unassuming answer to the question of 
whether technology helps or hinders children with 
autism any more than there is an easy answer to 
whether technology is worthy or bad for society as 
a whole.  As professionals and parents, we need to 
start looking at the influence that specific kinds of 
screen time have on unambiguous behaviors and 
individuals.  This is particularly true for people on 
the autism spectrum who are extremely complex 
and who may lack the executive functioning skills 

to regulate their own technology use.  When we are 
able to identify the prospects that different kinds of 
screen time can offer individuals—and judiciously 
note the effects—we can help people on the autism 
spectrum use technology as a benefit to their own 
progress and growth. 

Randi Rentz is an autism consultant 
who has worked in the suburbs of 
Philadelphia, PA since 1993. Ran-
di has presented at The National 
Autism Conference at Penn State 
University in August 2007. She has 
been published in The Autism File, 
Summer 2008, profiled in the Edu-

cator Spotlight section in the Philadelphia Inquirer, 
appeared on PBS NewsHour, and featured in Main 
Line Today Magazine, Doing Good. In addition, 
Randi has appeared on several news segments 
within the Philadelphia area. In 2014, Randi was 
named a Woman of Note by The Wall Street Journal 
for her work in autism.
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PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Parental ABA Can Make All  
the Difference in the World
By Maria ROHAN, BSN, RN

He begins to flap as the speech therapist clears the room of anything that would dis-
tract the little boy.  Then, she begins her session, teaching pronouns.  She begins to 
struggle.  She shows him stick figures pointing to themselves and pointing to other 
people. “My red shirt,” she repeats to him. He stares at her, no response.  When she 
repeats a question, he clenches his teeth and his eyes wander, scanning the room 
trying to find something else.  Autism, or just straight boredom?  Bad day, that’s what 
the speech therapist considers the session.

30    |  Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 54

http://www.AutismParentingMagazine.com


The boy’s worried mother carries the weight of the 
world on her shoulders as she worries about his au-
tism the whole way home from the appointment.  
She gets home, grabs his favorite toys, and begins 
the underestimated therapy—parental Applied Be-
havior Analysis (ABA).  She slips a red shirt on a dino-
saur and a blue shirt on a Barbie doll.  She has him 
work for his favorite truck.  She questions the boy 
about his toys, and he answers, “His shirt is red. Her 
shirt is blue.” She breathes out a sigh of relief. Her 
son knows his pronouns; the speech therapist just 
doesn’t know him well enough.  

According to a study, 42% of children like blue, 14% 
like purple, 14% like green, 8% like red, 7% like black, 
5% like orange, and 3% like yellow. What does this 
prove—that children know what they like, even 
those with autism?  Any child, disability or not, will 
be more motivated and attracted to learn when pre-
sented a lesson with things they like. Our best teach-
ers for our children are the ones that love them and 
know them the best; their parents.  A 32-year-old 
man with autism preaches the Snowflake Phenome-
non—people with autism are all like snowflakes, the 
same but built very differently.  As professionals we 
need to mold to the “very differently.”

ABA has been the most effective therapy for children 
with autism to date.  We can easily get lost in a very 
structured ABA curriculum, but let’s remember that 
no child is the same.  We are teaching a diagnosis 
to an extent, but we are always teaching a human 
being.  So what happens when a child with autism 
does not abide by the structure within a set of cur-
riculum guidelines? Do we chalk it up as a bad day? 
Sometimes, it is not that our child does not under-
stand what we are teaching; sometimes he or she is 
truly exhausted and, if anything, bored.  A full-time 
workweek for an adult is 40 hours.  A recommended 
amount of therapy per week for a child with autism 
is 40 hours.  If an adult is tired after a 40-hour work-
week, imagine what a three-year-old must be feel-
ing.  Every child has a bad day.  A child with autism 
may have a diagnosable body, but he or she also has 
a heart and a soul that does not and cannot have a 
diagnosis.  A curriculum does not have a heart that 
beats or a soul that shines.  We should pay attention 
to the living creature more when we hit a brick wall. 
Like every other child, they know what they like. Ef-
fective ABA is when we add a parental touch to it; 
no one knows a child better than a parent, and no 

one enjoys learning unless it is something they want 
to learn about.  It’s when ABA and a child’s interests 
collide that he or she learns, which is why the best 
ABA practices can be found in the home.  We search 
for “the best” therapists for our children in a world of 
a strictly-structured ABA therapy, but in our search, 
we should look for the therapists that most closely 
resemble us as parents. After all, we are the people 
that love and can help our children the best.  The 
best kind of ABA is parental ABA.   

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

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

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

Amazon     Barnes & Noble

Amy Is Aumazing 
HOW IT FEELS TO HAVE AUTISM

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

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 them the most opportunities possi-
ble. Having worked with children with autism for 
10 years and having a child with autism in her fam-
ily, Maria writes interactive workbooks for children 
with autism, molding each workbook to their mu-
sical voice pattern, attention span, and their likes. 
She currently sits on the PTO of STEPS Center for Ex-
cellence in Autism and continues to let her love for 
the children plant seeds of movement.
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I 
call it subcontracting and have been using this 
tool for more than 20 years. It’s great for ADHD, 
ASD, and defiant kids.  One week after using this 
chart, I have had parents come back to me and 
say, “I don’t have to even tell them to do their 
chores because they know their siblings will see 
it, and they will have to pay their sibling to do it 

or a finder’s fee.” Check out my tool below:

Subcontracting Chores 
  Put your child’s allowance in a jar on Saturday.  

$10 for 10 years old, $12 for 12 years old, etc.

  Set chores up for the morning, after school, 
and before bed.

  Set a price for each chore to be paid to a sibling 
or parent for completing it if the child does not 
do it within a certain timeframe such as 10 min-
utes before school,10 minutes before dinner, 
or 10 minutes before bed.  Siblings can go to a 
parent if a chore is not done and offer services 
to complete the chore.   If the child does the 
chore before leaving for school, the child pays 
half of the fee (finder’s fee) to the responsible 

sibling.  If there is no sibling, the child pays the 
parent to do the chore.  

a. $1 for making the bed

b. $2 to clean the room

c.   $.50 per item left on the floor: 
clothes, cups, bowls, towels, etc.

d.  $.25 reminder fee for reminding 
them to do things they can only 
do themselves: brush teeth, get 
dressed, be in car on time, etc.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Surefire Ways to Get  
Your Child with ASD  

to Do Chores
By Jim WEST, MA, LMHC

Are you sick of telling your kids over 
and over again to do their chores? Are 
you sick of the fighting and the sibling 
rivalry? What if you could use this rivalry 
to get chores done?  

1.

2.

3.
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  The child can use the money to pay a sib-
ling or parent to make the bed.  

  At the end of the week, whatever money is 
left in the jar belongs to the child!

This entire program is available with charts and 
instructions in the StressLess with Defiance pro-
gram. You can watch half of the program for free 
here: www.totallifecounseling.com/Shop

Adolescent Expert, Jim West, 
MA, LMHC, President of Total 
Life Counseling Center and au-
thor of the StressLess Series of-
fers expert advice to local and 
national TV news and schools 
internationally and provides 

phone or face-to-face counseling in the Orlando 
area.  Jim is an author, communicator, School Con-
sultant, and Nationally Certified and State Licensed 
Counselor who specializes in counseling for autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD), attention deficit/hyperac-
tivity disorder (ADD/ADHD), and oppositional defi-
ance disorder (ODD). He holds Social Skills Groups, 
Overnight Summer, Spring, and Winter Social Skills 
Camps for ADHD and ASD, and Jim has been inter-
viewed for multiple national TV programs, radio 
shows, and magazine and newspaper articles.  His 
Total Life approach accelerates the therapeutic and 
healing process by relating to children, adolescents, 
and adults by incorporating wellness. Jim’s clients 
travel from all over Florida, England, Georgia, Cay-
man 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 modifications. Eighty-five percent of his cli-
ents have not needed medication or used less medi-
cation than when they first came to Total Life Coun-
seling Center.

4.

5.

Here’s a link to a short promotion for the video 
explaining the subcontracting: https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=BNC8uBJcY6w

Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 54 |    33

http://www.totallifecounseling.com/Shop
http://www.totallifecounseling.com/
http://www.totallifecounseling.com/
http://www.totallifecounseling.com/products/
https://www.youtube.com/c/totallifecounselingcenterorlando
https://www.youtube.com/c/totallifecounselingcenterorlando
http://www.totallifecounseling.com/camps-orlando-social-skills-day-overnight-adhd-asd-aspergers-adventure-therapy/summer-camps/
http://www.totallifecounseling.com/camps-orlando-social-skills-day-overnight-adhd-asd-aspergers-adventure-therapy/summer-camps/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BNC8uBJcY6w
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BNC8uBJcY6w
http://www.autismparentingmagazine.com


 Let your child show you
               the way in . . .
      So you can show them 
                         the way out.   

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

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

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

–Peter Carroll 
TV Producer, 
Brighton, England

HOME OF THE SON-RISE PROGRAM® SINCE 1983 

2080 S. Undermountain Road
Sheffield, MA 01257 USA

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

HOME OF THE SON-RISE PROGRAM® 1974

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

http://www.autismtreatment.com
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T
here are times that I feel autism means be-
ing at the mercy of what I cannot control.  I 
cannot control the brightness of the sun, I 
cannot control the volume of the music in 
the car next to us at a stoplight, and I can-
not always control lost toys, low batteries, 
and video games not working. Our son with 

autism spectrum disorder (ASD), Declan, may react 
negatively to these things on any given day. 

There have been many times my husband, Bob, and I 
have prepared to take the kids to a fun place like the 
playground, the zoo, or Chuck E. Cheese, and then 
something happens to set Declan into a negative 
state. We know we have to leave or can’t partake in 

the fun day that was planned.  We see Declan under 
stress, and we look over to see the disappointed fac-
es of our other children, Bobby and Catelyn, who are 
being asked to put their tokens or toys away and fol-
low us directly to the car. Declan doesn’t go quietly.  If 
he is in crisis, he is wrestling, head butting, punching, 
and screaming.  And we have to ask Bobby and Cate-
lyn for flexibility, to listen, and to temporarily contain 
their disappointment.  Let’s get to a safe place. Let’s 
all de-stress.  Let’s make it better together. 

Declan had a very typical development until he was 
about two years old.  However, by the time he turned 
two, he began having significant problems.  Declan 
stopped speaking, and his behavior became very er-

My Amazing Autism Family 
is Made Up of Love 

By Robyn COUPE

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

We are an autism 
family. We are one 

loving unit, and 
autism is a part  
of who we are.
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Our typical family, with typical development, with typical 
problems, began a change none of us, at that time, were prepared 

for.  We were now an autism family.

Autism is stressful.  I can assure you autism puts a lot of stress on 
a marriage. There are decisions that my husband, Bob, and I have 

to make, and there are situations that he and I have  
to face and handle. 

ratic and unsafe.  He never stopped moving, shaking 
his head, chewing on things, breaking things, hitting 
people, and climbing on everything.  Declan could 
not be left unattended for any period of time.  He be-
gan to have major sleep issues that affected the en-
tire family.  Our typical family, with typical develop-
ment, with typical problems, began a change none 
of us, at that time, were prepared for.  We were now 
an autism family.

We made as many accommodations as we could.  
We took dresser drawers out, took curtains down, 
and removed glass from the house.  But sometimes 
you can’t make every accommodation.  Typical life 
stress still happens.  Two older kids are still develop-
ing, making choices—some good ones and some to 
learn from.  They are trying to participate in activities 
like recreational sports.  They want to go to the local 
bounce house establishment for fun, and yet Declan 
doesn’t bounce. He either stares at the bright red lit 
“EXIT” sign or tries to get behind the bounce houses 
to unplug them.  They need to go to doctor and den-
tist appointments.  “How are we going to go there 
or do that with Declan?” was always the question to 
ANY proposed event.  However, we learned ways to-
gether as an autism family. 

Autism is stressful.  I can assure you autism puts a lot 
of stress on a marriage. There are decisions that my 
husband, Bob, and I have to make, and there are sit-
uations that he and I have to face and handle. Who is 
the easiest person to yell at when you are stressed? 
The person you love the most. Even so, I am so proud 
to say we are one strong, loving unit.  We are an au-
tism family.

Bobby, Catelyn, and Declan are siblings.  Their bond 
is unique in that way.  They eat together, watch TV 
together, pray together, and play together as sib-
lings do.  ASD is a part of their relationship.  Bobby 
and Catelyn know Declan has ASD.  They understand 
that some of Declan’s needs are different than theirs.  
When Bob and I can’t keep up, they are Declan’s shad-
ow in the community, his protector.  They witness his 
joys and his meltdowns.  They are his support when 
he is frustrated or confused.  Many days, Catelyn lives 
in Cate-land, and she loves to bring Declan on mag-
ical adventures. She is so imaginative! It is great for 
Declan, a concrete thinker.  In the community, there 
are many times Declan has misread a social situa-
tion and will hit another child, sometimes more than 
once.  I find I am not the only one running to inter-
vene.  I always arrive with Bobby and/or Catelyn by 
my side, trying to assist as well.  Bobby and Catelyn 
are one heck of a brother and sister.

When I was in high school, I ran on the 4x800 relay 
team in track. I primarily ran the first leg and was 
coached to get the baton out as far ahead of the oth-
er teams as I could. I knew how important my time 
with the baton was. I knew I couldn’t drop it, that 
I needed to hand the baton off. I knew I needed a 
team to run that race. I feel like our autism family is 
very similar in that respect. We are in this together. 
We need each other to do this well. We need to be 
able to hand our daily “batons” off to the next person 
and say, “Can you help me?” We each have a unique 
strength that helps the family reach harmony.

We are an autism family. We are aware that Declan 
has needs that are special.  We have created a safe 
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environment for him to grow. We provide Declan 
with unconditional love and support.  We live in an 
amazing community of families filled with love, pa-
tience, and understanding, always ready to support 
our family as a whole.  We work with his special edu-
cation teachers and therapists to help him grow.  Our 
autism family works together to help spread autism 
awareness and understanding to help Declan, who 
will need it as he goes out to experience the world. 

We didn’t start in this better place we are today. To 
the autism outsider, we say, “You are going to see 
someone go into crisis for what you feel is no appar-
ent reason.  It’s hard for kids to put down tokens or 
walk away from fun with a smile. It can be hard for 
parents not to fight when faced with a stressful situ-
ation, no matter how public an area might be. You’re 
going to see the autism family out there. Be patient 
with them. It’s hard.” 

I asked each family member what would they say to 
someone about Declan and/or autism:

Catelyn said: “Declan is fun and nice.”

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Bobby said: “Declan is funny and loving.”

Bob said: “Autism is challenging and exhaust-
ing but very rewarding.”

At times, I still feel that autism means being at the 
mercy of what I cannot control.  But I have one amaz-
ing autism family.

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

Robyn Coupe is a wife and mother of three children.  
Her youngest child, Declan, has autism spectrum 
disorder.  Robyn has her Master’s Degree in Clinical 
Psychology and has worked in the Mental Health 
field as a Residential Counselor, Case Manager and 
Safe School Specialist/Crisis Counselor and  Re-
sponder.  Robyn left the Mental Health field to work 
in the business field before returning to home to 
care for her family.  Now, after her son has been di-
agnosed with ASD, Robyn continues to learn about 
ASD, how to help her family, how to advocate for 
her son, and how to spread autism awareness.

 

http://www.charishills.org/index
http://www.charishills.org/ForParents-25
http://www.charishills.org


J
ack had not been tested for years, so our 
Special Education Consultant, Dr. John, 
reached out to me a few weeks ago. He has 
known Jack for seven years, so it was in my 
child’s best interest to have Dr. John admin-
ister the test. Besides, Jack loves Dr. John; he 
is an amazing human being.  He is a true ad-

vocate for children on the spectrum, with the right 
mix of science and compassion and a keen sense of 
what’s best for each individual child.

I sat in Dr. John’s office with Jack while he administered 
the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC-V). 
Unlike other standardized IQ tests, the WISC-V in-

cludes a section for visual-spatial aptitude.  Dr. John 
felt this would best represent Jack’s abilities, but he 
had no idea that we were about to be blown away.

Jack was whizzing through the visual-spatial section 
with flying colors. Dr. John and I were glancing up 
at each other with a slight air of disbelief at his per-
formance as the test continued. He flew through it, 
solving puzzles with such speed and accuracy we 
were somewhat awestruck.

And then, the last part of the test in the visual-spa-
tial section really surprised us as Jack completed the 
final task.

How You Can Unlock Your 
Child’s Brilliance with ASD 
By Andrea LIBUTTI, MD

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

I am not fond of intelligence testing for my son with autism, but it is required by 
the school district since he receives services. These tests rely on strong verbal 
communication and auditory processing skills, which are a challenge for Jack and 
many others with autism.
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Communication is paramount to understanding intelligence and 
potential, particularly in non-verbal individuals. 

Dr. John looked up at me and said with a chuckle and 
disbelief, “In all the years I have been testing people, 
not one person has ever solved this last puzzle. Not 
only did Jack solve it, he did so in 62 seconds, break-
ing the record of 90 seconds.”

He looked at Jack and said, “Jack, you my friend, are a 
visual super genius.”

I left Dr. John’s office determined to discover more about 
visual-spatial abilities and how this strength could be 
cultivated.  Jack is 12 years old—he has limited verbal 
abilities, and he spends free time perseverating on vi-
sual stimuli.  I knew, as his mother, that he was bright, 
but now I had something tangible to explore.

I received Dr. John’s full report of the IQ test the next 
day and I was not surprised to see that Jack scored 
very, very low in verbal communication. He was in 
the 1st percentile, which meant 99% of the popula-
tion tested scored higher than him. He was very low 
in all categories except the visual category.

Jack scored in the 99.9th percentile for visual-spatial 
intelligence. That number represents all children and 
individuals, typical and otherwise. In other words, it 
is measured against the general population. Wow! 

I went into research mode and I love what I found. 
There are vast resources about visual-spatial learners 
and a new term that I discovered: twice exceptional 
or 2e. Twice exceptional refers to children that are in-
tellectually gifted with some form of disability.  These 
children are considered exceptional both because of 
their gifts and their special needs.

It dawned on me in that moment how powerful labels 
are. There’s something very positive about the word “ex-
ceptional,” and I wanted more parents to know about 
this label and how to discover their own child’s brilliance. 

I suspect that a large percentage of individuals with 
autism are twice exceptional.  About 10 years ago, 
I read an article about brain architecture, high in-
telligence, and autism.  While I don’t remember the 
exact details, there was a direct correlation between 
certain receptors in the brain and high intelligence.  
It was, in fact, this particular architecture that predis-
posed a person to autism. 

I also discovered this book: Bright Not Broken, Gifted 
Kids, ADHD, and Autism—Why Twice Exceptional Chil-
dren are Stuck and How to Help Them, By D. Kennedy, 
R. Banks with Temple Grandin (Jossey-Bass, 2011).

Being twice exceptional is packed with a unique set 
of challenges, but also with wonderful possibilities. 
So how do you figure out an individual’s strengths?  
There are two key areas to focus on: communication 
and behaviors.  

Communication is paramount to understanding in-
telligence and potential, particularly in non-verbal 
individuals.  I get goose bumps every time I read a 
new book or article about a non-verbal person with 
autism who finally breaks their silence by communi-
cating by letter board or typing.  Not only are these 
seemingly severely-affected people intellectually in-
tact, some are quite brilliant.

First and foremost, presume intellect.  Don’t assume 
a child with autism doesn’t understand.  It’s quite the 
contrary.  Do everything you can to develop a way to 
communicate with your child.

Next, observe your child.  Behaviors hold clues to 
many things in autism, and viewing them through 
a new lens will provide valuable information. Edu-
cation and learning can be tailored based on open 
learning channels. The one size fits all approach in 
education does not work well for the general popu-
lation, and with autism, it is especially important to 
individualize education. 

To simplify the process, consider how learning takes 
place. There are two primary learning channels, vi-
sual-spatial and auditory-sequential, and two sec-
ondary learning channels, tactile and kinesthetic.  Is 
it any surprise that our classrooms are largely set up 
for auditory-sequential learning? And that up to 30% 
of the population are visual-spatial learners? 

We all use varying degrees of each channel, but in 
autism there can be strong clues about dominance 
that can be found by observing behaviors. 

Ask yourself: How does the child interact with the 
environment? 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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Here are some examples based on behaviors:

  Sam enters a room and immediately moves from 
the couch to the rug to the chair. He touches ev-
erything and seems to linger for a few moments, 
taking in the sensations. He is carrying his be-
loved, worn-out blanket, which he refuses to 
leave at home. When someone speaks, he doesn’t 
appear to notice, nor does it appear to bother 
him when things get loud around him. This child 
is highly tactile and kinesthetic, and he seems to 
also have a moderately open auditory channel. He 
doesn’t exhibit the severe sensitivity to sound that 
some do.

  Casey walks into a room and immediately fixates 
on the patterns of the wallpaper. She also loves 
watching the ceiling fan whirl round and round. 
Then she sits down on the floor, staring at the fi-
bers of the carpet for long periods of time. When 
someone enters she seems to crouch into herself 
a little and she covers her ears when someone 
speaks. This child is highly visual and is closed at 
the moment to auditory input.

  Josh enters a room and goes immediately to the 
table. He touches it and begins to bite it. He seems 
fascinated with the hardness of it and continues 
to explore it. When someone talks to him, he tries 
to answer. His language is limited but he gets 
some words out. Josh also loves listening to mu-
sic, and he takes his portable CD player with him 
almost everywhere he goes. Josh is highly tactile 
and has an open auditory channel.

Autism is a spectrum because there are infinite com-
binations of a differently-abled sensory system.  Cre-
ating a learning environment that honors the child’s 
unique sensory system is the first step to helping the 
child connect and learn. 

You can further discern strengths by asking these 
questions:

  What does your child gravitate towards? 
  How does he spend his free time?
  What is your child’s special talent?
  What seems to soothe him?
  What seems to bother him?

Observe. Make a list and go after your child’s 
strengths. 

After discovering Jack’s strengths, I found a program 
for him that actually takes his visual-spatial strengths 
to train up his verbal and auditory pathways.  The pro-
gram was developed by Dr. Cherie Florance, a mother 
and brain researcher. Jack enjoys the program because 
I use visual cues and support in all learning, making it 
easy for him to follow along.  Not only is it effective, it 
is a lot of fun for both of us, and this further deepens 
our relationship and his ability to connect with me. 

By focusing on strengths you change the dynamic to 
what’s possible.  This in and of itself is life-changing.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

1.

2.

3.

Andrea Libutti, M.D. is a board-certified 
emergency medicine physician and has 
spent several years in private practice 
treating children with autism. When her 
son Jack was diagnosed with autism at 
20 months old, Andrea immersed her-

self in a variety of different healing modalities, including 
biomedical and alternative therapies. Through this im-
mersion, she has helped a number of children achieve 
far higher functionality than is typically assigned to this 
population, and several children were fully integrated 
from a social-relationship perspective.
Her book Awakened by Autism, published by Hay 
House, is a culmination of her extensive knowledge 
and a guide for viewing autism from a mind-body-
spirit perspective. Andrea has appeared on Hay House 
Radio, spoken at national and regional autism confer-
ences, and guest blogs for a variety of different web-
sites, including the Huffington Post, Hay House’s Heal 
Your Life, and Mind Body Green. 
In 2016, Andrea started the Autism Wellness Revo-
lution to transform the lives of children with autism 
and their families. The Autism Wellness Revolution 
is a two-part endeavor that includes an interactive 
online community and online workshops for par-
ents and professionals. The free online community 
includes an informational website and blog, www.
andrealibutti.com, a weekly newsletter packed 
with tips for healing and ongoing inspiration and 
a YouTube channel with informational videos.  This 
past summer, she launched “Ask Dr. Andie,” an on-
line weekly Q & A for parents and professionals. 
Andrea’s greatest hope is to empower families to 
take useful action to restore their children’s physical 
and emotional wellbeing while embracing them 
with the love and acceptance they deserve.
Andrea received her medical degree from the Univer-
sity of Southern California and completed residency 
training at Beth Israel Medical Center in Manhattan.
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F
irst, I want to review how empathy is defined, 
and secondly, what empathy is in reality.

Empathy is defined as “the ability to feel or share 
someone else’s experiences by imagining what 
it would be like to be them.”

Some common synonyms include: attuned to, com-
mune, communion, emotional intelligence, empa-
thetic, identify, project, rapport, relate, self-discov-
ery, sensitive, sensitivity, and understand.

Living with a person with autism means I am able to 
closely observe and learn about these types of top-
ics.  It gives me a privileged insight. Those who care 
for people on the spectrum know that they do not 
truly lack empathy; in fact, it is the opposite of that. 
The truth is, for those on the spectrum, it is so over-
whelming to feel someone else’s feelings that often 
the only way to cope is to shut down, detach, and 
avoid the situation altogether.  From an outsider’s 
point of view, it may look like that person is rejecting 
the other. This couldn’t be further from the truth. 

For neurotypical people, being able to empathize 
with others is a small, simple sensation.  The most we 
will often do is cry or laugh for a minute as we share 
a sense of the other person’s reality.  It helps if you 
have been through a similar experience. 

Yet honestly, it is impossible to really know what an-
other person is feeling from an experience they had, 
as we all see and feel the world differently.  Everyone 
has his/her own filtering system.  For instance, while 
some may see a color, such as green, with such cer-
tainty, another will swear it is actually blue.  We do 
this in everyday life situations, each of us experienc-

ing something a little different from the other. This is 
what makes us unique.

When you have sensitivities as heightened as those 
with autism, why would you choose to feel what 
others are feeling? For many, simply living through 
life on the planet and existing is enough. Outside 
stimuli from everyone and everything, including the 
environment, remains loud and is all-encompassing 
every minute of the day.  Some have said to me that 
when they add the feelings of others to that on a one-
to-one level, it is too intense and often debilitating.  
Alien feelings of someone else’s pain and anguish 
taking over every part of your being—I don’t know 
about you, but that sounds exhausting and scary.  

The Need to Understand 
the Sensitivities of Autism 
By Kerrie BERROYER

The ability to recognize and express empathy is a popular subject when autism is 
discussed.  Many assume that people with autism lack this skill.  However, is this really 
an accurate claim?
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Empathizing with another human is deemed to be positive, a 
kindness. It’s the ‘right way to be’ in order to be  

a socially-accepted, caring human being.  

You see, it is not unusual for a person with autism to 
say that when they walk into a room, they feel EV-
ERYTHING at once. Imagine that for a second, if you 
can; let’s empathize with that notion. However, most 
of us cannot empathize with it because we simply 
do not experience it on their heightened level. Does 
that mean we do not care?

Empathizing with another human is deemed to be 
positive, a kindness. It’s the “right way to be” in order to 
be a socially-accepted, caring human being.  Person-
ally, I feel that empathy is useful only up to a certain 
point.  Yes, no one person can fully comprehend what 
another is feeling—I have already mentioned this. But 
also, if we stay in empathy mode, no one gets any-
where past those feelings of pain. Instead, in unpleas-
ant or traumatic experiences, it is surely more helpful 
to move people past their situations and help them 
begin to heal. Two people feeling the same levels of 
emotion can be counteractive. Surely compassion is 
more beneficial to another person when they are hav-
ing a tough time. Let’s have a look at the definition of 
compassion according to the English dictionary: “sym-
pathetic pity and concern for the sufferings or mis-
fortunes of others.” Compassion’s synonyms include: 
sympathy, feeling, understanding, care, concern, so-
licitude, sensitivity, tender-heartedness, warmth, love, 
gentleness, mercy, leniency, tolerance, consideration, 
humanity, and benevolence.

I have seen people of all ages with autism express 
kindness and affection when someone was feeling 
sad or hurting. Gentleness and tolerance in abun-
dance is given from those on the spectrum.  In fact, all 
of compassion’s synonyms (as listed above) are given 
without any fuss or expectation of anything in return.  
Compassion and love is given in its purest form, prov-
ing them to be completely selfless, without exception. 

Jeorge, our son, was three years old when he com-
forted a family member who was going through a 
really tough time. He did this by simply laying across 
his lap for an hour.  Jeorge is nonverbal and did not 
communicate with words. Instead, he gave all of 
himself by lying across the lap of someone who was 
deeply distressed.    

He was comforting him so deeply and powerfully in 
silence in a way that was completely selfless. He gave 
an hour of his undivided attention and love. 

Over the years, I have listened to and read the books 
of others with autism and Asperger’s syndrome, 
describing how they find emotions very difficult to 
read.  This can lead to an assumption that they don’t 
care about others’ feelings.  The truth is, they found 
the energy of the emotion so powerful that often the 
sensory overload prevented them from acting in an 
obvious or expected way. 

There are many unseen kindnesses and acceptances 
I have witnessed over the last 11 years; they are so 
subtle that most miss it completely and focus only 
on the “learned, typical” reactions and interactions 
between people.  I have seen those with autism hold 
a space for someone in distress—simply supporting 
them by not speaking or asking for an explanation, 
but instead, providing a loving space for the person 
to weep and simply be. 

Others have explained that they can feel energy and 
even see from the person exactly what is being felt, 
yet their words express something different. This is 
so intense for the   person to feel and filter out that it 
is very difficult to be able to approach another, most-
ly because they fear of giving the wrong response.

Yet I hear of many situations where a person with 
autism will hold a hand or stroke a cheek (one of 
Jeorge’s favorites).  Nonverbal people with autism 
can give love and compassion without others notic-
ing, as they can do this energetically while still carry-
ing on with their usual activities.   

Compassion is given abundantly by those with au-
tism.  I see it every day with Jeorge. He does this 
without words and without a need for recognition 
from anyone.  Being in the presence of a person with 
autism means you are not judged or ridiculed for 
anything. You are who you are...this is real compas-
sion and real acceptance. It is selflessness in its pure 
form, asking absolutely nothing in return.

A person with autism can see someone is sad and un-
derstands on a higher level than most of us. They realize 
that this is something the other person must deal with; 
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action is not necessary.  They accept someone having 
an emotional moment. This does not mean they do not 
care; instead, it means they acknowledge the need for 
space and support without fuss. Most psychiatrists and 
therapists know of this skill and the benefits of it. 

Remember, people with autism are incredibly sensi-
tive beyond many of our comprehension. To feel as 
deeply and intensely as they are capable of means 
getting close is so overwhelming it can be nearly im-
possible for them to do so. This does not mean they 
do not care. The same notion is said for a non-verbal 
person. It does not mean they have nothing to say. 

It is when we stop projecting what we expect to see 
within the normal confines of love and consideration 
that we can start to see what is really going on. Expec-
tation and the rigidness of such social interaction can 
cause huge misunderstandings between each other.  
This can be devastating for someone who is unable to 
use verbal language to explain their feelings. 

Personally, I have experienced such love and kindness 
from those with autism—meaningful, silent, gentle 
love.  When I have been hugged or kissed by a per-
son with autism I understand it; I feel the energy of 
their absolute undivided attention in a small, swift, 
unforgettable moment. It is like a blessing has been 
bestowed on me. I strongly recommend you try it!

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Learn the Brain Basis for your child’s symptoms and methods to reduce them.  
Make This Year The BEST! 

DR. CHERI FLORANCE • WWW.CHERIFLORANCE.COM • braindr@cheriflorance.com

Click Here for Free Modules AND Videos

GET THE HELP YOU NEED! 
Dr. Cheri Florance can help! Known internationally for 
teaching communication skills, she works with chil-
dren from non-verbals to high functioning. National 
Institutes of Health trained. And she understands your 
situation — her son did not speak until 6, and he is now 
a Chemical Engineer. 

As VERBAL SKILLS improve, 
school performance improves … 
friendships develop, and family 
relations become more positive.

Kerrie Berroyer, born in Romford Essex 1970, now lives 
in rural Wales, Powys.  In her early years as a profes-
sional, she worked in social services as a family sup-
port worker, in child protection, and as a special needs 
manager at a private nursery in Woodford.  In 2005, she 
became a mum to a son who, in 2008, was diagnosed 
with nonverbal autism.  Over those years, she became 
submersed in the autism world as a parent, acquiring 
support services for Jeorge and researching all realms 
of autism.  Over a two-year period from 2009-2011, she 
volunteered as a camp leader with families with au-
tism and horses. During that time, she hosted talks on 
camps, autism philosophies, and her personal experi-
ences. In 2010, Kerrie began offering short workshops 
to undergraduate students at colleges across Powys.  
Most recently, she has launched her own website, Da-
zlious—“learning the language of autism.”
Throughout the 11 years that her son has been alive, 
she has researched autism through courses, books, 
and conducting meetings with those on the spectrum. 
Everything she speaks of in her workshops are from 
the mouths of those with autism and her personal ex-
periences with Jeorge. 
Her passion and focus is mostly on the sensory area of 
autism—where she believes all carers and profession-
als should start before they consider academic teach-
ing and social engagement. 

http://www.cheriflorance.com
mailto:braindr%40cheriflorance.com?subject=
http://www.ebrainlabs.com/getStarted.do


It enables us to take time out from the constant 
busyness, noise, and over-stimulation of the 24/7 
modern world and just be. It’s no wonder then 
that those on the spectrum benefit greatly from 
any time spent in the great outdoors.

As Sarah Wild, Head Teacher at Limpsfield Grange 
School in Surrey (whose inspirational work was 
showcased in an ITV documentary ‘Girls with Autism’ 
last year), told me recently, “Being outside is of enor-
mous benefit for the girls; it really helps them to pro-
cess their feelings and emotionally regulate.”  

I’ve seen it first-hand with my seven-year-old son 
with autism, Arthur.  Over time, the garden has be-
come a bit like an open sensory room, only better: 
with crunchy gravel and slate pathways that make 
a delightful sound when you walk along them, tons 
of wildlife and many, many sounds, smells and sen-
sory-appealing details and areas to explore.  When 
we’ve had people over and Arthur’s had a meltdown, 
the garden is where we’ve gone, and he is almost in-
stantly calmed.  In the early days, when getting him 
to eat healthy foods was often tricky, a little forage 

The Lifetime Benefits  
of Spending Time  

in the Garden with ASD
By Kim STODDART

Anyone who gardening 
knows how good it can 
make you feel. Whether 
you’re a bit tired, had 
a stressful day at work, 
are recovering from an 
argument, or are dealing 
with serious depression 
or heartbreaking loss, I’ve 
heard time and time again 
how powerfully healing 
gardening can be. 

AUTISM HEALTH

44    |  Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 54

http://www.limpsfieldgrange.co.uk/autism/
http://www.limpsfieldgrange.co.uk/autism/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/tvandradio/tv-and-radio-reviews/11742561/Girls-with-Autism-ITV-review-compelling.html
http://www.AutismParentingMagazine.com


in the garden worked wonders.  He’s under-stimu-
lated by food, so it made (and continues to make) 
the process of eating more interesting to him, and as 
a result, he now thankfully eats a wide range of fruits 
and vegetables. 

SO WHAT MAKES A THERAPEUTIC 
GARDEN?
Green spaces and wooded areas tend to be naturally 
very cathartic and calming for those on the spectrum.  
Here are just a few suggestions on how to make your 
garden even more autism-friendly:

 Add scented plants
Some safe (non-toxic) examples include rose, jas-
mine, elderflower, and herbs such as lavender, rose-
mary, mint, thyme, and sage. If you add just one 
plant, do make it lavender and add in as much as you 
possibly can, because the scent is incredibly calming 
and attracts a wide range of beneficial insects, such 
as pollinators.

 Encourage birds and wildlife in 
There are lots of things that can be done here: hang-
ing bird feeders about your outside space, allowing 
certain areas of the garden to grow a bit wild and let-
ting native flowers move in, building a child-friend-
ly mini pond to encourage frogs and toads, and let-
ting plants go to seed to feed birds over winter.  All 
of these will encourage a greater range of wildlife in 
your garden, providing positive stimulation and in-
terest. 

 Create foraging interest 
I’ve mentioned already how beneficial it has been for 
my son’s selective diet. Eating fresh fruit and vegeta-
bles straight from the garden has worked wonders, 
and I’d recommend it for any child on the spectrum. 
The best and arguably easiest plants with which to 
start are soft fruit bushes, such as blackcurrants and 
raspberries, because they are easy to incorporate 
into existing planting.  Otherwise, if space allows, 
I’d also recommend fruit trees and peas, tomatoes, 
strawberries, and fennel (which encourages appe-
tite), to name but a few. 

 Use sound
Gravel for pathways comes in a range of colors, so 
you can always choose one your child prefers. The 

lovely, crunchy sound they make when you walk on 
them provides both comfort and interest, and it can 
help lead your child from area to area in your outside 
space. 

Water is also often extremely popular and a good 
way to draw your child into the garden. An outside 
tap is highly useful. Watering cans, paddling pools, 
and safe water features can enable your child to both 
play and help out with watering plants as he/she 
sees fit. 

The whooshing sound and spectacle that trees make 
in light wind is mesmerizing and highly grounding, 
so I’d recommend incorporating trees at each and 
every opportunity. 

 Create a haven (or havens)
This is incredibly useful, as it provides your child with 
a safe space to go to should he/she feel overstimu-
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lated and require “time-out.” Even a pop up tent can 
do the job nicely, but if you have the time, space, and 
inclination, then you can create a tree or hedge-lined 
area(s) within your garden and, even better, create a 
seating area or den within.

 Go with his/her interests
I’d recommend working around whichever area in-
terests your child most and use this to glean enthusi-
asm.  A lot of the time, it’ll probably be movement-ori-
ented, such as watering, pushing wheelbarrows, and 
digging in the ground, which gives him/her some-
thing to “hook” onto. This is also good because it can 
help encourage communication and provide focus 
in extremely positive ways. Often, it can be useful to 
offer a range of suggestions so the child can choose 
where to go first and then figure out what to do next.  
It might help to develop a visual timetable of what 
he/she will be doing in the garden, at least until he/
she can adjust. 

I really do believe that gardening has the potential 
to empower those with autism, to build confidence 
that will flow into other areas of their lives no matter 
where they lie on the spectrum.  So often, a diagno-
sis brings with it a negative perception, which can be 
disheartening and all the more reason why fostering 
your child’s abilities and resilience is key. 6.

AUTISM HEALTH

Kim Stoddart is a national gardening writer and so-
cial entrepreneur.  She believes so much in the po-
tential of eco therapy (with gardening and animals) 
that she is setting up a care farm for those with au-
tism on her smallholding in Ceredigion, West Wales. 
Kim also blogs at www.getbadlybehaved.com and 
you can follow her on Twitter: @badlybehavedone 
and on Facebook: getbadlybehaved. 
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I
n November 2013, I attended a parent-teacher 
conference for my three-year old son, and I left 
with an overwhelming feeling of thankfulness (I 
guess it is fitting, considering Thanksgiving was 
two weeks away).   One of the teachers made a 
comment to me about acceptance and that I am 
one of the few parents who are in that place. OK, 

so what do I mean by acceptance?  My close friends 
and family know that my youngest son is deaf and 
autistic.  The challenges that I have experienced and 
will to continue to encounter are unimaginable to 
many parents.   If I think back to my teenage years 
and reflect upon all the things that I thought were 
big issues or problems—Does he like me? What if they 
laugh at me? Am I wearing the right clothes?  What I 
am doing this weekend? What are they saying about 
me?—they are insignificant in comparison to the 
questions that I ask myself now.  I remember that my 
mother would always say, “What are you going to do 
when something big happens?”  I used to shrug it off, 
but now that I am older, I understand the answer to 
that question.  

When my youngest son was seven months old, my 
husband and I learned that he had hearing loss.  He 
was, in fact, DEAF. What? No one in either of our fam-
ilies is deaf.  What do we do? How do we manage this? 
We were set out on an unexpected journey without 
a map.   I endured lengthy doctor visits and evalua-
tions, long hours of researching various specialists, 
home visits from early intervention specialists sev-
eral times a week, attended a beginner ASL (Amer-
ican Sign Language) class, and even elected my son 
to have cochlear implant surgery in hopes that he 
would be able to hear (you never really think about 
all the things that go into being able to hear un-
til you meet a person who can’t).   And I still had to 
maintain a job.  Phew. I am tired just thinking about it. 
After many months of aural rehabilitation with little 
to no progress, my son was referred for further test-
ing, particularly for autism.  I dreaded the evaluation, 
especially since I already knew the answer.   On his 
second birthday, we were given the overwhelming 
news…my beautiful child had AUTISM.

WHAT ARE YOU GOING TO DO  
WHEN SOMETHING BIG HAPPENS? 
Coping with the Diagnosis and Beyond

By Kimberly SOSO-McCULLOUGH

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
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My mother’s voice rang in my head what are you go-
ing to do when something big happens?   I was faced 
with a situation to which no one had any answers, 
not even dear mom and dad.  I felt the pressure of my 
Christian values weighing on my heart.  Christians are 
often told to “pray about it,” but I think that advice is 
often incomplete.  Prayer does not work unless there 
is action behind it.  In other words, I couldn’t simply 
pray that things would get easier without taking any 
action to improve my son’s chances of being able 
to function independently.   The deafness and the 
autism were not going to just disappear. Regardless 
of one’s beliefs, one concept is universal—only the 
strong survive.  

While the concept of survival of the fittest is a bit cli-
ché, parents of children with special needs have to be 
more persistent and more resourceful than parents 
of typically developing children.  We must be com-
pletely unwavering.  There will be tons of therapy, IEP 
meetings, intervention plans, meltdowns, and days 
that are both physically and mentally draining.  The 
first thing that I had to do was accept that this is my 
life, my family’s life, and my son’s life.  So what did I do? 
I sought out knowledge and resources from support 
groups, became active in my child’s education, and 
asked questions of his service providers. I also learned 
to deal with the pain of the stares of others who don’t 
understand him by publishing a children’s book.

The first book in the series, Super Kam and The Su-
per Duper Shoes, was released in May 2016.   The joy 
of reading lies within the reader’s ability to connect 
with the characters.  The book features a young boy 
who finds a way to turn some of his challenges with 
autism into a positive way of helping others.  Within 
the autism community, my goal is to instill hope and 
confidence in children with autism.  On a larger scale, 
parents can use the books to help their children be-
come more informed about the special needs com-
munity.  I want children to show compassion and 
form friendships with children with disabilities in-
stead of bullying and teasing them. 

Children with special needs need their parents.  We 
must accept that we all are imperfect, and some-
times, our lives are messy and complicated.  My son, 
Kameron, is now six years old, and I have seen tremen-
dous growth since his initial diagnosis.  Although he 
is non-verbal and still exhibits significant challenges 
in many areas, I remain hopeful, because my mother 
has prepared me for these difficult moments in life.  
To outsiders, I may seem to have all the answers, but 

I don’t.  There are some things that fall short.  I forget 
things at times, and I may do some things that might 
make my son’s therapists cringe.  But I am human; I 
can accept that.   As a parent of a child with special 
needs, I encourage you to move beyond the diagno-
sis and prepare.  It’s a long road, no need to sprint; 
take small steps towards helping your child reach his 
or her full potential.  So parents, my question to you 
is: “what are you going to do when something big 
happens?”

Thanks Mom.

Kimberly Soso-McCullough is 
a middle school teacher, mom, 
wife, and the author of Su-
per Kam and The Super Duper 
Shoes.  The book was inspired 
by Kimberly’s son, Kameron, 
who is deaf and has autism.  
The book is currently avail-
able online at Amazon. Link 

to book:  https://www.amazon.com/Super-Kam-
Duper-Shoes/dp/0692656278/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UT-
F8&qid=1465396504&sr=8-1&keywords=su-
per+kam+and+the+super+duper+shoes

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

ARE YOU INTERESTED IN ABA THERAPY 
FOR YOUR CHILD?  

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

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

I’ve heard it said that people with autism don’t like 
relationships or children.  I should probably let all 
the mothers and fathers with autism know they’ve 
clearly been “autisming” wrong.

When I autism (it’s a verb, to autism: to be a bit odd, 
flap your hands, not engage socially, and abhor all 
human contact), I’m definitely doing it wrong.

Firstly, I have children.  I have more than the aver-
age number of children.  And I like them. I like being 
around them. I like the way they look at the world. 
But most of all, I like how they look at me: with love 
and a complete lack of social expectations.

There have been compromises, just as all parenting 
is compromise. There are times when I don’t wish to 
be touched when I will still hold my children.

This love is unconditional.

My inflexibility and rule-following play a part. I have 
strict rules and definite boundaries, but these are ex-
plicit and only surround the important things. I like 
to describe it as organized chaos. Within the bound-
aries you have a freedom that you wouldn’t have if 
there were none, or if they were indefinite edges.

The boundaries are based on kindness to others and 
safety. What more do you need?

Parenting and Autisming  
- A Loving Perspective 

By Rhi LLOYD-WILLIAMS 

There are many articles about parenting a child with autism, but what about parenting 
when you’re the one with autism?
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I am as imperfect a parent as any.  I am instinctive.  I am fiercely 
protective.  I share their pain and their joys.

It’s also important to remember that just because 
other people don’t research everything, it doesn’t 
mean that they’re not interested.  It doesn’t mean 
they don’t care just as much as we do.

I have never fought against instinctive parenting.  
In the rest of my life, I’ve shackled my impulses, I’ve 
suppressed fear and stimming and all those instinc-
tive actions that are not “normal.”

But, with my children, I am free to be instinctive.  To 
hold them close.  Even to look into their eyes. With 
everyone else, I will look at noses.  But my children 
are extensions of me. No expectations.  No precon-
ceptions. No judgment. No othering.  Just love.

Then they grow and they learn. They shine a light on 
the things I find difficult.  Not by forcing me into un-
comfortable scenarios, but by asking why we have 
the ones we have.

Ever tried to explain the ludicrous aspects of com-
munication to a small child? Ever had to deal with 
the question, “Why is it sometimes OK to lie?”

Ever defined the subtle nuances of fact versus opin-
ion? Ever navigated the stormy waters of ranking the 
importance of feelings over honesty?

It’s not just truth either—why is it OK to say things in 
certain situations and not others?

When you start to pull at the thread of societal in-
teractions, they all start to unravel. We do things be-
cause that is the way we do them.

The basic premise of all interaction should be to be 
kind. Is it true? Yes. Is it kind? No. Then don’t say it.

Many people with autism not only have empathy, 
they have a higher-than-average level of empathy. 
Yet there’s still a belief that we are unfeeling.

Just because I cannot always show you my 
feelings through body language and expres-
sion doesn’t mean I do not feel. It doesn’t mean 
they are not there. It just means I’ve not pre-
sented them in a way you can understand. 

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

In some ways, I am childlike.  I have an impulsivity 
and a fascination with minor detail and patterns. I 
love enjoying those moments with them.

Where I fall down is the social aspects.  Parent eve-
nings are my kind of hell.  They’re noisy and crowded 
and often don’t end up following the rules that they 
created, all to hear that my children are who I think 
they are…

I am as imperfect a parent as any.  I am instinctive.  I 
am fiercely protective.  I share their pain and their 
joys.

As a wife, I am honest, loyal, and supportive.  I am 
whimsical (although my husband would be more 
likely to class that as impish), I am enormously affec-
tionate when unstressed, and my home life is my joy.

I am practical. I am logical. I am artistic and creative. I 
am scientific and mathematical. I am a complex per-
son. I am a person.

As I write this, there is a small person asleep on my 
lap. There is no divide between her and me. She is 
held so close that I cannot tell where I end and she 
begins. She is comfort and warmth. I am in awe of 
all of my children, these incredible, tiny people with 
their incredible minds and their incredible feats of 
everyday genius.  And I get to be with them. I get to 
just listen and laugh and be a part of their family.  I 
am so honored.

I can’t comment on what parenting without autism 
must be like.  My husband is neurotypical (not autis-
tic), and he’s certainly better at dealing with change 
than I am. Who is the better parent isn’t really a dis-
cussion we have. We just both muddle along, doing 
our best and working to our strengths.

Parents with autism are researchers by nature.

We will have read everything we can read, and we 
will have studied every presentation of parenthood 
we have come across. We will have chosen how to 
parent based on knowledge, and we will learn and 
fine-tune our technique based on experience.
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Tips for Parenting with Autism:

  Be realistic.  Decide on what is actually import-
ant and have those things as your limits. Don’t 
stress the little stuff.

  Laugh. Laugh a lot.  As often as possible.  Never 
at your child, but with them. The more you do 
it the easier it gets.

  Parent the child in front of you. The one lesson 
I’ve really learned is that children are actual-
ly real-live people, and a lot of who they are 
is intrinsic.  That is to say, environment didn’t 
cause it. Don’t assume a girl will be sensitive 
and a boy will be tough.  Don’t push a child 
into accepting something they can’t handle, 
just because their older sibling found it easy. 
My older son can’t cope with any kind of per-
il in TV and films. My younger daughter is a 
bloodthirsty monster who takes it all in stride. 
Let them be scared of what they’re scared. Let 
them be safe. Let them express themselves. 
Listen. They won’t be who you expect them to 
be: they’ll be themselves, and that’s far better.

  Politeness is the sneakiest of all social skills. It’s 
lovely. It makes us all feel appreciated, and if 
your child is polite, then they will have an easi-
er time of it. Repetition is the way to go. Not in 
that annoying, pointed, “Say THANK you,” but 
in a cheery echo every time you hand them 
something, or they give you something.  And 
don’t ever forget to thank them back. Why 
should they do it if you don’t?

  Children are the ultimate acceptors. You’re 
teaching them how to treat people.  Above all, 
teach them to be kind. Teach them that every-
one is equal. Teach them that we’re all differ-
ent, and we’re all the same. Now is the time! 
My children have always seen me stim. They’re 
curious. I explain and they accept it.

  Don’t take it personally. This is probably the 
hardest one. When someone you love lashes 
out at you, it’s easy to assume that his/her pur-
pose was to hurt you. Look for another cause. 
Unhappiness and aggression is often a com-
munication issue. Help the other person find 
another way. You don’t have to tolerate the ac-
tion, but you do need to find the trigger if you 
want it to change.

  When you make your plan for the day, as I do 
every morning, write in time for “unforeseen 
circumstances.”  It helps with the stress when 
your child suddenly tells you that they need 
something. It’s already written into your plan. 
It’s a part of your day. You don’t have to change 
anything.

  Talk. Not just to your children, but to the oth-
er adults in their lives, be they your husband, 
wife, grandparent, friend, or whoever. Talk and 
be honest about the things you find difficult. 
One thing people with autism do is to assume, 
without basis, that other people share our 
point of view. Don’t assume that just because 
you hate a certain task, everyone else hates it 
too.

  Take time out. It can be half an hour in a dark-
ened room. It can be watching awful television. 
It can be doing wheelies on a motorbike on an 
empty beach. Whatever it is that you need to 
let your brain filter out the noise, do it. It will 
help them. It will help you.

They don’t want you to be an all-singing, all-dancing 
parody of a parent.

They want to feel safe and loved.

They just want you.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Rhi Lloyd-Williams was diagnosed with autism in her 30s. Discovering that she was not just a bit rubbish at be-
ing a person, but instead is a fully-formed autistic woman with some incredible learned social skills, has made 
a huge, positive difference to her. She lives in the middle of nowhere in Wales with her husband and children. 
When she has the time, she tries to pin down the world in words.

Rhi’s blog is https://autnot.wordpress.com 
https://twitter.com/OutFoxgloved/ 
https://facebook.com/autnotautism/
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G
rowing up with autism can be a challenge 
for everyone: for the child whose view of the 
world differs from those around them, for 
the parents who go the extra mile to look af-
ter and keep their child with autism happy, 
and even for the brothers and sisters who 
struggle to connect with their sibling.  The 

relationship between two siblings can become very 
strained when one child is on the spectrum. With your 
guidance and a few parenting changes, however, you 
can help them grow and share in one another’s joy. 
Here are some tips for nurturing a healthy relation-
ship between your child(ren) and their autistic sib-

ling(s).  None are sure-fire strategies, but rather, sug-
gestions that may get you thinking about different 
approaches for fostering a healthy childhood and for 
helping the children bond:

  Explain autism to the non-autistic 
sibling(s)

You’ll need to gauge your child’s level of understand-
ing and maturity before you dive into defining au-
tism, but the sooner, the better.  You can always re-
new knowledge as he/she gets older to build up an 
understanding and solidify the fact that their broth-
er or sister’s autism is not something temporary. 

SIMPLE WAYS  
You Can Help Strengthen  

the ASD Sibling Relationship
By Liz BURTON

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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Talk to your child in terms he/she understands. 
Use euphemisms when needed. Most importantly, 
discuss autism in a positive light. The last thing you 
want to do is talk as if someone just passed away or 
let a shrunken expression suggest that autism is an 
affliction.

Aim to have a conversation; don’t just talk at 
them. Invite your child to ask questions, and be sure 
to ask about his/her feelings surrounding the matter. 
This will help your discussion stick in the mind bet-
ter because he/she will feel involved and acknowl-
edged.

Have someone else talk to them about it too. It 
can be useful for your child to hear about autism 
from an individual outside of the family—par-
ticularly someone who has experience with the 
condition, such as the school’s SENCO (special 
educational needs coordinator). This also helps 
your child understand you’re not making excus-
es for an autistic sibling’s seemingly bad behavior.  

  Encourage time together and time 
apart

Spending time with a brother or sister with autism can 
feel like a chore more than playtime for some children, 
especially because of potential barriers such as lack of 
communication, displayed affection, and common in-
terests. This can make bonding an uphill struggle, and 
unfortunately, children don’t have enough foresight 
to see the long-term benefits of braving it.  

Frustration can be exacerbated if a child feels like he/
she is being forced to prioritize a sibling with autism 
over their friends because you’re trying hard to make 
a friendship bloom. As you probably know from ex-
perience, forcing it isn’t the answer.

A relationship will be much healthier if a non-autistic 
child spends plenty of time with his/her own friends.

A child will feel more inclined to interact with a broth-
er or sister with autism if he/she has other friends 
with whom to do things such as enjoying common 
interests, engaging in hobbies, and interacting so-
cially. He/she will have gained the enjoyment from 
friends that we—as social human beings—require 
to feel happy.

With this fundamental desire fulfilled, the child will 
then have the motivation to find enjoyment in other 
ways and establish a different kind of friendship with 
a sibling with autism. For example, the simple act of 
making a sibling happy can be gratification enough. 

  Emphasize the non-autistic child’s 
important role

Children love to feel wanted and valued, and on top 
of that, they love to feel like they’re responsible and 
important. It’s part of an innate craving for attention 
(not in a bratty way; everyone likes to be focused on 
once in a while).  You can use this to prompt children 
to interact with siblings with autism on their own 
terms, which is far better than you telling them to 
play together “because you said so.”

Praise your child in terms of the role he/she ful-
filled.
For example, you could say: 
 “You’re such a good listener when Ella tells you 

about her new toys; I bet that makes you feel 
happy!” 

 “You’re a super helper, Tom! You read that book 
with Ella so well.”

 “Tom, you’re a really good brother to Ella; she 
feels so happy when you play with her.”

“Listener,” “helper,” and similar terms convey valuable 
roles, and acknowledging this makes a child feel 
valuable and important.
 
This makes the child see that interacting with a sib-
ling with autism is an opportunity to gain a sense of 
accomplishment and be proud. Your children won’t 
play together because you made them, but because 
it is their choice. This is key for making children feel ea-
ger to do something— in this case, making the effort 
to build a friendship with their sibling with autism.  

  Take the children on a playdate 
where other children, with and 
without autism, will attend 

At some point, you’ll probably take your child with 
autism to playdates with other children with au-
tism. Despite all your best intentions, this may 
make your non-autistic child feel envious. He/
she can’t quite grasp that the sibling with autism 
needs to have the extra socialization. It might just 
look like you’re favoring one child over the other. 
 
Taking both of them to a playdate will not only 
make your non-autistic child feel more includ-
ed, but it may also lessen feelings of envy.  More 
importantly, a child may see other children with 
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autism and their respective siblings and under-
stand how the playdate benefits everyone. This 
will strengthen their understanding of autism. 
 
Secondly, going on a playdate where there are oth-
er non-autistic children with siblings with autism is a 
great way for a children to bond with others and re-
ciprocate feelings about their similar lives. This helps 
him/her to realize that others are in the same position. 
The child may feel less alone, and as a result, more en-
couraged to connect with his/her sibling with autism.  

 Share your attention
This is especially important for preventing feelings 
of envy and resentment. Unavoidably, a lot of your 
time and attention will be dedicated to your child 
with autism, and it’s difficult for your other child to 
fully grasp that you’re doing so because it needs 
to be done, not because you love the other more. 
 
Thus, to ensure there aren’t any hard feelings, you 
need to give plenty of attention to your child with-
out autism. It’s not easy, for sure; your schedule will 
be chock full as it is without having to divide it up for 
each child. But there are ways to make children feel 
equally loved.

  Acknowledge the children and show 
signs of affection throughout the 
day

For example: when your child comes into the 
room, make a fuss about seeing him/her. Children 
never tire of being showered in attention, even if 
they don’t show it. Compliment and praise them; 
make them feel special. Even something simple 
like “I’m really proud of you!” or “You were really 
good at riding your bike today!” goes a long way.  

  Have one-on-one time to give them 
your undivided attention 

Make time to go places and do things, just you 
and your non-autistic son or daughter. If you have 
a partner, he/she can stay with your autistic child 
while you spend quality time with the other, and 
you can take turns. If you don’t, be sure to hire a 
trusted babysitter or respite carer to watch your 
child with autism. You should aim to give your 
non-autistic child one-on-one time every day, even 

if it’s just 10 to 30 minutes every now and then.  
Whether it’s something bigger, like going to a fair 
for the day or to the swimming pools, or something 
smaller, like taking them shopping or reading them 
a bedtime story, the undivided, individual attention 
will go a long way in making the child feel loved, 
which, in turn, can create stronger bonds.
For more information about how parents can sup-
port siblings, see this guide from Organization for 
Autism Research. 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

5.

6.

7.

Liz Burton is a Content Author 
at High Speed Training: a UK-
based online learning provider 
that offers training courses, in-
cluding Autism Awareness, a se-
lection of Safeguarding Children 
courses, and Promoting Positive 

Behaviour training. Their blog, the Hub, contains a 
vast array of supplementary articles pertaining to 
safeguarding and autism. Liz has a family member 
who is on the autism spectrum.
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WHAT'S NEW ON THE BOOKSHELF?

Valuable  
NEW GUIDE  

Helps Parents Better 
UNDERSTAND  

AUTISM  
and Hand Skills

F
rom Flapping to Function: A Parent’s Guide to 
Autism and Hand Skills explains why many 
children, as well as adults with autism do 
not use their hands in a functional manner. 
Flapping the hands and lining up small items 
often replace natural fine motor experiences 
that are important for the development of 

hand skills. Readers will learn how to encourage chil-
dren to use their hands for functional tasks such as 
dressing, writing and using scissors. 

From Flapping to Function is an essential guide to 
how challenges in sensory processing, behaviors, 
visual skills and executive functioning impact devel-
oping hand skills and the many effective strategies 
that help children learn.  Strategies include how to 
promote handwriting, use Apps to develop dexter-

ity, create “success only” activities and incorporate 
sensory reinforcement throughout the day. 

Written in parent-friendly language and packed with 
relatable vignettes, readers will learn how to quick-
ly, easily and inexpensively adapt activities and use 
effective teaching strategies. Other features in this 
book include an extensive glossary, resources, and 
activity photos. 

Barbara A. Smith, MS, OTR /L started out in human 
services as a live-in residential counselor for nine de-
velopmentally disabled men who moved from a large 
institution into a true home in an upstate New York 
community. After discovering she had a talent for 
helping people to be as independent as possible, Bar-
bara earned her master’s degree from Tufts Universi-
ty’s Boston School of Occupational Therapy in 1984. 
In addition, she has earned certifications in sensory 
integration and hippotherapy. Barbara has worked 
for more than 30 years in settings that include public 
schools, early intervention programs, community res-
idences, state schools, and hippotherapy farms. She is 
the author of The Recycling Occupational Therapist; 

The Almost Complete Plastic Bottle Activity Book; Still 
Giving Kisses: A Guide to Helping and Enjoying the Alz-
heimer’s Victim You Love; and From Rattles to Writing: 
A Parent’s Guide to Hand Skills (winner of a National 
Parenting Publications Award). Barbara has also pub-
lished extensively in trade and parenting magazines 
and is a nationally recognized speaker and creator of 
online continuing education courses. Please visit Re-
cyclingOT.com for more information. 

http://www.fromflappingtofunction.com 

https://www.amazon.com/Flapping-Function-
Parents-Autism-Skills/dp/1533699070/ref=sr_1_1?
s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1471607270&sr=1-1&key
words=from+flapping+to+function

By Barbara A. SMITH, MS, OTR /L
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D
espite significant scientific advances, we 
currently do not know the primary cause(s) 
and cure of autism.  Thus a unique, safe, 
and rapid medical treatment capable of 
improving the many secondary, coexisting, 
inner-ear-determined symptoms that com-
plicate this disorder deserves attention. 

Because an inner-ear and related cerebellar sig-
nal-scrambling impairment was found to occur in 
autism by Dr. Harold Levinson, he chose to treat 
this fine-tuning signaling defect utilizing diverse 
combinations of inner-ear-improving medications 
and nutrients.  He reasoned that by therapeutically 
normalizing the “dizzy” signals received by defec-
tive “autistic-causing” processors, there might result 
improvements in the core ASD symptoms. And the 
remaining normal or non-autistic brain processors 
would certainly provide significantly more compen-
satory power once the cerebellar signal defect and 
resulting symptoms were successfully treated.

Levinson had previously demonstrated that dyslex-
ia or LD and related ADHD, phobic/anxiety disorders 
as well as developmental coordination, speech, and 
central auditory processing impairments, all result-
ed when initially, normal brain structures and mech-
anisms failed to process the scrambled signals re-
ceived and transmitted. These “dizzy” signals were 

discovered by Dr. Levinson to result from a fine-tun-
ing defect of primary cerebellar origin. Importantly, 
these scrambled signals and the many and varied 
resulting symptoms and disorders were shown to 
respond very favorably and rapidly to inner-ear- im-
proving medications.  

According to Dr. Levinson, “It seemed natural to then 
treat the cerebellar impairment and its resulting sig-
nal-scrambling dysfunction wherever found, even 

AUTISM NEWS

Doctor Makes Great Strides with 
Unique Treatment for Autism

By Harold LEVINSON, M.D.

Significant overall improvements often occur in those with autism or autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD) by medically treating their coexisting inner-ear/cerebellar-determined 
(dyslexia or learning disabilities (LD), attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and 
anxiety-related) symptoms with inner-ear-improving medications. 
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when occurring in a diverse group of differently 
named major processing disorders, e.g., autism, ce-
rebral palsy, traumatic brain injury, Down syndrome, 
etc. This simple insight made all the therapeutic dif-
ference for many with ASD, and the other variously 
named impairments.”

“In freeing autistics from as many treatable second-
ary emotional and neurophysiological “blockers” 
as possible by using inner-ear-enhancers,” said Dr. 
Levinson, “improvements --not cures--materialized 
in many cases--50-75% of them. And most other 
helpful therapies were then found to work better.”

Summary: As predicted, by medically decreasing 
the inner-ear-determined signal-scrambling in ASD, 
their primary autistic-causing processing impair-
ment improved somewhat—freed from the addi-
tional burden of having to decipher “dizzy” signals.  
However, the core diagnostic ASD symptoms always 
persisted—hence no cure. As might also be expect-
ed from a “secondary treatment,” the greater the pri-
mary autistic processing impairment the less likely 
will core symptoms improve. They have less com-
pensatory wiggle room.  And the presence of severe 
autistic symptoms often results in greater degrees 
of frustration and agitation—occasionally requiring 
the additional use of mood/behavior stabilizers to 
minimize a negative spiral. 

Fortunately, all the non-autistic cerebellar-deter-
mined symptoms and mechanisms characteriz-
ing the many other relatively “minor” overlapping 
disorders (LD, ADHD, dysgraphia, dyscalculia, dys-
praxia, phobias, etc.) often significantly and rapidly 
improved.  And by enhancing cognition, learning, 
concentration, processing capacities, sensory-motor 
functioning, speech, memory, mood, frustration tol-
erance, behavior, etc. while decreasing distractibili-
ty, hyperactivity, anxiety, and impulsivity, it became 
possible to maximize overall functional capabilities 
in individuals with autism, exemplified by nine-year-
old Jordan Johnson.

A Clinical Example:  No doubt, the following 
improvements observed in a recently-treated child 
previously diagnosed with autism and ADHD as well 
as other overlapping cerebellar impairments will be 
highly instructive.

Jordan Johnson is nine years old. Following six 
months of treatment by Dr. Levinson for a coexist-

ing cerebellar-vestibular (CV) dysfunction, Jordan’s 
symptoms improved sufficiently so that he manifest-
ed mild vs. moderate/severe autistic traits. Thus his 
latest diagnosis was: ADHD-ATs (autistic traits)/Dys-
lexia/ADHD.

According to his mother, Lois Johnson: “Jordan was 
diagnosed with autism at age two and a half. Before 
seeing Dr. Levinson when nine years old, Jordan was 
in his own world.  He was very hard to motivate. He 
did things in his own time and was unaware and 
unaffected by social pressures. It was very hard to 
follow his train of thought. His statements seemed 
random, as if he were telling you something from 
the middle of the story rather than the beginning. It 
seemed as though he was just a little bit off…as if a 
switch needed to be flipped.

“But once we started treatment, changes began. The 
switch was definitely turned on. I started noticing Jor-
dan saying things… as if he was more in the moment. 
For the first time ever, he actually reminded me that 
he needed to have his homework done. This meant 
that he developed new organizational and planning 
skills as well as greater memory and interest.

AUTISM NEWS
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“His teacher told me that he seemed more assertive, 
volunteered to write on the chalkboard, and fol-
lowed along more during class. He also could relay a 
story to me of what happened at school, something 
that he could never do in the past. He bargains more, 
argues more, and even tried to pull the wool over my 
eyes. All of those things are typical for his age but 
something I never saw before.

“As we reached our sixth month on Dr. Levinson’s 
program, Jordan’s speech and communication im-
provements continued to surprise me more and 
more. He asked me what the word ‘pregnant’ meant 
that he had heard on TV.  He also started listening 
to my conversations and then asking me pertinent 
questions about what was said.

“I now understand a lot more about what he is say-
ing and I can follow his train of thought. As a result 
of all his improvements, I am very pleased and very 
hopeful.”

An Explanatory Comment: Jordan’s medical 
treatment significantly improved his inner-ear/cer-
ebellar determined auditory and speech processing 
as well as his motor, sequencing, concentration, and 
memory mechanisms while decreasing anxiety, hy-
peractivity, and distractibility, etc.  And his primarily 
impaired autistic disorder lessened somewhat, re-
sembling a milder subtype called ATs (autistic traits). 

As previously reviewed by Dr. Levinson, new Harvard 
research has shown that ADHD is related to the cer-
ebellum and that 20% of children with ADHD have 

AUTISM NEWS

mild autistic traits. Neuroimaging brain studies have 
also verified cerebellar involvement in dyslexia, anxi-
ety, and depressive disorders as well as autism, intel-
lectual impairments, etc.

Formerly Clinical Associate Professor of Psychiatry 
at New York University Medical Center, Dr. Harold 
Levinson is currently Director of the Levinson Med-
ical Center for Learning Disabilities in Long Island, 
New York. Initially supported by Nobel Laureate 
Sir John Eccles and other outstanding cerebellar 
neurophysiologists and inner-ear scientists, his 
published research into the cerebellar-vestibular 
(inner-ear) origins and treatment of dyslexia and 
related learning, attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
and anxiety or phobic disorders has more recently 
been independently validated worldwide by high-
ly sophisticated neuroimaging brain studies. For 
more information, call 1(800) 334-7323 or visit 
http://www.dyslexiaonline.com/.

1-http://www.dyslexiaonline.com/treatment/
treatment.html 

2-http://www.dyslexiaonline.com/disorders/
facts.html

3-http://www.dyslexiaonline.com/treatment/pa-
tient_responses.html

4-http://www.dyslexiaonline.com/basics/what_
is_dyslexia.html
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D
o you have a story to share? Perhaps you have in-
formation that would be helpful to other parents 
with ASD kids and want to share the info. Why not 
share your story/info with us? Autism Parenting 
Magazine wants parents and caregivers to unite 

to help each other. Our writing guidelines are simple.

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

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

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

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

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

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

CONTRIBUTE

Autism Parenting 
Magazine

mailto:editor%40autismparentingmagazine.com?subject=


F
or parents who have a child with autism, a deep 
frustration can exist once the child has complet-
ed his/her education and faces employment 
challenges as a young adult.  When Park Ridge, 
IL resident Cindy Montgomery recognized the 
disconnect between transition services for her 

son with autism and true employment opportunities 
for him, she created Teachability, LLC. This organiza-
tion connects small businesses and young adults with 
autism by providing them with a unique, pre-employ-
ment experience.

After launching its pilot program in October, Teach-
ability has been seeking local small businesses to 
participate in its pilot program, opening their busi-
nesses to a unique population.  No autism knowl-
edge or experience is required.

Montgomery’s premise is that inclusion makes financial 
sense, in addition to being the right thing to do. “Teach-

MOM CREATES JOB PRACTICE 
OPPORTUNITY  

for Young Adults with Autism

ability benefits both small businesses and young 
adults with disabilities like autism,” says Montgom-
ery.  “Why not pay a small business to help your child 
practice job skills?” said Montgomery. “It’s not unlike 
hiring a tutor to help your child with a particular sub-
ject.”

Families will provide a job coach to accompany the 
participant at all times while they are on site at the 
business. The job coach acts as the liaison between 
the business and the participant and relieves much 
of the responsibility for screening and training.  A job 
coach can be a family member or anyone that the 
family trusts to be patient and has good communi-
cation skills. 

For information on Teachability, call Cindy Montgom-
ery, 847-922-0489, email: cmontgomery@teachabili-
ty.org, or go to www.teachability.org

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

Q&A
HELP:   I Need Advice on Talking About Puberty 

with Daughter with Autism

  I am a single dad raising my autistic daughter. Can you give me any advice on educating her and 
helping her navigate puberty and her menstrual cycle? I’m lost!   

— Tony
QQ

A Hey Tony, I first want to applaud you for un-
derstanding the importance of helping guide 
your daughter through this transition into 
womanhood! All girls need help making sense 
of puberty, but especially girls who may have a 
limited ability to communicate or be aware of 
their own bodies. There are so many layers to 
this discussion, and you may want to address 
different aspects at different times. 

 Body parts: anatomically correct terms, 
differences between males and females

 Puberty: what happens internally and ex-
ternally, the purpose of these changes

 Sex: what it is, masturbation, your fami-
ly’s personal values and beliefs about sex, 
STDs, contraceptives 

 Safety: who is allowed to see and touch 
her body, what to do if she feels unsafe or 
becomes violated

Before starting the discussion, you will need 
to determine how your daughter learns best, 

and how much or what type of information will be 
helpful for her. This will be an on-going conversa-
tion, not a one-time thing.  As she experiences new 
things, she will continue to need your support and 
guidance. For significantly impacted children with 
autism, it may not be appropriate to get into every 
detail, whereas higher functioning children may 
benefit from more in-depth learning. 

Books can be a great resource and an easy way to 
start the puberty conversation. Reading the infor-
mation from the pages helps take the pressure off of 
you to come up with what to say. Books may also be 
more interesting and easier to pay attention to for 
your daughter. Here are a few you can check out:

	 The Care and Keeping of You: The Body Book for 
Younger Girls by Valorie Schaefer 

	 Puberty and Special Girls by Rose Stewart, Heather 
Anderson, and Fay Angelo

	 Amazing You: Getting Smart About Your Private 
Parts by Gail Saltz 

By Angelina M., MS, BCBA, LMFT
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Angelina M. works as a Board Certi-
fied Behavior Analyst, specializing in 
assessing and treating children and 
adolescents with autism, down-syn-
drome, and other developmental 

delays. She began her career in Applied Behavior 
Analysis in 2006, following her youngest brother’s 
autism diagnosis, and has since worked with doz-
ens 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

	 Taking Care of Myself: A Hygiene, Puberty and Per-
sonal Curriculum for Young People with Autism by 
Mary Wroble

Online resources are another great option that are 
cost-effective and easily accessible. If your daughter 
enjoys surfing the net, she may find websites most 
helpful in learning about her changing body. Here 
are a few to explore:

	 http://pbskids.org/itsmylife/body/puberty/
	 http://www.sexualityandu.ca/teachers/class-

room-presentations/puberty
	 http://www.tinsnips.org/snipssite/tinsnips/so-

cialskills.html
Starting her period can be a scary and confusing thing 
for your daughter. The more you talk about it ahead of 
time, the more familiar she will be with the terminology 
and process when it actually happens. Here are some 
ideas to consider to help her through menstruation:

 Once she has started her period, create a calen-
dar to help your daughter know when it should 
be coming next. This may help reduce anxiety 
when she starts her cycle each month, because 
she will know ahead of time to be expecting it.

 Utilize a schedule to prompt her when to 
change her pad or tampon. This could be a vi-
sual with various times of the day such as wak-
ing up, after lunch, after dinner, before bed, 
etc. Or it could be a time-based schedule to 
prompt the change every few hours. 

 Create a supply kit. Make sure she always has 
pads or tampons in stock. If your daughter is not 
willing or able to use pads or tampons, another 
great option is leak-proof underwear designed 
for menstruation. (Check out www.shethinx.com, 
www.pantyprop.com, and www.lunapads.com) 

 Remember that she may be in pain. Menstrual 
cramps are no joke! And even if she’s not able 
to say “my stomach hurts,” she will most like-
ly feel the pain of cramping.  Be diligent about 
noticing changes in her mood or behavior.  If 
you can see she’s in pain, consider giving her a 
pain reliever or a heating pad. 

 Set up regular gynecologist appointments for 
your daughter.  Maintaining her female health 
is critical, and meeting with the doctor will give 

you more information on how best to help your 
daughter. 

Lastly, I urge you to continue the safety conversation 
with her.  Researchers estimate 25% of girls are sexual-
ly abused by the age of 18!  These numbers don’t even 
necessarily account for the hundreds of thousands of 
girls with autism who may be unable to report sexual 
abuse.  Talk with your daughter about boundaries of-
ten, and give her opportunities to assert those bound-
aries! (For example: denying hugs when she doesn’t 
want them.)  She needs to know that her body belongs 
to her, and she must know who is allowed to see and 
touch her. Depending on her level of functioning, she 
may be self-sufficient enough to know that NO ONE 
is allowed to see or touch her without her permission. 
On the other hand, if she is dependent on others to 
meet her basic needs, you will need to teach her who 
the “safe” people are.  This may include you, doctors, 
and any other caregivers who are responsible for her 
bathing, dressing, or toileting. 

I hope this helps! Below are some other articles for 
you to check out. Remember: keep the conversa-
tion going! Keep up the great work in helping your 
daughter face all these changes headed her way.

http://www.tacanow.org/family-resources/
teens-with-asd-puberty/#Girls

https://autismawarenesscentre.com/pre-
pare-girl-autism-menstruation/
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5 Valuable 
Ways to 
Help Your 
ASD Child 
MANAGE 
MELTDOWNS

A Parent Asks:  
“Not sure how to go about this, but my son is showing signs of certain traits that autistic children 
have: getting very frustrated, not understanding certain things, being quite aggressive, and 
making silly noises. I’m needing help on how to deal with all these meltdowns.” 
– Karen

By Sarah KUPFERSCHMIDT, MA, BCBA

MELTDOWNS
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T
hank you so much for your question, as I am 
often asked about meltdowns by the par-
ents and families with whom I have worked.  
I like to refer to meltdowns as challenging 
behavior.  Really, there are only two kinds of 
behavior: the behavior we want to see our 
children doing (e.g., using manners, doing 

homework, using words) and behavior we don’t want 
to see them doing (e.g., meltdowns).  What this looks 
like for each child or person is going to be unique.  
For one child, a meltdown might include aggression 
or hitting; for another, it might include screaming 
or throwing of objects.  No matter what it looks like, 
in general, meltdowns and/or challenging behavior 
serve to fulfill a need for the person who is engaging 
in it.  Take one of the little boys that I work with right 
now.  He is a five-year-old boy with autism and he will 
make loud noises and sometimes screams.  At times, 
he may flop to the floor or even throw his chair.  He 
might do this when the toy animals he is playing with 
fall over.  He might do it when we tell him it is time to 
switch from one activity to the next, and sometimes 
even when we let him know in advance (e.g., tell him 
play time is all done in 5 minutes).  Thankfully, we 
have been able to figure out some of his triggers and 
have been working on teaching him to communi-
cate his needs in a way that works for him, instead 

of engaging in the challenging behavior.   Here are 
some tips on how to deal with meltdowns.

Tip #1 Try to Figure Out His/Her Purpose 

This is not always an easy task, and in most cases, it 
should be done with the help of a Board Certified 
Behavior Analyst (BCBA).  Challenging behavior can 
be complex, and sometimes it is not obvious exactly 
what is triggering and maintaining it.  Although this 
is an overly simplistic view of challenging behavior, 
it can be said that, in general, we perform certain ac-
tions to get access to things we find enjoyable, and 
we perform other actions to avoid things we find 
uncomfortable.  A BCBA has special tools and expe-
rience that can help you identify why your child is 
engaging in challenging behavior or having melt-
downs.  Challenging behavior and meltdowns have 
patterns associated with them.  This means that if we 
identify those patterns, we can set up an interven-
tion that is more likely to help your child with autism.  
Consider the little boy I described above: if we know 
that he is more likely to engage in chair throwing 
when the task is too hard, then we can modify the 
task and hopefully prevent the meltdown from hap-
pening.  However, we could also teach him to ask for 
help, empowering him with a skill that he can use 
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anytime he needs assistance.  The key is to ensure 
that whatever we do is meaningful for that unique 
child.  Unfortunately, there is no one-size-fits-all ap-
proach to dealing with meltdowns, because the best 
approach is always going to be the one that is cus-
tomized to a unique child’s individual strengths and 
areas of need.

Tip #2 Teach Him/Her to Communicate 
Needs

Any good intervention to help someone with chal-
lenging behavior or meltdowns will always include a 
replacement for the meltdown.  This means that we 
would want to teach the child how to communicate 
what the issue is and how to get what he/she wants.  
This is why figuring out the child’s purpose is critical.  
In our day-to-day interactions, there are multiple op-
portunities to teach communication.  Consider the 
little boy I described above. When we say he has five 
more minutes with a toy, or if five minutes have al-
ready elapsed and we begin the 3-2-1 countdown to 
putting it away, he used to scream or even flop.  In 
this case, we taught him to ask for “more time” when 
he would begin to have a meltdown.  We would say, 
“Use your words, do you want more time? Say ‘more 
time.’”  He learned that he could ask for additional 
time and we would give it to him when he used his 
words.  We could see the trigger in the moment and 
capitalized on the opportunity to teach him a better 

way to get his needs met.  There are lots of different 
examples like this that happen every day.  The key 
is to figure out what those are in your daily activi-
ties and capitalize on them by making them an op-
portunity to empower your child with an important 
communication response.  This is also going to be 
unique to your individual child.  Keep in mind that 
you should make sure that you customize your child’s 
therapy according to his/her strengths and areas of 
need.  What I mean by this is don’t expect the child 
to say a whole sentence if one or two words will suf-
fice.  Make sure that you can give them what it is they 
are asking for; otherwise, it will not be worthwhile to 
them.  Finally, practice makes perfect, so contrive or 
set up opportunities as much as you can throughout 
a given day to practice what he/she is learning.

Tip #3 Teach Tolerance

This is a really important skill to teach any child.   Some 
meltdowns may be related to having to wait for things. 
No matter where we live or who we are with, there 
are times that we cannot have exactly what we want, 
when we want it.  For example, if my daughter asks for 
her toy doll when we are driving in the car, no matter 
how much I want to give it to her in that moment, it is 
not even possible for me to do so if it is not in the car 
with us.  Helping her learn to cope with delays or with 
the possibility that something is not available at all is 
a very important, critical skill.  
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Tip #4 Remember to Notice the Good 
Stuff

We have a tendency to notice the challenging be-
havior and the meltdowns because we have to in 
most instances.  This is because your child’s actions 
may put him/her at risk for an injury, or they may 
engage in behavior that disrupts the environment 
around them.  We need to address it when it hap-
pens, if nothing else, to keep him/her safe.  Unfor-
tunately, we are less likely to notice when our chil-
dren are being good.  If we want to see more of the 
good behavior, we need to be in the moment with 
our child and notice it when it happens.  This is not 
simply, “I like the way you used your words.” It is more 
about being genuine and authentic in our praise, 
and really getting down to the child’s level in order 
to praise his/her efforts.  Researchers talk about a 4 
to 1 rule.  This means that for every challenging be-
havior, we should also notice four other good behav-
iors.  This does not mean that you have to give your 
child something tangible every time, but it means 
letting him/her know you noticed.  Research has 
shown that if we reinforce the good behavior, often 
times the challenging behavior will decrease.  The 
key is to make sure you are maximizing reinforce-
ment.  If the good behavior that you have been no-
ticing is not happening more often, then you are not 
maximizing the principle of reinforcement.  With the 
little boy that I described earlier in this article, if he 
does something spontaneous without help that we 
have been working on, I will go over the top with my 
reinforcement.  For example, we had been working 
on getting him to ask for “more time” whenever he 
is distressed by a transitional warning.  The first time 
he said “more time” without me reminding him that 
he could, I went right over to him and tickled him 
and enthusiastically told him how much I liked that 
he used his words.  I told him he could have three 
minutes of more time instead of one minute, which 
is what he would get in the past.  Over time, he be-
gan to use his words more and more often instead 
of his meltdown.  Every child is unique, so you need 
to individualize these tips to suit your child, but the 
point is he got a lot more time when he asked for it 
without having to be reminded.  

Tip #5 Remember it is not about the 
child’s character

The great thing about looking at behavior from this 
perspective is that it is never about the person’s 

character.  Rather, the challenging behavior or melt-
down is serving a need for that person, and unfortu-
nately, that has been what has worked for them.  A 
meltdown may involve some bad behavior, for lack 
of a better way of describing it, but it does not make 
them a bad person.  Because the meltdown has some 
patterns associated with it, once we figure those out 
we can teach them a better and safer way to get their 
needs met.

These are just some of the tips that you can use to 
help your child with his/her meltdowns.  I hope that 
you found them helpful.  I would love to hear your 
thoughts on these tips or answer any questions you 
might have.  Please feel free to post any comments 
or questions on the Facebook page.

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 Behavior 
Analysis from the University of Nevada, Reno. She 
is also a Board Certified Behavior Analyst (BCBA). 
Not only does Sarah enjoy working directly with 
children with autism, she’s also very passionate 
about 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 University, Sarah is currently involved in 
a research project that involves the evaluation of 
a parent training package that will help empower 
parents with tools to teach his/her child with 
autism important safety skills. She has been a Part-
Time or Adjunct Professor since 2005 teaching ABA 
courses.  Sarah also regularly presents workshops 
to parents, therapists, and/or educators on a 
variety of topics related to teaching or working with 
individuals with autism.  Sarah is a Huffington Post 
Contributor, a TEDx speaker, and was named Top 
Safety Contributor for Autism Parenting Maga-
zine  in 2014 and Top Behavior Analysis Writer  for 
2015. Visit her site: sarahkconsulting.com
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FINANCIAL PLANNING

Question: “My father is going through early onset Alzheimer’s and I am watching the financial and 
emotional stress it is taking on him and my mother.  I can only imagine if that happened to my wife 
and I while we trying to care for our son with autism.  What can we do?“

— Rick

By Ryan PLATT, MBA, ChFC, ChSNC

Answer:  

Y
our concern is becoming more and more 
common due to the fact we are all living 
longer, and with long life usually comes the 
need for caregiving.  According to the U.S. 
Department of Health and Human Services, 
almost 70% of Americans turning 65 today 
will need some type of long-term care (LTC) 

as they age. And 20% will likely need care for five or 
more years. Given that the annual cost of that care 
can extend into six figures, that’s a daunting prospect 
for many retirees and their families.  The question be-
comes, “How do I plan for this unknown, while I have 
the known needs of my son for his lifetime?”

For most parents, having a child with autism means 
you must not only plan for your lifetime of needs (in-
cluding your retirement and long term health care 
needs), but also the lifetime needs of your child with 
autism.  This can seem like a daunting task, but with 

It’s Time to Prepare for Long 
Term Care for ALL 
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FINANCIAL PLANNING

a step-by-step plan, it can be done in digestible stag-
es.  We suggest the following steps:

 	 �Define your vision and needs and 
your son’s needs for the rest of your 
and his lifetime.  

 	 ��Attach a cost to those needs

 	 ��Determine where the resources will 
come from.  For instance, your assets 
or insurance, Government benefits, 
family help or inheritance

 	 ��Select the legal and financial tools 
you will need to make your vision and 
your son’s a reality

It can be quite a financial challenge to pay for your 
own long term care needs and then ensure your son 
has enough assets to live on for his lifetime.  In the 
past, there was only one choice for Long Term Care 
Insurance, which was a long term care insurance pol-
icy that covered the cost of care in a nursing home, 
assisted living, or in your home (care was provided 
by a licensed home health care professional and 
overseen by a physician). However, over the past few 
years, more options have arrived that should also be 
considered.

Due to the fact that most families do not have an 
endless supply of financial resources, it is important 
to choose your spending and savings carefully.  This 
is where many “Hybrid” long-term care tools need to 
be researched.   For instance, annuities with long term 
care features exist that can be used as a future sav-
ings tool for parents, and if long term care is needed, 
these annuities will provide a multiple of the value of 
the annuity to pay for long term care.  Life insurance 
with Long Term Care riders is also available.  This can 
be an attractive tool because if the parents do not 

need the long term care benefit, then the life insur-
ance death benefit is still used to fund the lifetime 
needs of your child (most likely funding a Special 
Needs Trust in order to protect needs based Govern-
ment Benefits.)

As with all areas of planning, please research thor-
oughly before moving forward, and consult profes-
sionals.  Due to the intricacies of this type of plan-
ning, it is critical to have a qualified special needs 
advisor create a plan, and then educate you on all 
the options that make sense for your family.

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

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

Ryan F. Platt is a registered representative of and 
offers securities, investment advisory, and finan-
cial planning through MML Investors Services, LLC.  
Member SIPC (www.sipc.org).  A Special Needs Plan 
is not subsidiary or affiliate of MML Investors Ser-
vices, LLC or it affiliated companies.  This article 
is not a recommendation or endorsement of any 
products.
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Sticky Beef with Kale:  

A Healthy Yet Simple  
Meal in Minutes 

Healthy Eats courtesy of

By Elouise ROBINSON, 
Autism Food Club

METHOD

Mix together the vinegar, tamari sauce, corn flour and warm water and pour over the beef and 
leave to marinade for about 20 minutes.

In a large pan or wok, heat the oil and add the garlic, ginger and chili sauce or flakes and cumin, 
cook for about a minute.

Add the beef and cook for another three minutes or so, then add the kale and cook for another 
few minutes until it has all wilted.  Add a splash of water if it looks a little dry.

Drizzle with a little sesame oil, and sprinkle with pumpkin seeds.

Serve with rice.

      INGREDIENTS

• 400g / 14 oz stir-fry beef 
strips 

• 1 tablespoon cider vinegar 
• 2 tablespoons tamari sauce
• 1 tablespoon corn flour 
• 1 tablespoon warm water 
• 1 tablespoon oil 

(such as grape seed  
or coconut) 

• 2 teaspoons grated ginger
• 2 garlic cloves, minced
• 1 tsp chili sauce or 

chili flakes
• 6 big handfuls of kale
• 2 teaspoons ground cumin
• 1/4 cup pumpkin seeds
• 1 tsp sesame oil
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