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D
o you have a story to share? Perhaps you have information 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 autism or being a person on the spectrum that is parenting 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 education needs and getting access to services, we are confident 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 article 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 background with links to your site or products.
Please note that we cannot post your article without 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.
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Editor’s Letter

M

aintaining a healthy balance during these demanding times can be tough. So many of us
are in limbo waiting to hear when and if we can
safely head back to work, school, and resume
everyday activities. The coronavirus has impacted every aspect of our lives.

Will your child be heading back to the classroom soon? Or will
he/she return to the remote learning that began last spring?
Or perhaps you have chosen to homeschool? No matter how
your child returns to education, you will need to help your
child transition to learning as kids with autism often have a
hard time adjusting to change. We understand the challenges you face right now and can provide the tools to help. We
are here for your autism family.
Most kids do best with routine and predictability, and heading into different environments can increase anxiety and
challenging behaviors. Even if your child isn’t new to the
classroom scene, he/she will need the tools to transition to a
unique situation with different rules and expectations.
Finding the right education path for your child can be challenging as kids have distinctive needs. Some children with
autism thrive in a brick and mortar school, while others do
better in a homeschooling or virtual school environment.
Special education teacher Crystal Gallagher, the mom of two
sons with autism, has provided an interesting piece called,
What is the Best Learning Experience for Students with Autism?
Take a look as she shares the numerous benefits of virtual
school when kids struggle with the social and academic demands of traditional schooling.
Psychotherapist Annette Nuñez says while you may have seen
your teen act out behaviorally or engage in more self-stimulatory behavior during the pandemic, it doesn’t necessarily
suggest regression. Instead, your child may be communicating to you his/her anxiety about life changes. “By giving
your child time, structure, and exposure, your child’s anxiety
to each new change can be reduced,” Annette explains. For
great advice, read Making the Big Transition to Middle or High
School, as she shares five strategies to help families during
this important rite of passage.
One topic that tends to create some angst for many families is the bus ride to school. If you want to learn how specialized transportation can start your kid’s day off right, read
Megan Carey’s guidance in Rethinking School Transportation
for Students with Autism. As the Chief Development Officer
for ALC Schools, Megan says preparations for performance
in the classroom must start before the bell rings and that a
focused student transportation plan can aid in one’s overall
education. Her advice will help to ensure your child is best
positioned for success in school.

We work tirelessly as parents to get everything right for our
children—especially when it comes to their physical and
mental health. Is your child in need of some stress relief? Dr.
Lorna Hecker describes the brain of a child on the autism
spectrum as a noisy place. There is preliminary evidence, she
adds, that yoga can help children improve emotional and
self-regulation, behavior, cognitive function, and motor abilities. To learn ways yoga can become a source of fun, relaxation, and stress-relief for your autistic child, read her article,
How Yoga Can Help Children with Autism Manage Anxiety.
Clinical nutritionist Denise Voight says autistic children have
the highest rate of deficiency for vitamin A in comparison to
other nutrients. Vitamin A is a fat-soluble vitamin that plays
an important role in a number of biological processes. Take a
look at her piece, The Amazing Benefits of Vitamin A for Autism
and ADHD, as Denise explains the importance of safely correcting vitamin A deficiencies in children with autism.
Pediatric endocrinologist May Ng says there is a multitude of
conditions that can make managing an autism diagnosis more
challenging. Take a look at her piece, Understanding the Potential
Health Conditions Associated with Autism, as she has provided a
list of associated conditions (such as apraxia, sensory processing difficulty, and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder) that
may necessitate a more individualized approach. Every child is
different, which means every strategy needs to be too.
This month’s issue is brimming with valuable autism support.
We also have information on how naturalistic interventions
can help your child with autism learn new skills, ways to effectively teach writing to students, how swimming can benefit kids and ways Lego therapy can be used to teach siblings
to get along. And to help keep our children in the community safe, we have an article you shouldn’t miss on ways to
prepare a child with autism for a fire emergency.
Take a look—there is terrific advice for everyone!
We wish you and your family good health.
Best,
Amy KD Tobik
Editor-in-Chief

Disclaimer:
Autism Parenting Magazine tries to deliver honest, unbiased reviews, resources, and advice, but please note that due to the variety of capabilities
of people on the spectrum, information cannot be guaranteed by the magazine or its writers. Medical content, including but not limited to text,
graphics, images, and other material contained within, is never intended to be a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment.
Always seek the advice of a physician with any questions you may have regarding a medical condition, and never disregard professional medical
advice or delay in seeking it because of something you have read within.
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Making the Big Transition
to Middle or High School
By Annette Nuñez, PhD, LMFT

Transitioning from any break back to school can be difficult for children with autism
and their families. However, transitioning to middle or high school can be extremely
challenging. Your child is not only transitioning to a new environment, but he/she is
working with new teachers, a new team of specialists, and having to adjust to a new
schedule, not to mention being introduced to multiple classes, lockers, and more
students.
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106 |
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A

ll these changes can be overwhelming
and anxiety-provoking not only for children but for their families as well. During
this time, you may see your child regress
by acting out behaviorally or engaging in
more self-stimulatory behavior. Rest assured your child is not actually regressing—he/she is just communicating to you his/her
anxiety about the new changes happening in his/her
life. By giving your child time, structure, and exposure, your child’s anxiety over each new change can
be reduced. Below I have listed five strategies that
have been very helpful to children and their families
during this huge transition.
1.

	Talk, talk, talk

Begin to talk about this big transition as soon as your
child finishes elementary school. Many parents wait
to talk about it until a week or two before the new
school year starts. Waiting can cause anxiety within
your child. Talking about the transition right when
summer break begins allows him/her to get used to
the idea of starting at a new school and you can discuss any questions or concerns your child may have
about the new changes.
2.

	Create transition visuals

Create a “Countdown Calendar” that counts down
the days until your child transitions to middle or high
school. Also, make a social story around this transition. The social story should include pictures of the
new school, including classrooms, the gym, the office, bathrooms, the cafeteria, and your child’s locker. It should also include pictures of your child’s new
teachers, specialists, aides, and familiar faces such
as peers from your child’s previous school. Go over
this social story once or twice a day so your child has
lots of exposure to his/her new school and the new
adults in his/her life.
3.

Visit the school

Contact your child’s new school a month before
it starts and ask if you and your child can visit the
school. Also, get in contact with your child’s special
education coordinator and ask if you can have a copy
of your child’s schedule. If possible, go as many times
as you can to the new school and show your child
where the bathrooms are and where the cafeteria is.
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Map out your child’s schedule and walk from class
to class so your child knows his/her schedule and
where his/her classes are.
4.

	Stay organized

Buy different colored binders with dividers and then
label each binder with your child’s class. For example, the red binder can be labeled as Math, the green
binder can be labeled Language Arts, etc. Tape a
copy of your child’s school schedule on the cover
of each binder and highlight the class that corresponds with the binder subject. In addition, buy a
pencil pouch for each binder and put the necessary
school supplies your child will need for that class in
that pouch. For instance, in the Math binder you may
want to put pencils, an eraser, and a calculator in the
pencil pouch. For Art, you may want to put a pencil
and colored pencils in the pouch. Then, during one
of your school visits organize your child’s locker by

Education

The purpose of middle and high school is to teach independence,
but it is important your child is successful within this new
independence.
putting the binders in the order of your child’s class
schedule. This organization will help your child out
greatly and teaches him/her how to manage multiple classes without it being overwhelming.
5.

Make modifications

The purpose of middle and high school is to teach
independence, but it is important your child is successful within this new independence. If your child
is having trouble opening his/her locker, ask to take
the lock off. If your child is having trouble carrying
books and binders from class to class, ask if he/she
can leave his/her materials in the classroom. If your
child is having trouble taking notes in class, ask if
he/she can get printed notes. If the changing class
period is too overwhelming for your child, ask if he/
she can leave class early to avoid the crowd during
changing period. The point is you want your child to
be comfortable and successful in his/her new school
environment, and if something isn’t working for your
child, you have the right to change it to make it work.
Anything can be modified.
Transitions can be tough, but when you organize, expose, and prepare your child for a big transition, you
not only decrease his/her anxiety, but yours as well.
With structure, communication, and support from
the new school, your child’s transition to middle or
high school will be a success. Keep in mind your child
is resilient; change is good because it teaches flexibility, which in itself is the greatest life skill to learn.

Dr. Annette Nuñez, PhD, LMFT, is the
founder and director of Breakthrough Interventions, LLC and Breaking Through
Autism. She is a licensed psychotherapist
and has worked with children with ASD
and other related disorders for over 22
years. As part of her doctorate work at the University of
Denver, Dr. Nuñez developed the Children’s Social Competence Scale (CSCS). The CSCS is an early intervention
evaluation tool that measures social competency in
young children. She served as the Program Director for
Connect Us, a non-profit organization that helps children cultivate positive relationships through facilitated
play. Her research interests include the mainstreaming and socialization of children with High Functioning Autism. Dr. Nuñez co-wrote and self-published the
Friendship Is … book. She conducts many seminars
both nationally and internationally and has consulted with many schools in China and South Africa. Dr.
Nuñez also consults and supervises the therapists at
the Breakthrough Interventions site in South Africa. Dr.
Nuñez has been featured in the Huffington Post, NPR,
The Jenny McCarthy Show, and FOX News. She currently hosts a podcast entitled “Behind the Breakthroughs,”
where she shares advice and the breakthroughs of her
clients.
Websites: www.btinterventions.com, www.breakingthroughautism.com
Facebook: m.facebook.com/profile.
php?id=462556703926821&ref=content_filter
Instagram: breakthrough_autism

Transitions can be tough, but when you organize, expose, and
prepare your child for a big transition, you not only decrease
his/her anxiety, but yours as well.
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How to Effectively Teach Writing
to Students with Autism
By Beatrix Potter

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) affects individuals differently, influencing a range of
skills from fine motor control and language to social interaction and focus.

A

s such, writing tasks can be particularly
challenging for students with ASD. Yet, with
the appropriate support and planning,
students with autism are able to become
fluent and successful writers. In order to
help ASD students become confident writers, teachers need to ensure they use the
most effective strategies available to help motivate
and support students with autism throughout all the
stages of the writing process.

Preparing to write
Providing plenty of time to brainstorm ideas and
plan for writing is essential for students with autism.
It can be especially effective to allow students to plan
their ideas in a visual format, such as through pictures. Another useful strategy is to use word banks
to help prompt ideas and use a traditional outline or
story template to support the student’s sequencing
or structure. Rather than brainstorming ideas with
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106 |
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The very act of writing can be extremely physically challenging
for students with autism, resulting in shorter pieces and often
illegible handwriting.
full sentences, teachers should encourage students
to use single words instead to outline their ideas.

Supporting the act of writing
Teachers should have a range of scaffolds in place
to support students with their writing, such as using
word banks to stimulate writing, as well as providing
concrete writing examples for students to refer to.
Providing sentence starters can also help students
overcome potential writer’s block.
“Consider using pictures as prompts. Ask the student
to talk to you about the pictures to help get them
started with the writing,” explains Raymond Fields, a
teacher at Eliteassignmenthelp and Oxessays. “It’s really important to allow autistic students to have the
opportunity to orally rehearse their sentences and
help organize and compose their writing. You can
also try using graphic organizers.”
Providing opportunities for students to write content about their Special Interest Areas (SIAs) has also
been found to help them be more motivated and
engaged when writing. As a result, their vocabulary,
word order, and syntax are often much improved.

Strategies to support the drafting
proces
The very act of writing can be extremely physically
challenging for students with autism, resulting in
shorter pieces and often illegible handwriting. Teachers can support pupils to overcome these physical
challenges by using technology. In this way, students
are able to focus on the content of their writing, rather than the physical challenges of writing itself.
There are a range of technologies available to support students with autism. For example, tape recording, using a Dictaphone and a scribe, keyboarding,
and using speech recognition software are all viable
alternatives. Online writing tools can also be used to
help students improve their writing, such as Simplegrad, Paper Fellows, Big Assignments, and State Of
Writing.
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“It’s important to make sure that students remain engaged and motivated in the act of writing. It is particularly helpful to break the task down into small,
achievable goals. Providing students with movement breaks also aids their focus. Make sure you provide plenty of positive reinforcement when a student
successfully achieves these goals,” says Sheila Jude,
an educator at Academized and Australianhelp.

Strategies to promote editing
To help motivate and encourage students to edit and
rewrite their work, each writing task should be given
a clear purpose and shared with the students when
finished. Reducing the length of the writing task so
students can complete and produce work that can be
shared is particularly important. Providing students
with clear checklists can be extremely helpful when
editing, as is the act of editing with a partner. Make
sure the completed work is then shared publicly. For
example, it can be hung on display in the classroom,
included in a class book, published on the website,
or even submitted for publication.

Supporting low-functioning students
For students on the low-functioning end of the autistic
spectrum, writing tasks can be even more stressful and
may lead to more aggressive and socially unacceptable forms of behavior. Adapt writing activities so they
are more accessible and in line with each pupil’s Individualized Education Plan. Aim to use communication
boards, where students can point to the relevant visual to communicate their thoughts. Give them writing
tasks that are based on real-world skills and activities,
such as matching food items to labels, creating shopping lists, or listing ingredients needed for a meal.
Beatrix Potter is an educational expert working at
BoomEssays and Essayroo writing services. Beatrix’s work focuses on developing ways to support
and improve the writing process for students of all
abilities. She specializes in creating strategies to
support and enhance the writing experience of students with additional learning needs. Beatrix is also
an editor at the UK Writings website.

WE'RE HERE TO HELP
Free
Educational
Resources

Autism
Help
Hotline

Advocacy
and
Community

The American Autism Association is a non-profit organization that
provides free educational resources and therapeutic programs to
individuals and families impacted by autism.
info@myautism.org | 877.654.4483
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Rethinking School Transportation
for Students with Autism
By Megan Carey

P

arents often have many resources available
to help their child with autism receive the
accommodations they need at school. But
experts advise that preparations for performance in the classrooms must start before
the bell rings and that a focused student
transportation plan can aid in one’s overall
education. And because the education equation for
children with autism must consider each child’s individual needs, so, too, should the process of transporting him/her to and from school.

Making accommodations, mitigating
anxieties
According to the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), one in 54 children in the U.S. is
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diagnosed with an autism spectrum disorder (ASD),
causing developmental disability that often presents
significant social, communication, and behavioral
challenges. Since federal law requires schools to provide children with the “least restrictive” environment
possible, full inclusion in regular classes (a practice
known as “mainstreaming”) can be a beneficial path
for autistic children.
Anxieties and challenges vary when it comes to the
school environment, and each child responds differently. Autistic children aren’t the only ones feeling anxious. Parents, too, feel anxiety when sending
their child to school every day, where they can’t see
what is going on in the classroom. In fact, the only
aspect of the daily school journey parents see is

Education

Over the years, there’s been a movement to support special
needs students with transportation by utilizing SUVs, minivans,
wheelchair accessible vans, and sedans.
the morning pickup and afternoon drop-off of their
child. While this part of the school day is pivotal for
children, school districts, and parents, its significance
has been largely overlooked in the overall education
continuum.

Student transportation: Left out of the
education equation
Comprehensive Autistic Planning Systems (CAPS)
take into account all of the events throughout the
school day to ensure every aspect of students’ disabilities is addressed. The concept is to make the
necessary accommodations to adjust the educational environment to the child and his/her individuality.
It also provides school districts with a mechanism for
clear communication with families, providing empowering information on how the school is handling
each child and helping to reduce anxieties and form
a community of care.
While transportation to and from school is a significant event that transpires each school day, many
parents may be surprised to learn student transportation (which is seen as separate from the schoolhouse) is not addressed by CAPS.
This is a particular sticking point for Patrick Mulick,
a Board Certified Behavior Analyst, educational consultant, speaker, trainer, and coach who holds an
undergrad and master’s degree in special education
and behavior analysis from Gonzaga University.

that is needed for each individual child with autism.
To do this, we all must embrace our role as the instructor and as part of the education continuum. We
all have to recognize our capacity to impact students’
lives, and in this regard, transportation providers are
educators.”

Implications for student transportation:
Ensuring the best start to the school day
Over the years, there’s been a movement to support
special needs students with transportation by utilizing SUVs, minivans, wheelchair accessible vans, and
sedans. This alternative student transportation model provides several advantages to families of autistic
children.
1. Greater flexibility for more comfortable
accommodations
For starters, the student’s specific physical needs are
considered. Factors such as seating arrangements,
wheelchair accessibility, additional equipment needs,
and the possible need for a nurse/aide are all considered to select the right vehicle. A multitude of vehicle options also offers the ability to support other
requirements for students with autism. These can include accommodating the student’s preference to sit
on the right side of the vehicle or be accompanied by
a favorite stuffed animal. The quiet and more compact
interior of a passenger car, for example, can provide
a less intimidating transit environment than a large
school bus.

“I would argue that ‘school’ starts the moment a student steps out of the comfort of their own home, and
the school day isn’t over until they are safely transported home,” says Mulick, who works as the Autism
Coordinator of the Auburn School District in Washington State. “We have to work to address this because
student transportation is so significant for children
with autism; I call it the ‘ultimate portable classroom.’”

Experts advise that consistency is vital for autistic students, so student transportation that pairs the student
with the same driver every day can go a long way toward providing stability, familiarity, security, and trust.

“I say this because it truly does take a village—we
must all work together to provide the consistency

In fact, a good practice for special needs student
transportation is a family “meet and greet” where

2. Improved consistency and communication

Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106 |
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the driver meets with the family so everyone can become acquainted. These parent/guardian meetings
start the relationship off on a different level—one
that’s less transit-oriented and more about providing
appropriate accommodation and communication.
Some transportation providers even equip their drivers with a document that outlines the child’s specific
needs—think of this as an extension of the student’s
Individualized Education Program (IEP) specific to
school transportation. It provides reassurance to the
family that the driver has a personal and vested interest in meeting the student’s needs.
3. More direct routes, shorter commutes
One of the biggest challenges students, parents,
and school districts often face is the issue of lengthy
commutes. The length of a student with autism’s
travel time to and from school can have a negative
impact, and many states have laws stipulating maximum travel times. Having autistic students ride a bus
that makes multiple stops on the way to school can
expose them to lengthy travel times, as opposed to
individualized routing designed to ensure a safe and
direct route.

A school day for a child with a disability should not
necessarily be longer or shorter than a school day
for general education students. However, if a child’s
IEP team determines a student needs a shorter or extended school day, a more personalized transportation solution that can accommodate different pickup or drop-off times is key.
When it comes to developing the education equation for children with autism, one size does not fit all,
as each child’s individual needs must be addressed.
By understanding the role of student transportation
as part of the overall education continuum, we can
begin to see how accommodations in student transportation may be necessary to ensure the autistic
student is best positioned for success in school.
Megan Carey is the Chief Development Officer for
ALC Schools. A strong advocate for school transportation that focuses on the individual needs of
the most vulnerable students, Carey and ALC’s district partners have changed the landscape of student transportation by utilizing safe and consistent
alternative student transportation.
Email: MCarey@alcschools.com

League School’s Residential Program
Providing the Environment That Students With ASD Need to Prosper

At the League School of Greater Boston, it is our job – and our joy – to provide an
environment at both our residences where growth is always happening. We reach out to our
students and their families to provide them with the support and skills they need to be as
happy, productive, and as self-reliant as they can be. At League School, we offer:
• Two state-of-the-art on-campus residences serving up to 32 students
• Life skills learning including self-care, cooking, laundry, and leisure
• Private rooms with access to game and exercise room
• 24-hour care with on-call medical supervision
• Weekly and nightly activities to increase students’ independence and community skills
To learn more about our program, please contact League School’s Admissions Coordinator,
Gayle Ferland at T: 508-850-3900, X171 or E: gferland@leagueschool.com.

Excellence in Autism Education
leagueschool.org

Education

What is the Best Learning
Experience for Students
with Autism?

Traditional School vs. Virtual School
By Crystal Gallagher

P

ublic school does not work for everyone. For
some students, especially those with disabilities such as autism, public school can be traumatizing. Imagine this scenario:

Rob is a student with autism. He cringes and covers his ears as he walks down the halls of his high
school. There are too many sounds and smells
for him to process. He gets bumped into because
the hallway is so packed. He arrives at Math class,
sweaty and stressed out, with his anxiety levels at
max.

Now, imagine this scenario:
Rob wakes up and calmly goes through his morning routine—breakfast, getting dressed, etc. At 9
a.m. he turns on his computer and logs in to his
math class. Grover, his pup, lays at his feet while he
works on a group project, via an online chat room,
with three of his peers.
Many students struggle with the social and academic demands of a brick and mortar, traditional school.
For them, online virtual school is an option. A virtual school is a school (private or public) students atAutism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106 |
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tend via the internet. In most cases, they have “live”
classes with access to teachers and even tutors for
remedial purposes. They receive a quality education
from the comfort of their home. Online schools offer
disability services and will honor the modifications
and services noted in a student’s IEP (Individual Education Plan).
Many parents like the flexibility virtual schools offer children. The virtual school day is not as long as
a traditional school day, leaving more family time.
For older students, this is ideal because they can
learn the academic skills necessary to graduate and
go to college, and their parents do not have to quit
their jobs to homeschool them. In most cases, parents may be involved as a learning coach, helping to
make sure their student is on track, but they are not
the teacher. Elementary through high school is offered online, but the lower grades may require more
parental involvement than the upper.
For the most part, online schooling is the best option
for a student who is unable to attend a traditional
school due to bullying or other safety issues, but is
he/she missing out? Part of the high school experience consists of prom, football games, and a big
graduation ceremony. What about the social opportunities he/she is missing out on? Online schools do
have opportunities for socialization. Many even have
virtual proms and monthly meet and greet opportunities. Most offer in-person graduation ceremonies
as well. Classes are online, but students still have the
opportunity to collaborate with each other. Online
schools allow students to take charge of their learning. Online learning requires organization, self-motivation, and effective time management, but with a
little nudge from mom or dad, it is a doable process.
They offer advanced and remedial courses, as well as
electives such as P.E., Art History, and Foreign Languages. Field trips and after school clubs are available too.
At the end of the day, it is up to a parent and his/
her child to determine what is the best fit for them.
But the good news is there are options other than
a traditional, brick and mortar school. Students can
receive a free public school education from the comfort of their home. An online, virtual school allows
students to manage their own education and learn
at the pace and speed best for them. And as an added perk—you can attend school in your pajamas!
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My personal experience with online, virtual school:
My son was diagnosed with autism at the age of
eight. He was succeeding in school academically.
He has a genius IQ, but socially he struggled. He was
impulsive, had restricted interests, and struggled
with conversational skills, but he was a sweet child
who loved animals, video games, and his little brother. Unfortunately, he was bullied and ostracized
throughout his intermediate school experience. It
broke my heart to imagine him sitting by himself at
lunch. One day he came home from school, covered
in dirt because another child said he would be my
son’s friend if he let him throw dirt on him. Nope, he
did not become his friend. My son came to me one
day, crying, saying he just wanted a friend, just one
friend. At that point, we turned to other educational
opportunities. He attended a small, Christian private
school for sixth to eighth grade, and then we supplemented high school with online, virtual learning.
I did not realize how unhappy my son was until I saw
the transformation that took place when he left public school. I teach at a public school, but I believe it is
not for everyone, my son included. Some days I get
angry when I think about him missing out on everyday high school events, such as school plays, dances, after school clubs, and simply hanging out with
a friend in the hallway. I hate that some students are
mean and bully other students to the point of physical harm. Why? But when that happens, I have to remind myself my child is safe and happy, and hopefully, other students are finding their niche with online
learning.
“Every student can learn, just not on the same day, or
in the same way.”—George Evans

Crystal Gallagher is a special education teacher and mom of two sons
with autism. She is passionate about
advocating for all students with special needs. She lives in Chesapeake,
VA, with her husband, two sons, and
their mini zoo (two dogs, two cats, and one very old
guinea pig).

L I F E AWA I T S............................................

Relevant, real time life strategies.
Everyone feels the pressure of social situations. If these
pressures become too much to bear, there are people who
can help.
At Pasadena Villa, we specialize in guiding individuals on the
autism spectrum towards fulfilling lives.
You don’t have to manage alone. If you or a loved one
needs help, please call 407.391.1937.
Visit PasadenaVilla.com to learn more about our treatment
programs for autism and other mental health conditions.

The Villa Orlando - Florida
The Smoky Mountain Lodge - East Tennessee
Outpatient Center-Raleigh - North Carolina

Autism Therapy

Using Lego Therapy to Teach
Siblings to Get Along in Families
Affected by Autism
By George Bailey

I

grew up with nine older siblings and adore them
all to this day. But from the time Isaac gave me
my first swirly, Maureen tickled me to tears, and
Laura manipulated me into believing frogs aren’t
animals, I learned peaceful sibling relations require work and the ability to memory-hole trauma. Fortunately, I’m now quite close to my sibs,
which is why I desire the same closeness for my own
four (soon-to-be five) children.
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Twelve-year-old Joseph, my oldest, has autism, which
adds another layer of complexity to the already formidable challenge of getting my kiddos to coexist
peacefully. If the shrieking, name-calling, hissing,
and other bizarre forms of psychological warfare
hadn’t already created permanent discord, it certainly doesn’t help when big brother seems incapable of
identifying his offenses or building stronger bonds
with the other younglings. Knowing Joseph’s weak

Autism Therapy
points with an intimacy only reserved for siblings,
the younger ones needle him more fiercely than any
of his peers at church or school.
I’m somewhat sympathetic to my other children William, Elizabeth, and Madeline. They have seen other
examples of big brothers or sisters who are fearless
leaders and heroes to their younger siblings. They
know their brother is different but have a hard time
understanding why he can’t fill that role. I don’t begrudge them feeling like something is missing in
their relationship with Joseph, but I also know there
are ways they can come to love and value him for
who he is. Among those ways, Lego therapy may
provide a piece to the puzzle.
Lego therapy was not created with the home in mind.
Instead, Professor Dan LeGoff, its architect, used it in
an educational setting to improve the communication and social skills of children with autism. In Lego
therapy, a small number of these children, usually
three, convene to build a playset. Each child has a
role: (1) an engineer who uses the instructions to direct construction, (2) a supplier who finds the correct
bricks, and (3) a builder who assembles the model.
Throughout the process, an adult facilitator ensures
everything runs smoothly, which contributes to the
participants’ success.
I don’t know Professor LeGoff personally, but he must
be a genius. I mean, Lego is inarguably the best toy
ever invented. It requires imagination, patience, and
ingenuity, and I’m confident Lego would beat any
other toy in a fight. It’s not surprising such a versatile
toy can include a powerful social element.
Naturally, I’m biased towards Lego, having built my
fair share of creations as a child. I remember constantly organizing and reorganizing my bricks, crafting all
sorts of adventures. As a teenager, when I received
the opportunity to live in Denmark for two years,
one of the only things I knew about the country was
that it was the headquarters for the first Legoland. I
made the pilgrimage to Legoland (twice!), and now,
as a father, it delights me to see my children commence their creative journeys.
Seeing the appeal of Lego therapy and also needing
a way to bring harmony to my occasionally discordant little ones, I’ve been spending the past several
months teaching my kids to play together constructively (pun shamelessly intended—I’m a dad!) by

adapting LeGoff’s approach to my home. Allow me
now to share some of my insights.
You don’t need to have exactly three children. Maybe you have just two, or maybe you plan to raise a
basketball team like me. (Please excuse me for not
including only-children; I’m assuming they pose no
sibling rivalry challenges.) Whatever the number of
children don’t feel limited to the roles designated in
the original therapeutic approach. If you have fewer
children than three, one child may be fine with two
roles. If you have more, you might consider having
children take turns within roles.
It might help to explain to your other children exactly
what you’re doing. I found being transparent with my
younger children helped them to come to the activity with the proper objectives: becoming closer to
Joseph and celebrating his triumphs. After my introduction, I noticed my 10-year-old, William, became
more invested in Joseph’s success instead of considering him a rival. He also started paying more attention to the tremendous effort Joseph put into building, which helped William to have more appreciation
for his brother’s growth.
One marvelous benefit of Lego therapy is the improvement of fine motor skills. While observing Joseph’s
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106 |
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struggle to connect bricks, I realized how valuable
building these sets was for him. He would strain and
exert himself to assemble the pieces correctly, but
encouragement from his siblings and me prevented
him from becoming overly frustrated. Over a brief period, I’ve noticed an increase in his confidence with
tasks that require this high level of physical control.
Even my four-year-old daughter, who is diagnosed
with autism but is quite dexterous, has come a long
way in her development.
Lego therapy also improves children’s visual scanning
abilities. There’s nothing quite like digging through
a pile of Lego bricks looking for just the right one.
Lego construction requires the practice of this ability over and over and over, and it’s quite addictive.
Just as Joseph’s fine motor skills have improved, so
has his ability to find just the right piece. And it’s an
activity that rarely bores his younger siblings.
However, if your children do get bored, don’t force them
to have fun. At one point, when I noticed Elizabeth
was slowing down and wanting to do something
else, I considered pressuring her to continue participation. But it’s a cold, cold world that makes children
dread Lego. My purpose with the activity was to
bring my kids closer together; I wanted to ensure my
daughter never came to resent it and, therefore, excused her. Sure enough, she has come back to build
with her brother many times.
You should select Lego sets that suit the tastes of your
children. The chance of boredom decreases even
more when they’re exploring a world they already
hold dear. In our home, it’s all about Marvel, Star
Wars, Disney, and Minecraft. Older kids may be more
enthusiastic about the Stranger Things or Friends
sets. I’m downright covetous of my Ferrari and Lamborghini sets. My wife Christina is waiting, likely in
vain, for Lego to release a Pride and Prejudice line.

Website: www.zpodsforsleep.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com/george.bailey.3532507
Instagram: www.instagram.com/gwcbailey/
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/in/gwcbailey/
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Teacher of children
with autism and
special needs
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Help young children
to learn by doing:
developmental activities
for children with ASD
A new book – brimming with ideas for practical activities
for parents, carers and teachers. Teach children how to learn
and lay the foundations for everything that comes after.
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George Bailey is president of zPods, LLC,
a Saint Louis startup that is building
the ideal sleep environment for children with autism. He sits on the board
of directors for Autism Speaks St. Louis
and the Asian American Chamber of
Commerce of St. Louis. George has professional experience in foreign language instruction, law, and
financial services.
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CHI

With time, you may not need to be the facilitator. In
fact, William carefully noted how I intervened as little
as possible and how I asked questions I already knew
the answers to in order to get Joseph to think more
deeply about his building decisions. William then
mirrored my behavior (with a little of my help) and
replaced me a few times as facilitator, which tended
to cultivate more understanding between the two
brothers. Your children may not be mature enough
to take on the role of facilitator, but they also might
surprise you.

Lego therapy at home is not a panacea that’s going
to resolve all my children’s conflicts. However, it has
become a hobby they can explore together that, with
proper guidance, allows them to rally behind their
brother’s growth and development. It’s a language
they can all understand as they build new worlds
and meaningful sibling relationships.
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Preparing Kids with Special Needs
for the Return to School
After COVID-19
By Joseph Pangaro, CPM, CSO

The COVID-19 crisis and the attendant shutdown have affected every one of us and will
continue to do so for some time to come. As a School Safety and Security Consultant, I
am constantly watching for trends, changes in best practices, and emerging threats; in
this unique moment of our history, my concern turns to our special needs population
and how they are dealing with the shutdown and remote learning at home now and
how schools can prepare for the eventual return to regular classes.

A

s we move through the initial wave of the
crisis and begin to anticipate the end of the
shutdown, we all need to take this time to
reevaluate where we stand on many topics
as the return to school, either late spring or
next fall, gets closer.

Some of those topics include:










Our relationships to other people
What we need to update in our security practices, policies, and plans
How we will coordinate and facilitate the needs
of all of our students and staff, with a particular
look at how the return to school will affect our
special needs kids
Understanding what affects the prolonged
school closure and the extended time at home
can have on this vulnerable population
How we can plan for their return to class
How we can connect with the parents and
guardians now and as the opening of school
gets closer

These unprecedented events created by the COVID-19
virus outbreak will be a building block and a guide for

how we can possibly handle future events that may
require drastic changes to our routines and other life
activities.
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106 |

23

Education

Children who are living in homes able to implement schedules
and routines along with the ability to have some time outdoors
being active may adapt better to the school shutdown than
students in other situations.
When it comes to school security, we must consider how the stress of the shutdown and the isolation
that comes with it can affect all of us, and how it may
affect our behavior, both good and bad, as we interact with other people after the shutdown ends.
I recently wrote an article that addresses the concerns of potential violence in our schools brought on
by the effects of the shutdown when the students
return to class. And while I addressed the overall
concern for potential problems, I was looking at a
broader scope of the student body and staff within
the schools. In this article, I want to focus on our special needs population specifically to make sure they
are included from the beginning of any planning
schools make for the resumption of classes.
To get the best possible information, I asked for help
from Katherine “Keb” Neff, a Licensed Clinical Social
Worker and Certified School Social Worker with a
great deal of experience. Keb also has a private practice focusing on child, adolescent, and family therapy in Red Bank, NJ.
My goal was to identify some specific areas for consideration as schools finish out the academic year,
remotely in most cases:








What schools and parents can do as a team
to ensure we address the needs of our special
needs population while the shutdown is still
going on and what we can anticipate after it is
over and they get ready to go back to school
How we are connecting to our students as the
school year comes to an end
How we will maintain a connection to our students during the summer
What preparations we can make in our schools
as the new year approaches

24 | Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106

To address these concerns, I posed the following 10
questions to Katherine “Keb” Neff:
Pangaro: With the trauma and stress of the COVID-19
shutdown and school closings, what effect can that
have on the special needs community?
Neff: The stress and possible trauma response of
children with special needs will vary greatly and
cannot really be predicted. Children who are living
in homes able to implement schedules and routines
along with the ability to have some time outdoors
being active may adapt better to the school shutdown than students in other situations. For all students (and adults), many of the factors in this situation, such as lack of predictability and control, can
lead to poor mental health outcomes.
Pangaro: The change in routine can often disrupt
the lives of our special needs communities. What can
school officials anticipate being some concerns when
the special needs community returns to school?
Neff: Increased agitation and expressions of distress
may be observed. Students will vary in their ability to
readjust to the routines and expectations of school.
Pangaro: What can school officials do now, during
the COVID-19 lockdown, to help the special needs
kids who are confined at home cope with the changes and stress?
Neff: Keeping in contact with the parents and students via video chats or even drive-by visits is important to maintaining connections to school. Schools
and teachers should be providing work for students
to complete but should also be very flexible about
expectations. Putting additional pressure on parents and/or students during this time is not helpful.
Teachers and therapists can create social stories for
children and parents to help understand the changes we are all experiencing.

Education
Pangaro: What are behavioral cues you think we
might see in our special needs kids when they return
to school and how can schools and parents work
with the children to deal effectively with the effects
of the post lockdown period?
Neff: While behaviors will vary for individual students, responses may depend on what new expectations and/or requirements are introduced in schools.
A gradual reintroduction to school will be helpful in
decreasing negative behaviors. The transition from
many months at home with reduced demands and
increased choice time will be difficult for many students.
Pangaro: If you were to plan for the return to school
of the special needs community, what do you suggest the schools have in place by day one?
Neff: At this point, I’m not sure we can adequately
plan for this without more information about the
changes kids will experience. Schools will need to
follow guidelines for safety provided by the scientific experts, and kids will need to be prepared for their
school experience to be different than it was previously. Once teachers and therapists have an idea of
what these changes will look like, they should prepare social stories and activities for parents to introduce to the students to help them acclimate (e.g.,
wearing masks, distance from others). The ability
to comply with new expectations, such as wearing
masks, may be very difficult for some students; administrators will need to make decisions about how
schools will handle situations where the students are
unable to tolerate the required safeguards. Whenever possible, these should be introduced for short intervals by trusted adults prior to the return to school.
Many students may need a very gradual reintroduction to school routines and expectations. This transition may be shortened days initially with few ex-

pectations other than getting refamiliarized with the
classroom and staff.
Pangaro: Do you think the lockdown and stress
from it can lead to more violence among our special
needs kids, and if so, how could that manifest itself?
Neff: For many children, stress can manifest in increased agitation, but this should not be characterized as “violence.” These may appear as behavioral outbursts with physical or verbal dysregulation,
the moving of limbs/body, or loud voice, but are a
physical manifestation of an internal experience of
discomfort or anxiety. We need to be planful about
anticipating and reducing the obvious stressors and
having a plan to help students return to a state of
safety and comfort as quickly as possible. These plans
will vary based on individual student needs but may
include sensory activities such as a gentle balloon
toss, swinging, or blowing on feathers. Teachers and
therapists familiar with the student should work with
the parent/caregiver to plan for these prior to the return to school.
Pangaro: What would you suggest parents of a special needs student do to help their child at home
during the crisis and then when he/she returns to
school?
Neff: The best thing families can do during school
shutdown is to try to maintain consistent schedules
and routines. These might include:




Learning periods with time for movement interspersed throughout the day as well as outdoor time.
Movement activities should include calming
activities such as blowing bubbles, quiet space
activities such as blanket forts, stabilizing activities such as cooking/crafts, a rocking chair,

Schools will need to follow guidelines for safety provided by
the scientific experts, and kids will need to be prepared for their
school experience to be different than it was previously.
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digging in a garden, and activating activities
like jumping/chasing, playground play, and
dancing.

tual, and geared to the developmental needs of the
students. There are many resources available regarding this that parents can access online.

For all families, finding a balance is a challenge at this
time. Children and adults need time apart; finding a
way to do this can be difficult. While video games/
YouTube/screen time is a common quiet time activity, limiting this is also important.

As we move forward and the dynamics of the
COVID-19 crisis become more clear as to how long
it will last, when we can emerge from lockdown and
resume a more normal life, whatever that will look
like, we have to keep ourselves aware of the short
and long term effects of this unusual situation.

Of course, these are ideals, and we know many parents have their own jobs during the day, limited
space, or other obligations which prevent the ‘ideal.’
The reality is students may be spending the majority of their time on devices and not have consistent
structure or schedules. The return to expectations
and structured activities will be more challenging
for these students, and the re-introduction to this
should take place slowly.

How we prepare for the return to school is paramount because of all the uncertainty many people
feel. How anyone will react to the stress this lockdown has caused will be hard to define until we get
back to the real world specifically. We should take
this time to reevaluate all of our policies, protocols,
plans, and training for our staff and students so we
can be as ready as possible to face whatever comes
our way.

Pangaro: What, if anything, would you advise schools
to tell the other non-special needs kids in the school
to be aware of as the special needs community gets
back to school?

We are moving to a new era of interaction and education; we must be prepared to adapt to the changes
so everyone can grow, learn, and flourish.

Neff: I think all students will need reminding that
what we have been through has been challenging
in different ways for everyone and that reactions to
these challenges will vary. Students and staff will
need to be patient with one another as we adjust to
returning to school and the new safety requirements
we will likely have.
Pangaro: Are there any special programs, equipment, or anything else schools should consider getting to help the special needs community at home
now and when school resumes?
Neff: This is a question school administrators will
need to answer. I think the key part of this will be to
help students get adjusted to any new equipment or
programs, such as plexiglass shields, masks, routine
temperature screenings, as much as possible.
Pangaro: People always ask what we should do in a
crisis like this. Is there anything we should avoid doing during this crisis that could further upset special
needs kids as they try to cope now and when they
return to school?
Neff: Avoid exposing children to too much news.
Discussions about the pandemic should be brief, fac-
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Joseph Pangaro, CPM, CSO, is a retired police lieutenant and former director of school security. He is currently the CEO and Chief Security Officer
for True Security Design, a national
company that provides safety and
security assessments and staff training for schools,
businesses, Houses of Worship, and summer camps.
Lt. Pangaro is also an award-winning writer for several publications and the author of Securing Our
Schools, a Roadmap to Safety.
Katherine “Keb” Neff is a Licensed
Clinical Social Worker and Certified
School Social Worker with a master’s
degree from Rutgers University and
additional post-graduate training in
multiple areas addressing the needs
of children. She has worked with many different
children and families and has learned from each
of them. Everyone brings unique concerns and
strengths; Katherine’s work builds upon and enhances these strengths.

Autism Therapies and Treatments

Can Music Help a Child
with Autism Cope When Stuck
at Home?

By Jennifer Landau, MA, MST

The COVID-19 pandemic has been challenging for many and can be particularly difficult for children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). With little time to prepare,
they had to leave school and acclimate to distance learning, which doesn’t offer the
support and structure of the classroom.

A

dd in the boredom and frustration that
can come with isolation and the burden of
having to wear a mask—so hard for those
with sensory sensitivities—and practice
social distancing. It is not surprising children might turn inward or act out. Even as
the country begins to open up, many restrictions remain in place, and the security of school
is months away.
As the single mother of a teenager with autism, I
have struggled at times to balance the needs of my
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son with the demands of work. One of our favorite
ways to connect is through music. For safety’s sake,
we limit our trips to stores, but we take long drives
and listen to the radio, everything from Prince to
Bruce Springsteen to Taylor Swift. My son has an encyclopedic knowledge of music and is never happier
than when he is singing along to a favorite song.
Music can be a powerful tool for people with autism. It can foster social communication, promote
emotional regulation, and increase relatedness. Music can even change brain function by strengthen-
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ing the connections between different parts of the
brain, which can have a positive effect on behavior
and lead to improvements in relationships.1 As Greg
Kemp, a school psychologist at Pleasantville High
School in Pleasantville, NY, says, “The social, expressive, and attentional benefits of music therapy…connects the student to the teacher and the students to
each other.”
Luckily, my son has been able to continue his music
lessons with David Meyers of Rock on Music School
(www.rockonmusicschool.com) through Zoom. While
he can be reluctant to play an instrument, he loves
singing and talking about music with his instructor.
Meyers has been teaching guitar, piano, and drums,
as well as other instruments, in New York’s Westchester and Putnam Counties for 25 years and has put together a catalog of “accessible music” for those with
developmental disabilities, including autism.
Meyers believes “some of the natural impacts of music” remain, even in a virtual platform. “With some
students, if you asked them a question in conversation, they may not even respond. But sometimes the
song acts like a catalyst…easing and directing the
student’s response.” Although it can be harder to explain music skills through Zoom, and there can be
glitches in the technology, the one-to-one lessons
“offer the flexibility and attention to connect with
[the students].”
My son is also taking part in a weekly “quarantine
choir” on Zoom, run by Accessible Arts NY (www.
accessibleartsny.com), which provides inclusive
arts programs from their base in New York’s Suffolk
County. Jenna Douglas LCAT, MT-BC, runs the small
choir (my son’s group has eight members, all of
whom have special needs) and sees the program as
a success story, even with the challenges technology
brings to the program.
Members of a choir that meet in person can easily
sing together, but on a virtual platform, when too
many members talk or sing together, the sound
cuts out, or the screen will freeze. By putting the
members on mute, she can sing and play the guitar, and everyone can hear her. Douglas was unsure
of how it would work, but she is thrilled with how
things played out: “I, as the therapist and leader of
the group, can still see everyone singing along and
when the sing-along is done, I unmute everybody
and give everyone a chance to talk with each other.

This way, everyone is getting the social interaction of
the group as well as the music.”
Kara Gustafsson, whose daughter Britt belongs to
the choir, sees the benefit of her daughter being able
to sing without others listening in. “It has given her
an opportunity to sing in a nonjudgmental environment,” Gustafsson says.
I eavesdropped on my son’s choir recently and heard
the members talking to the instructor and to one
another about songs they loved. They chose to sing
Imagine by John Lennon, and my son’s voice carried
into the next room. He sounded relaxed and joyful,
and during these trying times, that is very much a
success story.
How to help your child get ready for a virtual music class
 Think ahead
Prepare your child by explaining how the class
will be run. Make sure you have any instruments
or lyric sheets ready to go.
 Be a cheerleader
Express your enthusiasm for the class in a way
that suits your child’s needs. Show him/her the
songs the class will be singing. Strum that guitar
a few times.
 Get your tech together
Have that Zoom meeting code and password
handy. Check that the video and audio set up
match the sensory needs of your child. Stay
ahead of the game.
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106 |

29

Autism Therapies and Treatments
 Remain on standby
Hang out close enough, so if there is an issue,
you can try to talk your child through it. Maybe
even give him/her an occasional thumbs-up.
 But don’t hover
This is his/her time. You’re not trying to raise the
next Billboard Top Ten artist. The goal for the
next forty-five minutes is to let your child chill
out and connect with his/her peers.
 Touch base
After the class, check in with your son or daughter to see how he/she thinks things went. You
may want to wait a bit before reaching out. Children on the autism spectrum often need time to
decompress, especially after doing something
new.
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/neuroscience-in-translation/201903/how-music-therapy-affectsthe-brain-in-autism.
1

Jennifer Landau, MA, MST, has written and edited
nonfiction titles on a wide range of topics, including disability rights, mental illness, and addiction
and recovery. She has a master’s degree in English/
creative writing from New York University and a
master’s degree in special education from Fordham
University. She lives in Westchester County, NY, with
her son, who inspires all she does.
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/in/jennifermlandau
Book: https://www.amazon.com/Jennifer-Landau/e/B00DWSKJNA?ref=sr_ntt_srch_
lnk_1&qid=1591325074&sr=1-1

Autism Health

The Surprising Ways Swimming
Can Benefit Autistic Children
By Connor Mollison

I

magine there was a way to improve your child’s
concentration, mental alertness, responsiveness, and peace of mind in 30-40 minutes.

piness. From the age of 10 to 22, I was a competitive
swimmer, training 30 hours a week in the pool alongside Commonwealth, World, and Olympic medalists.

It might sound like a far-fetched idea for many,
but the truth is swimming can do all of the above,
and some studies back it up. Swimming isn’t just
a workout for the body; it also works the mind,
and its benefits outlast the time in the pool. Day-today challenges faced by autistic children like anxiety,
concentration, overstimulation, and social interaction can all be improved.

After I stopped swimming, I turned my hand to teaching and coaching the sport. I’ve worked with hundreds
of children in the pool from three-year-old beginners
all the way to national-level teenagers. I’ve seen it all
when it comes to the benefits of swimming, whether
for neurotypicals, children with physical or learning
difficulties, or, of course, children with autism.

As a 27-year-old autistic man, I’ve seen first-hand the
positive impact swimming has had on my life and hap-

Swimming is more than just an energy release. Let’s
talk about some of the surprising benefits the sport
holds.
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Meditation without having to meditate
If you’ve ever tried meditating yourself, you’ll know
how hard it can be to sit still and let your mind switch
off. Fortunately, you don’t have to sit still and clear
your mind to receive a meditative-like effect.
One of the first noticeable benefits of swimming is
its ability to calm the mind. Personally, I’ve gone into
swimming sessions feeling stressed and anxious and
come out of the pool without a worry. It’s almost
unbelievable how effective it can be at easing your
mind. The bonus: you don’t even have to try to do
anything special—just turn up and swim.
On land, you can breathe whenever you want. You
never have to think about it, so in order to meditate,
you have to keep your mind focused on your breath
and attempt to pull your focus back whenever it
wanders. As a parent of an autistic child, I’m sure you
can imagine the amount of focus needed for your
child to do this.
When you’re swimming, since you can’t breathe
whenever you want, you’re forced to constantly think
about your breathing pattern. One of the first things
your child will be taught is to blow bubbles under
the water and breathe as he/she lifts his/her head
out the water. As your child progresses through the
lessons, he/she will be taught to breathe every two
or three strokes. The repetitive counting of strokes,
combined with the focus on breathing, can be incredibly soothing and can stop the mind from wandering and worrying about your surroundings.

Sensory deprivation
In the water, everything feels…calmer.
It’s like all the noise, feelings, and business of the
outside world just stop. The feeling of the water is
interesting, and the way light moves through it can
be fascinating. Of course, swimming pools can also
be noisy environments, and the uncertainty of the
water can be overwhelming for some children. However, for most children, water seems to be a very
soothing place.
For children with autism, water offers resistance,
pressure, comfortable temperatures, and pleasant
sensory arousal. It’s stimulating, but it’s the right kind
of stimulating. On top of that, there’s generally less
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social pressure in the water since class sizes are limited, and it’s pretty easy to ignore the world around
you when you’re so focused on staying above water.
It can go wrong. Sometimes, swimming lessons can
be a hectic environment, and that’s not to mention
those horrible latex caps. I used to teach an autistic
child who was incredibly touch-sensitive, and his
parents thought he’d never wear a swimming cap. He
compared the feeling to being scratched by knives. If
your local swimming lesson provider asks children to
wear swimming caps, I’d recommend getting a polyester cap. They’re soft to the touch and don’t feel too
restrictive.
To combat the hectic feeling swimming pools can
have, I’d recommend booking one-on-one or oneon-two classes. They’re often a lot calmer, with not as
many kids screaming and swimming teachers shouting over the loud kids. Also, get a sense of how much
your local pool echoes. I’ve been in some pools that
are far louder than others simply because of the
shape of the roof. As ridiculous as it sounds, you end
up having to shout over your echo to be heard.

Mind workouts and taking instruction
It’s no secret children on the autism spectrum can
have difficulty with communication and often issues in taking instruction. It can be challenging in a
classroom environment; for instance, learning about
math through verbal explanation alone and then
the next second, you’re on to learning about another
subject before you’ve even got a grasp of the first.

Autism Health
Swimming, or sports in general, can be hugely beneficial for teaching children how to effectively take
instructions without the pressures felt in a more formal environment.

that can make all the difference for a child with autism.

Firstly, any decent swimming instructor will always
explain instructions through demonstration. Instructions like “I want you to swim to that cone with big
arms” will be followed up by the teacher demonstrating this on the poolside or another child demonstrating in the water. It will then be up to your child
to figure out how to get his/her body to move in the
way that has been described. Sometimes, the teacher will help your child by physically moving his/her
arms for him/her so he/she can experience how each
movement is supposed to feel.

Connor Mollison is a full-time commercial photographer based in Edinburgh. He was diagnosed with
autism in 2017 at age 25 and was formerly an elite
swimmer, having competed and trained alongside
Olympic and World Championship medalists. After swimming, Connor turned his hand to teaching
children how to swim.
Website: https://www.connormollison.co.uk/
Instagram: https://instagram.com/connormollison

Not only does this help with taking instruction and
application of instruction, but it also helps to develop your child’s fine motor skills. Fine motor skills
are crucial in day-to-day activities like washing your
hands, making your food, getting dressed, or using a
computer.
Due to the constant use of fine motor skills and
awareness of your own body, your mind is being
stimulated throughout a swimming session. By the
end of a swimming lesson, there’s often a sense of
peace within the children because they’ve had adequate mental and physical stimulation for 30 to 40
minutes.

Closing thoughts
Teaching your child how to swim moves far beyond
the survival benefits you’d initially think about. Swimming provides your child with mental and physical
stimulation while teaching key skills like instruction-taking, turn-taking, repetition, and breathing
skills that translate to day-to-day activities outside of
the pool.
Of course, don’t expect your child to take to the water instantly. I’d highly recommend you persevere,
even if it feels like nothing is working just yet. I’ve
seen many kids, autistic and not, cry and kick up a
fuss about getting in the pool for weeks and weeks
before suddenly, there’s a light bulb moment. They
managed to blow bubbles for the first time. They
managed to push off the wall on their own for the
first time. They have a moment of confidence—and
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How to Prepare Your Child with
Autism for a Fire Emergency
By Karen Kaplan

When firefighters are called, the situation is usually very dangerous. They have to
move fast to keep everyone safe. The general community understands how to respond
when firefighters are on the scene. But those with autism, maybe even your son or
daughter, don’t necessarily know what to do.

S

o parents need to be proactive, not reactive. Parents need to prepare their children
ahead of time.

istics and how to best communicate with them. But
sharing personal information about your unique individual is the most helpful.

Parents might visit their local fire department and share some information with
them from resources like Autism Speaks,
the National Autism Society, or local schools
and centers in their community. These resources can
help first responders who may not fully understand
people with autism know their common character-

There are a number of tools found on the Autism
Speaks website to help parents prepare their children
to respond well to emergency services. It is also critical to write up a safety plan should your child ever be
involved in an emergency situation. Sharing the plan
and information about your child’s challenges with
the fire department and law enforcement is the next
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Autistic individuals may take longer to respond to directives
because they don’t understand what’s being demanded of them, or
even just because they’re scared. They may not be able to process
the language and understand an instruction when fearful.
step. The Autism Speaks website has sample documents for these as well.
When firefighters have more knowledge about autism, they can then adjust their strategies when they
arrive on the scene—your home. When families teach
their children, teens, and adults with autism about situations where firefighters are involved, the firefighters
can then do their important jobs quickly and safely.
When a firefighter is first made aware a situation involves an individual with autism, he/she might arrive on the scene without the use of sirens or flashing lights if he/she knows about your child’s sensory
challenges. It’s up to you to inform him/her. Parents
can meet with firefighters in their community and let
them know sound and light sensitivity is common in
those with autism and may trigger a seizure or cause
the individual to shut down or hide, making the situation worse. You then tell them about your child and
share his/her unique sensitivities.
It is also important for firefighters to know 25 percent of those on the autism spectrum have seizures
and might be taking some type of medication. Please
inform your local firefighters if your child takes seizure medications or any other type of medication for
anxiety, confusion, and frustration. They will need to
know this information in case there is an injury due
to the fire.
The firefighter should also know about your child’s
communication style. Be quick to inform them if he/
she is verbal or nonverbal. Does he/she have a device
to speak with? Does he/she understand directions?
Does he/she sign? Can he/she write responses? This
will help the firefighter understand how to approach
and communicate.
They need to know that speaking slowly, with clear
directions, and without force would be the best approach. You might explain loud, demanding voices
and directions might cause your child to shut down
more.

Firefighters should also be made aware some individuals with autism are sensitive to touch, while
others do not have a normal range of sensations
and may not feel the cold, heat, or pain in a typical
manner. Let the firefighter know that before he/she
touches your child, it may be best to ask permission
or communicate why he/she needs to see or touch
a particular body part to help your child get out of a
dangerous area.
Completing an information profile on your child,
highlighting communication styles, sensory sensitivities, fears, anxieties, medication needs, and medical
challenges would truly help firefighters respond in
the best manner in your individual situation.
Here are some quick facts you might want to
share with your local fire department
People with autism can’t be identified by appearance. They look the same as anyone else. They’re
identified by their behavior. About one in 58 children
has autism.
Some people with autism do not have a typical range
of sensations. In fact, they may fail to acknowledge
pain in any given situation. They may also show an
unusual pain response that could include laughter,
humming, singing, and removing clothing.
Speak in short, clear phrases: “Get in,” “Sit down,” or
“Wait here.” Autistic individuals may take longer to
respond to directives because they don’t understand what’s being demanded of them, or even just
because they’re scared. They may not be able to process the language and understand an instruction
when fearful.
When restraint is necessary during a fire emergency,
be aware many people with autism may have a poorly
developed upper trunk area. Positional asphyxiation
could occur if steps are not taken to prevent it; avoid
keeping them face down. People with autism may
continue to resist restraint during a fire emergency.
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106 |

35

Autism Safety
Adults with autism are just as likely to hide as children in a fire situation. Check in closets, under the
bed, and behind furniture during search and rescue.

Resources to Offer Your Fire Departments

People with autism are a wandering or bolt risk after
rescue. Once outside, their risk of flight could be elevated by the sensory overload of emergency vehicles, lights, radios, and police. Firefighters may need
to stay with the individual or hand off him/her to another caregiver.

https://www.autismspeaks.org/sites/default/files/2018-08/
wandering_tips_for_first_responders.pdf

A person with autism may be afraid of an approaching firefighter due to the mask and equipment and
may flee from help.
Some individuals with autism may successfully escape a burning building and then try to return to
find a prized possession.
Ways parents can best prepare children for
a fire emergency
It is essential to develop a plan of escape from your
home and go over it with your child. This should
include picking a safe gathering spot outside your
home. Your child also needs to understand what a
fire is and its characteristics. He/She needs to know
what a fire could do. Your child also needs to know we
have firemen and women to help when a fire breaks
out and how to call for firefighters. Social stories are
the best tools to use to teach these concepts. Having
the fire department’s phone number on the refrigerator, in your child’s communication device, or in your
child’s smartphone could also be very helpful.
Families, please visit the fire station alone first and
then with your child. Take pictures of the firemen in
their protective gear. Take pictures of the station, the
fire equipment, and the emergency vehicles. Write
a social story about how firemen help us. Read this
to your child once a month. Schedule your visit with
the fire department so your child can see and touch
and hear people, places, objects, noises, and protective gear associated with fire departments ahead of
time. Firefighters are always open to education and
connection. They may even let your child climb on
the engine, try on a hat, hold a hose, and perhaps
sound the fire siren.
It is important for your children to know firefighters
are friends. They help us stay safe. We need to listen
to them and follow their directions if they come to
our home. They are here to help us.
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https://www.autismspeaks.org/sites/default/files/2018-08/
family_wandering_emergency_plan_0.pdf

https://www.autismkey.com/fire-safety-for-children-onthe-autism-spectrum/
https://www.firerescue1.com/firefighter-training/articles/
autism-awareness-response-tips-for-firefighters-Omy37LjvCt1m81ZN/
https://www.debbaudtlegacy.com/autism-fire-rescue-emergency-medical-service-video/

Karen Kaplan has more than 35 years of experience in
the field of autism spectrum disorders with children,
teens, adults, and their families. She graduated from Arizona State University with a degree in speech pathology and audiology. She worked as a speech therapist
in both private and public schools before opening one
of the first public school programs for children with autism in Sacramento, California. After teaching in public
schools, Karen founded and directed a residential school
for children with autism. After 20 years of directing the
school, she helped a group of families open a certified
day school for children with autism in the San Francisco Bay area and directed that program for seven years.
Karen helped develop the teacher preparation program
for autism at Dominican University of California and Alliant University in San Francisco. She is a consultant for
schools, adult centers, and families locally and globally.
Karen is currently directing Wings Learning Center www.
wingslearningcenter.org, a state-certified non-public
school supporting students with moderate to severe autism in Redwood City, California. She is also the Executive Director of Offerings at www.globalofferings.org, a
small non-profit in Marin County, which brings current
research and education to families and professionals
interested in understanding and supporting those who
live on the spectrum. Her recently published book, On
the Yellow Brick Road: My Search for Home and Hope
for the Child with Autism, can be found on Amazon.
Websites: www.globalofferings.org, www.wingslearningcenter.org
Facebook: www.facebook.com/WingsLearningCenter1
Instagram: www.instagram.com/wingslearningcenterschool
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/in/wings-learning-center538b2bb0
Book: www.amazon.com/Yellow-Brick-Road-SearchAutism-ebook/dp/B0767QFCGR/ref=tmm_kin_
swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1508194634&sr=8-2

DID YOU KNOW YOU CAN IMPROVE
AUTISTIC BEHAVIORS BY
ENCOURAGING RELAXED PLEASURE?
EMOTIONAL CURE FOR AUTISM:
Leading the way in collaborative care using
Telehealth to address the complex needs
of individuals with autism since 2010

OUR PROGRAMS
• Autism Think Tank Telehealth
• Clinical Care Navigation
• Bridges To Transition
• College Life Mentoring
• Physician Education
• Physician-Parent Network
• Parent Wellness Workshops
• Family Outreach Events
• Webinars & Seminars

Serving families & physicians across the US
(732) 667-7778 | www.autismhc.org

Unknown Contribution of Relaxed Pleasure
By Professor Norio Ando

Autistic children tend
to express tensioned
pleasure which promotes
a rigid mind and narrow
range of consciousness.
Look as Professor Ando
explains how to elicit
relaxed pleasure and ease
tensioned emotion in this
book in detail.
Norio Ando is a certified clinical psychologist and professor at
Uekusa-Gakuen University, in Japan. He has treated autistic
children for 37 years focusing on emotional development.

Available for Kindle on Amazon:

Autism Health

Navigating
the World of Medication
with ASD
By Alex White

Tread carefully, but there are important gains to be had.

O

ne of the hardest decisions to make is
whether to introduce pharmaceuticals into
your child with autism spectrum disorder’s
(ASD) life to help him/her with the myriad
of symptoms and complications that can
make life very difficult for your child, his/
her caregivers, teachers, and your family. It’s
daunting to consider giving drugs to a child whose
mind and body are still developing, and there’s not
always reliable information about how this could
affect his/her growth and future development. But
balancing this is the ever-tempting promise of increased attention, better learning, and improved
sleeping, behavior, mood, and overall happiness.
And it’s always okay to say no to medication if you’re
afraid it won’t help or may even cause harm.

It has been established that many conditions are comorbid with autism, such as sleep disturbances, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), mood
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problems, tantrums, acting out, irrational disobedience, generalized anxiety, obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), eating problems, gastrointestinal problems…the list goes on and on. While there are only
a few medications approved for the treatment of autism, there are many drugs which can be prescribed
to treat symptoms such as depression (venlafaxine),
OCD (clomipramine), ADHD (methylphenidate), anxiety (guanfacine), irritability (risperidone), and tantrums (aripiprazole), just to name a few.
I must stress I am not a doctor and can give no medical advice. However, this is where an established
child psychiatrist and/or other specialists with experience with children on the spectrum can carry a
lantern in the dark for you. And the best advice you
can get is to let them lead the way, and act as a partner while paying close attention to the results of any
medications they prescribe.

Autism Health
Our eldest son William was diagnosed as being on
the autism spectrum when he was two and a half.
Shortly thereafter, we started on 20 hours of ABA,
speech, and occupational therapy weekly. His therapies increased gradually to about 35 hours a week
combined. He made modest, steady progress punctuated by massive leaps forward and occasionally a
period of what we referred to as a “turnaround,” where
he would lose ground temporarily and also find himself in a ubiquitously obstinate mood. It was two
steps forward and one step back, as the saying goes.
This was manageable to a degree; however, when
the sleep problems began, this became unbearable
and pushed our family to the breaking point. He
would wake up at 2 a.m. full of vim and vigor ready
to start his day, blissfully unaware his day wasn’t
due to start for another six hours! It would then take
about four hours to get him back to sleep, usually on
the sofa, to grab a final hour or two of sleep before
daybreak. This quickly took its toll on both parents.
This was happening about two weekdays out of the
week, and strangely never on the weekends. So we
saw a sleep specialist who recommended melatonin
and gabapentin, which we mixed into his sippy cup
with a small amount of apple juice before bed. That
was the end of his serious sleep problems, and there
were no identifiable side effects. We were thrilled.
Then the staff at his preschool and clinic began telling us he was anxious and disobedient—dangerously
running away from his teachers and therapists, dancing on tables, and refusing to follow instructions. So
we headed to a child psychiatrist, who after a couple
of visits, prescribed guanfacine, a cognition enhancer.
We crushed up a quarter of a pill into a fine powder
and mixed it into a warm eight-ounce bottle of apple juice. The strategy behind this was if it was warm,
he’d drink the whole bottle at once. This lowered his
anxiety; however, after beginning the medication, his
appetite went to nearly zero. There was a short period where he would not eat anything we put out for
meals and was surviving on juice and little else.
Soon we were back in the psychiatrist’s office asking for more help, and she added a third drug called
risperidone, which lowers irritability and stimulates
appetite. This was administered in the same way—
crushed to a fine powder and added to a warm eightounce apple juice bottle. This was the missing piece
of the puzzle. Within the first week, he was back to
his happy, regulated self and eating as close to a
balanced diet as he ever had—scrambled eggs(!),

pancakes, red grapes, cream cheese quesadillas, and
French bread. We also have him in “food school” with
a licensed feeding therapist twice a week. He’s been
listening to directions, and his mood has continued
to be great with no noticeable side effects.
Just recently, we were visiting with our neighbors
and William was participating in a bike race with the
two other boys—this was inconceivable at one point.
We will continue to monitor him for the most prominent side effect reported—weight gain. However, as
of today, we feel he’s moving towards being 100 precent ready for Kindergarten.
Some tips I can give for parents considering medication:
 It’s highly individualistic—what works for one
kid might not work for another as each kid has
different issues and needs.
 Give the meds enough time to work. Don’t give
up before the doctor is ready to.
 Know the difference between drugs that begin
to work with the first dose and those that need
to build up in the body before their effects begin.
 Be prepared to work through a rough patch at
the beginning as your child adjusts to a new
med.
 Follow the doctor’s advice as closely as you can
and communicate with him/her as frequently
as you’re able to.
 Let therapists and teachers know what is happening so they can also be your eyes and ears.
Alex White is the proud father of two boys on the
spectrum: William, five, and George, three. By day he
is a Senior Business Analyst at the University of Wisconsin-Madison where he specializes in financial aid
process improvement. He lives in Madison, Wisconsin with his sons, his wife Ashley, and brother Phil.
He enjoys spending time with family, playing music,
and reading history. Alex’s work as a writer has been
published in Autism Parenting Magazine, Business
Analyst Times (BAtimes.com), Bucks County Courier
Times, The Intelligencer, and Askmen.com.
LinkedIn: www.linkedin.com/in/alex-whitecbap®-6144517
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Stubborn Children
the way to make them
flexible and sociable

A new book by Professor Norio Ando
This book explains how
to handle headstrong
children including those
who have autism.
Prof. Ando tackles the
subject and explains
how to understand our
children better.
Prof. Ando is a certified
clinical psychologist
and professor at
Uekusa- Gakuen
University in Japan.

AVAILABLE FOR KINDLE IN AMAZON:
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B085H7PBYR

Practical and Effective
Behavioural Support for
Families & Professionals
Providing families and educational professionals with
evidence-based behaviour strategies to promote social
independence since 2011

Our Services

PEERS® Telehealth Social Skills
Groups
Functional Behaviour Assessments
Individualised Parent Training
School-Wide Positive Behaviour
Support
1:1 ABA Programmes via
Telehealth
Positive Behaviour Support Plans

Currently offering 20% discount
on new consultations!

Currently offering 20% discount on
new consultations

Supporting and empowering families and educational professionals
across the UK and via telehealth across the world
www.allbehaviourconsultancy.com
l info@allbehaviourconsultancy.com
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Growing
with Your
Child
Through
Autism
By Stephanie Murphy, LMFT

T

here is a path less traveled which leads to
profound personal and spiritual growth for
those who are courageous enough to keep
walking: through. I wrote my book, Strong
and Courageous: Encouragement for Families
Touched by Autism, to help parents and families feel understood and cared for as they
begin their journey of parenting a child with autism.
I gave a heads-up concerning some of the things to
be expected along the way and shared professional advice on how to maneuver the inevitable twists
and turns of the road ahead. All of these things are
important—but there is more. Personal and spiritual
growth is there for the taking if you so choose.

Personal growth is not always what you are thinking about when your child is diagnosed with autism.
Most likely, it is the furthest thing from your mind
as you go into crisis mode, trying to make sense of
everything while desperately seeking to help your
child. My family has been at that same starting point,
flooded with all the emotion and uncertainty that

accompany those early days. Looking back a decade
later, I see something different. I see the growth in all
of us—growth that would not have otherwise been
possible.
As you walk this path, you will discover how, even
in negative situations, you can work together for the
better and lead you to a place of peace and hope,
instead of despair. There will be rich opportunities
for personal and spiritual growth on your journey
with your child through autism. We are not where we
started 10 years ago. My grandson, who was diagnosed with autism at age three, is not where he started 10 years ago. I am thankful for all of the victories
and successes—and for the growth!
Some specific areas where you can choose to grow
are:
1. 	Grow through discouragement and
disappointment
2. 	Grow through the giving of yourself
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3. 	Grow through the support of family

7. 	Grow through giving up control

4. 	Grow through loyal friendships

8. 	Grow through the strength of faith

5. 	Grow through the partnership of your
marriage

May you embrace your journey and choose hope as
you grow with your child through autism!

6. 	Grow through intentional self-care
Stephanie Murphy, LMFT is a licensed marriage and
family therapist in private practice. She is the grandmother of a child diagnosed with autism. Stephanie
is the author of two books, Strong and Courageous:
Encouragement for Families Touched by Autism, WestBow Press, 2017, and Faith, Hope, Courage and New Beginnings, WestBow Press, 2017. Her third book, Rising
Higher: Spirituality and Grace in the Healing of Generational Dysfunction, will be published this year. She lives

in Saint Augustine, Florida and is actively involved with
her husband in his mission work with young people in
Europe and Costa Rica.
Website: www.stephaniemurphychrIstiancounseling.
com
Blog: www.stephanieannmurphy.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com/TouchedbyAutism1/

Autism Parenting
Autism Parenting
Magazine

Issue 58

exCiting
Ways
sound
and MusiC
Can Help
developMent
Ways to
Help your
CHild Make
Friends

autisM-FoCused
Couple tHerapy
Can CHange
your liFe

Back
s
IssueAutism
Autism Parenting
Parenting
Magazine

Issue 60

Important

Ways

to prepare
for adulthood
with autism

hoW to help

aCquiring and iMproving
CoMMuniCation skills For liFe

your sensory
sensitive
Child Dress

Ways to make

Bath tIme
a

Splash

Which type
of school
is Best for
my asD
Child?

Issue 62

Keeping Kids
with Autism Safe
When Violence Erupts

Magazine

Magazine

Autism Parenting
Issue 64

New Way to

Magazine

Diagnose
Revealed

Ways to
Increase A
Child’s Fine
Motor Skills
at Home

Autistic teens
Can transition
to the Workplace

Ways Video
Self-Modeling
Can Help

Easily Teach
Your Child to

CElEbrAting
the love and Strength
of Women in Our lives

Ride
a Bike

Issue 66

the Best
Fidget toys to

Magazine

reLieve
stress
And
Anxiety

Autism

Top Ways

Autism Parenting
Ways
rhythms

Can Help people
With Autism Get
to sleep

Teaching a Child
with ASD to

SWIM CAN
SAvE A LIFE

How to Avoid
“LeArned
HeLpLessness”
With Autism

is GLypHosAte

HArminG
your HeALtH?

The GreaTesT Love of aLL: famiLy

SenSory ToolS for The fuTure

Motherhood: An enduring Love

Teaching The SkillS Your aSD chilD neeDS

Finding Calm and BalanCe

press to buy

press to buy

press to buy

press to buy

press to buy

Autism Parenting

Autism Parenting

Autism Parenting

Autism Parenting

Autism Parenting

Magazine

Issue 68

expert Ways
to help Tame
Tantrums
and Manage
Meltdowns

Issue 72

Enhance
Your Child’s
Capacity for
Self-Love

MuSic
TheraPy
Special
Needs
FiNaNcial
PlaNNiNg
When life
changes

can create
amazing
results for
People with
autism

understanding head
Banging and Self
harming Behavior

EvIdENCE vS.
SpECULATIoN:
How to Know
Which ASd
Therapies Work

Magazine

Magazine

Issue 74

Sensory
Enrichment Therapy:
A New Approach

Best Ways to
Prepare Your
Child With
ASD for the
Workplace

Simple
Ways To
Improve
Eating
Habits
4 PracTIcal
InTErvEnTIonS
to Help
Develop
Social Skills

Magazine

How to Improve
Self-Help Skills
With Video
Self-Modeling

Parent rights
and IEP
Placement
options
Simple Ways
to Use ABA
Intervention
in Family
Routines

Issue 76

changes to the aBlE
account rules
You need to Know

Prepare a
Resume to
Highlight Your
Special Skills
Sensory Integration and Special
Needs in the Dental Office

Magazine

Issue 78

The First Day
Of School:
What You
Need To Know
Tips on
Improving Social
Skills for School
Fostering
Independence
With ASD
First-Time
ABA Therapy
Advice

Prepare
NOW for
the IEP
Meeting

ASD STRATEGIES IN ACTION

SenSory SolutionS for life

EvEry voicE MattErs

Raising a Child With autism

BACK-TO-SCHOOL SUCCESS

press to buy

press to buy

press to buy

press to buy

press to buy

Autism Health

The Amazing Benefits
of Vitamin A for Autism
and ADHD
By Denise Voight, MS

V

itamin A is a fat-soluble vitamin
that plays an important role in a
number of biological processes.
There are two forms of vitamin
A that can be acquired through
the diet called preformed vitamin A and provitamin A [1, 2].
Preformed vitamin A is a collective term
for a group of active compounds better
known as retinol, retinal, and retinoic
acid, as well as one form stored in the liver called retinyl ester [2]. The body converts retinyl ester into retinoic acid and
transports it to the bloodstream when
the body needs it [2]. Foods such as meat
(especially liver), dairy products (e.g.,
cheese, eggs, milk), and fish are good
sources of preformed vitamin A.
Provitamin A is the inactive plant-based form of this
vitamin, with beta-carotene being the most biologically important type. There are specific enzymes in the
body that convert provitamin A (e.g., beta-carotene)
to the active form the body can use [2, 3]. This type of
vitamin is primarily found in yellow corn, papayas, carrots, green leafy vegetables (e.g., spinach, amaranth),
mangoes, and squash [1]. In order to experience the
health benefits from the active or inactive forms of vitamin A, they must be consumed with food that contains oils and fats.
More specifically, fat-soluble vitamin A is more readily absorbed by the intestines when it is combined
with foods such as buttered toast, nuts, olive oil, or
a glass of milk. It is vital to consume adequate levels
of vitamin A daily because it influences cognition as
well as the production and activity of various chemicals in the brain. Research also shows some children
who have developmental delays such as autism or

attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) have
vitamin A deficiencies [4, 5].
Autism, in particular, appears to be correlated to abnormalities in serotonin activity as children with this
condition tend to have significantly higher levels of
serotonin than typically developing children [6]. This
appears to be related to a vitamin A deficiency. One
study shows autistic children have the highest rate
of deficiency for vitamin A in comparison to other
nutrients (e.g., vitamin B9, B12, and D) and low vitamin A levels are associated with lower Childhood
Autism Rating Scale (CARS) scores [7]. CARS scores
reflect behavioral and mental performance. Accordingly, research demonstrates that vitamin A supplementation helps lower serotonin levels in children
with autism, and this subsequently improves symptoms of autism [4].
Similarly, low levels of vitamin A may negatively affect children with ADHD as this vitamin is essential for
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106 |
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healthy cognitive function, behavioral development
(e.g., motivational behavior), sensory processing, and
progressive maturation [5]. Therefore, it is important
to ensure children with developmental delays are receiving sufficient amounts of this essential vitamin
daily. Moreover, research suggests children with autism and ADHD actually have higher micronutrient
needs than typically developing children, and this
makes consistent nutritional intervention especially
vital for children with special needs [8, 9].
However, the amount of vitamin A that is administered must be carefully monitored because supplementing the diet with high concentrations of vitamin
A can lead to toxicity, which can worsen cognitive impairments, agitation levels, and mood fluctuations [5].
One strategy that can help prevent this type of issue
involves having a child’s nutrient levels measured before making a decision about the serving of vitamin A
that will be administered. This will reveal whether the
child is suffering from a vitamin A deficiency. Working
with a healthcare professional who can periodically
measure nutrient levels can help ensure that children
with ADHD or autism are getting the right amount of
vitamin A. This vital nutrient dramatically improves
the quality of life for children with developmental delays and steps must be taken to provide their bodies
with the serving they truly need.

8. Delgado-Lobete L, Pértega-Díaz S, et al. Sensory processing patterns in developmental coordination disorder, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and typical
development. Res Dev Disabil. 2020;100:103608.
9. Clayton G, Carrera HA, Martin ER, Morrison D, Bawazir
AA. A Biomedical Approach Via Telemedicine in the
Treatment of a Child With Sensory Processing Disorder
Using Diet and High-dose Biotin Intervention: A Case
Report. Integr Med (Encinitas). 2018;17(4):52-58.

Denise Voight, MS, is a Clinical Nutritionist with a Master of Science
in Human Nutrition and Functional
Medicine specializing in Nutritional
Intervention for autism spectrum disorders and ADHD. She is an expert in
applying scientifically proven food and nutrition
therapies to improve health, learning, and behavior in children with ASD and ADHD.
Website: www.Denisevoight.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com/denisevoightofficial
Instagram: www.Instagram.com/denise.voight
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Personal Narrative

Living with
Acronyms
By Kimberly Reeves, MEd

In 2002, my son Ryan was diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder when he was
three years old. There was very little widely available information on autism at the
time, and as a parent, I was desperate to learn more about this diagnosis.

A

s luck would have it, our small, rural school
district had a developmental pre-school,
and Ry was immediately admitted. Relieved, hopeful, and simultaneously overwhelmed, I recall how I felt after my first
Individualized Education Program (IEP)
meeting. I had entered a new world with
a different vernacular and felt ill-equipped to the
task, not knowing how to navigate the system. In
time I figured it out and became an expert at learning about and asking for the services available to Ry
through our public school system. I smile to myself

with nostalgia when I think about that time. Yes, I
was stressed and afraid, but I had a great team of educators and administrators who provided the consistent and caring support I needed so Ry could reach
his best potential.
Fast forward 14 years and Ryan was fast approaching the age of majority…how did that happen so
quickly? He was on course to graduate with his peers
and slowly aging out of public school and his medical care at the local children’s hospital. In the blink of
an eye, I was faced with a disabled son who was entering adulthood, and I had no supports or protecAutism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106 |
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Find a good caseworker. If you cannot form a connection with the
caseworker assigned to your adult child and you, request someone
else. It is important for you to feel like you have an advocate who
can help you navigate the system and who can easily explain
information to you.
tions in place. As luck would have it, Ry qualified for
an extended life skills program linked to our school
district. It was a three-year program with the goal of
helping students more easily transition into adulthood. Ry was assigned a caseworker, and we were
off to the races…whew, what a relief, or so I thought.
In our first transition meeting, his caseworker asked,
“Have you secured guardianship yet?” Guardianship? Why do I need guardianship? I am his Mom!
After a lengthy conversation, I immediately made an
appointment with a lawyer and received a comprehensive primer about the importance of having the
courts assign me Guardian of the Person and Guardian of the Estate to continue to act as Ryan’s advocate
and voice. It quickly became apparent that I was going to have to learn to navigate an entirely different
system without the ease of a central resource available to coach me through this new era.
So, my life became a story of acronyms and government services I needed to understand and obtain so
my son had the care necessary for us to manage his
adult life. I had to differentiate between SSI and why
that was different from SSDI, Medicare versus Medicaid, and why DSHS had so many different service
groups under their umbrella. I jokingly described
my life as a Venn diagram with eight intersecting
circles and a very small Ry barely visible in the middle. It was daunting. I couldn’t keep the information
straight in my head, and I was growing increasingly
overwhelmed.
In addition to trying to understand why DVR (Department of Vocational Resources) would only provide a job coach for 90 days for free but DDA (Developmental Disabilities Administration) would provide
a job coach for life, but for a cost, I had mounds of
counterintuitive forms and reports I was responsible
for filling out and was receiving different information depending on who picked up the phone at an
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agency. It was remarkably discouraging, and I was
worried that somehow, by my error, Ryan would lose
his Social Security Disability…something that took
us two years and a lawyer for him to be awarded.
In time I slowly started to put together the pieces,
and here is what I have learned:

 Guardianship is an absolute and must be obtained before your child is 18. The courts will be
very intentional about you reporting how you
are supporting and spending money for your
child; therefore, as weird as it sounds, keep detailed records. I had difficulty separating what
I do for Ry as his mom versus what I do as his
guardian.

 Obtaining Social Security Disability support
is time-consuming, and you will be denied at
least once. While you are beginning to apply,
start shopping around for a good lawyer because in all likelihood, you will need him/her to
present your case to the Social Security judge
in your area.

 DSHS has a multitude of different departments
and agencies. It took me time to understand
the Department of Vocational Rehabilitation
and Development Disabilities Administration
offered similar, but different supports and
both are found within DSHS. It was akin to the
left hand not knowing what the right hand is
doing.

 Find a good caseworker. If you cannot form a
connection with the caseworker assigned to
your adult child and you, request someone
else. It is important for you to feel like you have
an advocate who can help you navigate the
system and who can easily explain information
to you.

Personal Narrative

 Whenever possible, fill out a paper form with
your caseworker assisting. I found trying to
complete paperwork online difficult. I didn’t
always understand what information was being asked of me and the forms were not easy
to plow through.

 Be certain when you receive information,
whether over the phone or in person, to get
the name or business card of the person helping you. He/She can be a great resource if you
keep requesting him/her. This person will remember you and your adult child, and hopefully, you do not have to start over with someone new each time you have a question.
I know in time I will look back at this moment with
the same amusement as I did when I am thinking
about our first IEP meeting. Managing our children’s
disabilities can be challenging and exhausting, but
with practice, it can be joyful too. In the end, all we
can really do is research support, ask for help, hope
for the future, and love our child.

Love thive el.ife
you l

Kimberly Reeves, MEd, is a professor
of biology at Whatcom Community College in the Pacific Northwest
US. A firm believer in the value and
strength of community, Kimberly
has served as a board member of
Families for Autism Care, Education,
and Support (FACES) Northwest, a
local summer day camp for children with autism in
Whatcom County, Washington, has consulted with
her local school district, and assists with her son’s
Special Olympics activities. She provides informational support to families processing autism diagnoses or struggling to understand and navigate
their rights and responsibilities as parent advocates
and guardians as outlined by the federal government. She and her son Ryan co-authored the book
Raising Ryan, which they enjoyed doing together.
Kimberly welcomes questions or comments.
Email: tskadventures@gmail.com
Amazon: www.amazon.com/Raising-Ryan-Living-Kimberly-Reeves-ebook/dp/B07DVP7HR9
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How Yoga Can Help Children
with Autism Manage Anxiety
By Lorna Hecker, PhD

T

he brain of a child on the autism spectrum
can be a noisy place. We know anxiety is
common among children, and even more
so among children with autism, which reflects an internal tension that may manifest
in a variety of behaviors. Research has yet to
uncover the rate at which autistic children
experience anxiety, though anecdotally, we know
anxiety appears to be particularly severe for many
on the spectrum. Unfortunately, there are no medications approved by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) expressly for the treatment of anxiety in
children or adolescents (Autism Speaks, 2018). Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) has been successful
at treating anxiety, though it can be expensive and
hard to access. Another option to help children and
adolescents on the spectrum manage anxiety is yoga.
Yoga is generally an under-researched intervention
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that may prove helpful because it includes practices that decrease anxiety, such as physical postures
and exercises, breath regulation, deep relaxation
techniques, and meditation/mindfulness (Hofmann,
et al., 2015). There is also preliminary evidence that
yoga can help children with emotional and self-regulation, behavior, cognitive function, and motor abilities (Campbell & Martin, 2017).
Children can be enticed to join yoga when it is presented as something fun. Asanas (yoga poses) can
be framed as fun activities by capitalizing on the
name and engaging children in the poses in a playful manner. Boundaries are clear when a child has
his/her own mat; additionally, knowing interaction
with other children is optional can be helpful to children with autism. There is ritual in yoga that can be
attractive to children on the spectrum, as it follows
a fairly set pattern that can be calming in and of it-

Autism SolutionS
self. A good children’s yoga teacher will also make
class fun and inviting. Imagine how children might
respond to being invited to perform a “downward
dog” pose, to portray a very playful combination of
a cat and a cow teasing each other, or to become a
butterfly with their knees flittering apart in butterfly
pose. Finding a qualified children’s yoga teacher can
be a challenge, but the National Yoga Alliance does
set standards for children’s yoga. Instructors can become a Registered Children’s Yoga Teacher (RCYT)
with an additional 95-hour children’s yoga training
on top of a minimal completion of standard 200hour yoga teacher training. You may be able to find
an autism-focused yogi in your area, but if not, you
can take the following steps to find a yogi who will
work with your child:

 Seek out yoga teachers specifically trained

to work with children, such as those with the
RCYT designation, and speak with them about
coming in just so your child can meet them
and become acquainted with the yoga studio.

 Schedule this time when there are no classes or
other students so there are fewer distractions.

 Discuss any particular sensitivities your child

may have so the yoga instructor knows how to
best make him/her feel comfortable and stay
away from triggering events.

 If your child is hesitant to try yoga, use reinforc-

ers (a favorite book, video game, food, etc.), he/
she can earn as a result of giving the yoga class
a try.

 Another possibility may be to pay for one pri-

vate yoga class with the teacher, so your child
becomes familiar with the teacher, the studio,
and the class structure and asanas.

 Review the steps of the yoga class with your

child after he/she learns them (e.g., go to the
studio with your mat, put the mat down on the
floor, get on the mat, do what the instructor is
doing and follow directions, lie down and relax, and pick up the mat and leave the studio).
These steps can be made visual for the child.

 Practice the steps of the yoga class with your

child at home prior to taking him/her to the
studio (this will typically include quiet time in
a sitting position, getting up into yoga poses,
and quiet time at the end of class).

Given our current health climate, parents may also
need to look online for resources to use at home.
While there are limited yoga resources online for
children on the spectrum, there are several YouTube
channels for kids’ yoga parents may be able to utilize
with their children.

 Cosmic Kids Yoga (they even have one
featuring Minecraft)

 Bari Koral
 Karma Kids
 Kidding Around Yoga
 Stacey Nelson Yoga (also focuses on teens)
 Go Go Yoga for Kids
Parents may find these playful alternatives useful as
they emphasize breath, meditation, and calmness in
a playful, engaging manner.
References:
Autism Speaks (2018, Sept. 6). How common are anxiety disorders in people with autism? Retrieved from
https://www.autismspeaks.org/expert-opinion/
how-common-are-anxiety-disorders-people-autism
Campbell M, Martin S. (2017). Exploring yoga as a
sensory based intervention for children with sensory processing difficulties: a systematic literature review. MOJ Yoga Physical Therapy, 2(4):101-108. DOI:
10.15406/mojypt.2017.02.00028
Hofmann, S. G., Curtiss, J., Khalsa, S., Hoge, E., Rosenfield, D., Bui, E., Keshaviah, A., & Simon, N. (2015).
Yoga for generalized anxiety disorder: design of a
randomized controlled clinical trial. Contemporary
clinical trials, 44, 70–76. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
cct.2015.08.003

Lorna Hecker, PhD, is a Professor
Emerita of Purdue University Northwest where she taught family therapy. She is in private practice in Fort
Collins, Colorado where she focuses
on autism and anxiety.
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By Anthony Ianni

Staying Relentless:
Basketball Star
with Autism Advocates
and Inspires

W

hen I was four years old, I was diagnosed with PDD-NOS (pervasive developmental disorder), and at age
five, my doctors and specialists told
my parents that because I have autism, I wouldn’t be or do much in life.
They told my parents I would barely
graduate from high school, never go to college, never be an athlete, and eventually end up in a group
institution with other individuals like myself. Fast
forward to 2007—I graduated from the great Okemos High School and then went on to Grand Valley
State University on a full scholarship for basketball.
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When things didn’t work out for me at GV, I decided
to transfer and live out my lifelong dream of playing basketball for Coach Tom Izzo and the Michigan
State Spartans. I was a walk-on for two years until my
senior year when I was awarded a full scholarship
from Coach Izzo. I was a part of two Big Ten Championship teams and a team that went to the Final Four
in 2010, and I also became the first known Division
1 College Basketball Player in NCAA history with an
autism diagnosis. But my biggest achievement was
graduating with a bachelor’s degree in Sociology
from MSU in 2012.

Personal Narrative
going to find a way to get me there. Remember, this
was in 1993-1994, a time when there was NO path or
guidance for people with autism like we have now.
But somehow, someway, my parents were relentless
in making sure they and the Okemos Public School
administration, teachers, and staff helped me get
the services I needed to be successful in school. If
something in my Individualized Education Plan (IEP)
did not work, my parents and teachers would come
together and find something that did. They made it a
team effort to make sure we were all successful. They
always tried to push me up and let me fly as high as
I could go, and my teachers and other support services did the same every day. That’s my advice to all
parents out there because I know some folks reading this might think to themselves that their child
might not do the things I’m able to do. Just continue
to keep your expectations high and let your kiddos
fly. Push them up and they will make it a heck of a
lot higher than either you or the people around you
think they can go.
All of this motivation and relentless attitude my parents had rubbed onto me, and it was the same attitude I took with me to the court or when people
doubted my ability to do anything because I have
autism. But the goals I had on my checklist—to graduate from high school, get a full-ride scholarship for
basketball, and graduate college—were the three
things that always motivated me every day. My adIt wasn’t easy climbing to the top of the mountain
to achieve my dream of playing for Michigan State,
and in my life, things always didn’t come easy for me
on and off the court—especially off the court, as I
wasn’t exactly the smartest kid in school. I was a very
slow learner, and I had to take things step by step
and second by second. On top of that, I took lots of
bullying and disrespect from my classmates because
of my autism and my height (I currently stand at 6’9,
but I was 6’0 at 11 years old). So how was I able to
stay strong? How was I able to stay motivated while
being on the spectrum? But the bigger question is
how was I able to believe in myself? Well, the answer
is simple…my support system.
The day my parents were told my “future fate,” my father got out of his chair and told those folks I was
going to graduate high school and go to college and
graduate. My parents didn’t know how, but they were
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106 |
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My advice to all families, individuals, and those who are
affected by autism is to continue to stay positive during
this time. It’s important to try and have a positive mindset
throughout all of the good and the bad we’re dealing with.
I try to stay positive for my wife and kids as best as I can
because it’s an interesting time for all of us.
vice to those on the spectrum is to find motivation
in things you want to do or finish in life. Whether it’s
graduating from high school or college, getting a
job, getting good grades in class, whatever it is, write
it down in your own personal checklist and carry that
list around with you every day. As a national motivational speaker, I always ask folks, “What is your Why in
life?” Now I’m done with basketball and college, my
Whys in life are my family, my wife, my two sons, and
the autism community. Those things are why I love
to do what I do in life. I have my Whys written down
in my phone, and they’re the first thing I see when I
turn my phone on. I know my Whys in life, and now
I’m asking all of you reading this…what are yours?
On a side note, I’m glad I’m writing this now because
I know we’re all dealing with a crazy time. The world’s
upside down and the things we love to do are currently
put on hold for the time being. As an individual on the
spectrum, that’s not easy because I like to have a certain schedule to be on and have a daily routine. Since
this pandemic began, trying to find an alternative
routine hasn’t been easy, and I can imagine it hasn’t
been easy for others either. My advice to all families,
individuals, and those who are affected by autism is to
continue to stay positive during this time. It’s important to try and have a positive mindset throughout all
of the good and the bad we’re dealing with. I try to
stay positive for my wife and kids as best as
I can because it’s an interesting time for
all of us. We can’t continue to point
the finger and be angry at someone
for why all of this is happening. We
can only be positive and thankful
for the ones we love in life. Continue to support your family, friends,
colleagues, schools, and teachers
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because this is the time to support each other and
help one another as well. To those reading this, just
know if there’s anything I can do, please don’t hesitate
to find me and reach out to me. I’m always going to
continue to support and be there for the community I
keep near and dear to my heart. A community I will always put on my back every day. And that’s the autism
community.

Anthony Ianni is one of the most sought-after motivational speakers and autism advocates in the
United States. At the age of four, Anthony was diagnosed with pervasive developmental disorder
(PDD), which is on the autism spectrum (ASD).
Despite bullies, adversity, and numerous personal
challenges, Anthony worked hard and never gave
up. He won two Big Ten Championships, a Big Ten
Tournament Title, was the recipient of the 2011 Tim
Bograkos Walk on Award and the 2012 Unsung
Player Award, and was also a member of the 2010
Final Four team. As a speaker, Anthony has won a
number of awards for his work. In 2013, he was a finalist for the Detroit Pistons Game Changer award
and won the 2014 Epling Agent of Change Award.
He was one of Autism Speaks’ “10 Individuals who
Inspired in 2014,” and was named to the CBS News
national list of “Inspiring People on the Autism
Spectrum.” He also received the 2015 BOOM Athlete
of the Year Award and the 2016 Autism Support of
West Shore “You Make a Difference” Award.
Anthony has pledged his life and career to help
those who face similar challenges. He has been invited to tell his story and share his message across
the country and has inspired countless individuals to be “Relentless” and achieve their goals and
dreams.
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Mystery
By Mary Kangas

Autism is like a mystery
That slowly unfolds
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Mary Kangas is the mother of two children, Dennis and Sara, and has a great husband also named Dennis
who works very hard to take care of his family. Mary is a stay-at-home mom who likes to write poems and
writes a lot about autism to unfold it all in her words. Mary’s beautiful and smart son Dennis has autism and
works incredibly hard on things. They are very proud of him. Their daughter, of whom they are also proud, is
an honors student and a helpful young lady. They feel very blessed.
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Personal Narrative
Poetry Corner

Little Glimmers
By Mary Parker

Her favorite toy signs to me
Its blue and purple lights twinkle in the darkness of her room.
It talks of adventures
And magic
This princess doll does not know that the most magical girl in the world
Is holding onto it.
She is our princess.
She is our world, quiet and contemplative.
She holds a different kind of magic in her heart.
She shows us little glimmers of how magical the world can be
If you are brave enough to look from a different perspective.
She rolls over and looks at me, smiling, flapping—
Her smile a little glimmer of pure joy.
In moments like these, I wonder,
How God could let such an angel go and give her to us.
Our daughter’s heart is full of magic and light.
She is the most beautiful sunrise in the blackest, emptiest night.
Her pajamas, woolen and warm, her favorite shade of blue,
Keep her cozy underneath the weighted blanket.
There are flecks of glitter on her face from a toy,
Or a t-shirt, flecks that pick up the hints of gold in her hair.
Our daughter leaves a bit of sparkle wherever she goes.
She sleeps so soundly, cuddled next to me,
Her feet always touching my side.
Her beautiful blue eyes are dreaming of worlds
More wondrous than anyone could comprehend.
I know this even though she cannot tell us about them.
In moments like these I think—I know—
That I am very lucky indeed.
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Mary Parker is an author and freelance journalist from Southern Illinois. Her four-year-old daughter has
nonverbal autism.
Twitter: @MParkerHorror
Amazon author page: https://
www.amazon.com/Mary-Parker/e/
B0799P2YW2/ref=dp_byline_cont_
book_1

Parental Advice

Should My Child with Autism
Have a Pet?
By Dr. Ron Malcolm

Many children will approach their parents in hopes of getting a pet. Children with
autism are no different. Busy parents raising an autistic child may wonder why they
would want to introduce an additional responsibility into their home while trying to
juggle all of the needs of their child. Here are 11 ways adding a pet to your family can
benefit your child with autism.

W

Earning the pet
hen a child with autism desires a pet,
he/she is showing the same desires as
neurotypical children to be involved
with an animal. A wise parent will involve his/her autistic child in selecting
the pet that best fits the child’s needs
and the needs of the family. If there is
a cost involved with getting the pet, your child can

be encouraged to raise the money and assist in purchasing the pet. This will assist with him/her fully
“buying-in” to the new responsibility of becoming a
pet owner.

Increasing daily responsibility
As any parent knows, there is a lot of responsibility
that comes with owning a pet, and your child can
be directly involved. He/She can learn to feed the
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pet, clean up after it, ensure it
stays healthy, etc. Visual schedules can be developed to help
your child take care of the daily needs of his/her pets. Take a
look at the example included
with this article.

Increased socialization
Many children with autism
struggle to socialize with others. Of course, one of the biggest benefits of owning a pet
is you are never alone and have
companionship. However, other people at school or in the
community may see your child
with his/her pet and go out of
their way to approach him/her.
This may help your child engage in a conversation around the topic of being a
pet owner. Dog and cat lovers enjoy interacting with
other dog and cat owners. It may be easier for your
autistic child to begin a conversation around a topic
he/she is comfortable with. The same can be said of
children at school. When your child hears other children at school discussing their pets, he/she will be
able to contribute meaningful dialogue to the conversation.

Developing a sense of comfort
Your child with autism may enjoy having a pet nearby. It may help reduce anxiety and give him/her a
sense of companionship. Many children with pets
show an increase in self-confidence as well. Your
child may reduce his/her level of isolation and begin
to focus attention on his/her pet’s needs as opposed
to his/her own needs. It can help him/her manage
loneliness or depression. All children with autism
can find comfort in a pet who demonstrates unconditional love for them.

Increased self-advocacy
Some children on the spectrum will simply enjoy a
typical pet. Others may significantly benefit from
having a pet become a therapy animal. Once their
pet becomes a certified therapy animal, children with
autism can begin to strengthen their self-advocacy
skills by explaining to people at school, in stores, at
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theme parks, and other places why they have a therapy animal with them. They can explain what having
autism means to them and how the therapy animal
assists them.

Improved hygiene
Hygiene is a touchy issue to discuss with any child.
However, the issue might be easier to discuss when
it deals with the family pet. Children with autism can
be taught how to keep their pet clean and healthy. It
can be explained to them that most people want to
deal with a cat or dog that doesn’t smell bad. Showing the child how to properly bathe the animal, comb
its fur, use flea collars, and give it treats that keep its
teeth strong and healthy can all become an avenue
into discussing why it is important for the children
to bathe daily, use deodorant, brush their teeth, etc.

Increasing community involvement
Having a pet may encourage your child to volunteer
more in the community or be more actively engaged
in school. He/She could gain permission from school
personnel to bring his/her pet to school for showand-tell and give an in-class presentation about his/
her pet. The skills he/she gains from caring for his/
her own pet could be used to introduce him/her to
volunteering in a local animal shelter or pet store. As
he/she continues to work with animals, he/she may
increase his/her level of empathy for them. This em-
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pathy can be transferred from animals and could be
generalized to people.

Future career training
Many children who have pets growing up enter careers that involve working with animals. Your child
with autism may be the same. There are many people who pay for others to take care of their pet if they
have experience working with animals. Your child
might also be able to earn some extra cash by becoming a dog walker. You child may decide he/she
wants to apply to have a part-time job at an animal
shelter or go to university to study animal science to
become a veterinarian.

Improved decision-making
Involving your child in making decisions about the
pet will help him/her feel empowered. He/She can
help decide what kind of pet he/she wants, what
to name the pet, what type of food the animal will
need, how often the pet needs to be cleaned, when
it should be walked, and where it should sleep in the
home. All of this can help him/her become fully engaged in the process of owning a pet.

 I also need to leave my dog some toys to play

Increased exercise

 When I get home from school, my dog will be

Interacting with the animal may increase your child’s
level of physical activity. Dogs will need to be walked
daily, and cats can be played with around the house,
as can rabbits, ferrets, hamsters, guinea pigs, and gerbils. Outdoor animals such as ponies, pigs, and chickens can also provide vital exercise for your child with
autism. If your child spends a lot of time indoors, the
pet may encourage him/her to enjoy some fresh air.

Using social stories
Social stories can be a valuable tool for explaining
a variety of situations to autistic children. This is an
example of a social story about caring for a dog:
Taking Care of My Dog

 Having a dog is a big responsibility.
 Every morning when I wake up, I need to remember to let my dog outside. That way he
won`t make a mess in the house.

 Before I go to school, I need to give my dog
food and water.

with so he isn`t lonely.
happy to see me.

 I will take my dog for a walk and play with him
outside.

 If my dog gets dirty, I will give him a bath.
 I will feed him again at nighttime.
 I can be responsible by loving and taking care
of my dog!

Dr. Ron Malcolm holds a Doctorate Degree in Educational
Leadership from Flagstaff, Arizona. He is an Assistant Director of Special Education for a
local school district. He is also
an Associate Faculty member
at the University of Phoenix
and a Special Graduate Faculty member at the University of Kansas. He has been
serving the educational needs of children with autism for the past 36 years.
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What's New on the Bookshelf?

New Book Offers Powerful New Way of
Thinking About Autism and Education
Exceptional Minds
Across the Autism Spectrum
Pathways to Success
in School and Beyond
By Corinne Levitt
“A dedicated teacher looks back on a long career
working with students with autism…. There is also
a great emphasis on developing a child’s strengths
and not becoming locked into labels.”
—Temple Grandin, author of The Autistic Brain and
Thinking in Pictures
“An exceptional book about exceptional minds by
an exceptional teacher…If I were to recommend one
book on strength-based education, this would be
the book.”
—Darold A. Treffert, MD, The Treffert Center for Exceptional Minds

I

n this extraordinary collection of stories and insights, educator Corinne Levitt demonstrates the
transformative power of a strength-based approach to teaching students on the autism spectrum.

Levitt brings together research and best practices from special education and autism research and
showcases the voices and experiences of her own
students and their families. She introduces students
like Tally, whose obsession with pulling at threads
was redirected when she learned how to knit, discovering both a hidden talent and an opportunity to sell
her handiwork. Another student, Eric, developed his
skill for poetry and was thrilled when his poem was
published in a prestigious public library magazine
(also a talented visual artist, his painting appears on
the book’s front cover).

Parents, caregivers, and educators alike will find Exceptional Minds Across the Autism Spectrum to be an
invaluable resource in supporting students through
the school years and beyond. Levitt provides a powerful new way of thinking about autism and education and demonstrates how to see past student deficits and labels to recognize the innate potential of all
students to learn and thrive.
Corinne Levitt is a Toronto-based educator who
has dedicated her career to working primarily
with adolescents with special needs and developmental differences. She wrote this book in recognition of the need to promote the important role
an enriched educational experience can have on
the lives of students who stand to benefit the most
from best educational practices.
All net proceeds from book sales will be donated to
various autism charities.
For more information:
teachexceptionalminds.com

ADVERTISEMENT
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COVID-19 and Autism

The Whistle Never Blew:
How COVID-19 has Affected
Students with Autism
By Mary Ferrara

W

hen I played soccer, my coach would
always say, “Play to the whistle. It’s not
over until you hear the whistle blow.”

As a teacher for high schoolers with
autism and other special needs, I hold
a special place in my heart for all of my
students. These students come into my
life when they are 14 years old and stay with me for
the next seven years. At first, they are timid and shy
and dependent on many. Then, over the years, I have
the privilege of watching them grow, change, learn
new skills, and improve socially and academically.

They learn from our school that compassion is contagious, and others learn from them what authenticity
really is. I work alongside the best colleagues in the
world (yes, the world) with these students. Just like
spectators at a soccer game witness incredible feats,
we also witness great things. We get to witness the
student who was once scared to step a foot outside
my classroom become comfortable traveling the
halls. We get to witness the student who had little
control over his/her emotions pull a coping strategy
out of his/her personal “toolbox” to help himself/herself calm down. The student who had no voice now
has a voice. We are a team of coaches and spectators.
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However, the realization starts to sink in. As the years
go on, my mind starts to play the video reel of how
one day, they will walk out of my classroom for the
last time and get on that bus. I am like the referee
near the end of the game; I start checking my watch.
I have mixed emotions—I’m excited the rest of the
world will get to meet them, yet anxious because I
know they’ll leave my classroom for the last time. I
know when that date is; it’s been written on my calendar all year. Just like I know when a soccer game is
over, I know how much time I have left with them. I
know when the whistle will blow.
Wait, something is not right. The way this school
year has ended isn’t right. It’s not what’s supposed to
happen. I never heard the whistle blow! Wait! What?
There’s no whistle? We’re not coming back? This ending is a kick to the gut. A penalty has been called, a
red card pulled and waved in the air. I change gears—
now what? What are my students thinking? They’re
forced to sit on the bench, sidelined. They won’t get
a chance now to go back in the game.
We’ve practiced this scenario all these years, though.
We’ve run the drills; they know the plays. This is what
we’ve taught them all along—how to prepare for

leaving school and entering the world. Although the
world they’re entering now isn’t what any of us expected, I know they’ll be okay, now and in the future.
They need to remember the advice we have given
them all along. My students have the equipment and
the tools to thrive.
So, to my exiting students, my youngsters who have
turned into adults before my eyes:
You were awesome when I met you, and you are still
awesome now. Now go continue being awesome for
the rest of the world. Go show them your authentic,
beautiful selves, I have given you everything you
need. Go blow your own whistles.
Love,
Mrs. Ferrara
Mary Ferrara is a high school special
education teacher from Long Island,
NY. Mary has been teaching special
needs students ages 14-21 for over
20 years.
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New CEO Promotes and
Enables Competitive
Employment for Autism

Autism Warrior:

Claire Cookson
Meet Claire Cookson, the recently
appointed CEO of an autism and
learning disability-focused transitionto-work program.

By Margo Marie McManus

C

hief Executive Officer of
DFN Project SEARCH, a total immersion transitionto-work program for students with learning disabilities and autism spectrum conditions looking to achieve competitive employment.
In April 2020, Claire Cookson was
appointed the new CEO of DFN
Project SEARCH, a supported internship program designed to enable the inclusion and empowerment of young adults with autism
and learning disabilities in the
workforce. DFN Project SEARCH
promotes the belief every young
person has an equal right to
aspire to the very best future
work—something often denied
to those with disabilities. The goal
for each participant is competitive, integrated employment. The
program provides real-life work
experience combined with training in employability and independent-living skills to help participants make successful transitions
to productive adult life. It is evi-

dence-based, works at scale, and
includes total workplace immersion, facilitating a seamless combination of classroom instruction,
career exploration, and hands-on
skills training. The Project SEARCH
model involves an extensive period of skills training and career exploration, innovative adaptations,
long-term job coaching, and continuous feedback from instructors, job coaches, and employers.
Today, DFN Project SEARCH runs
over 65 programs throughout the
UK and Europe and has supported more than 1,400 young adults
in finding full-time paid work. On
average, over 60 percent of participants gain permanent paid
jobs on contracts of over 16 hours
a week. This can be life-changing,
especially considering only six
percent of people with learning
disabilities and autism hold paid
positions nationally.
Accomplishments: Claire started
her career in special education in
2011, where she quickly noticed
the limited employment opportunities and low aspirational expectations society held for people
with autism and learning disabilities. Wishing to give her students
the chance to flourish as the valuable employees they could become, she partnered with National
Grid in Warwick to co-found EmployAbility—Let’s Work Together

the following year. This supported internship model enables
participants to achieve sustainable employment by giving them
workplace skills and experience.
Interns simultaneously complete
personalized study programs for
additional learning, training, and
working towards relevant qualifications. Claire’s students thrived
as a result of studying and training with National Grid, and she
considers it one of her biggest
accomplishments. This untapped
talent pool is steadily working to
transform and evolve employment culture within National Grid
and beyond.
Inspiration: Claire draws much
inspiration from working alongside neurodivergent individuals.
During her previous position as
Associate Head of a broad-spectrum special school, she witnessed
many youths overcome significant challenges while navigating a world not quite designed
to meet their needs. She admires
their perseverance and considers
it a motivating force behind her
desire to look at things in a fresh
way, challenge preconceptions,
and set high aspirations for herself and others.
Goals: Claire has big goals for
DFN Project SEARCH; she and her
team aim to support 20,000 qualifying students in acquiring com-

Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106 |

61

Autism Advocacy
local authorities about possible
employment pathways for learners with autism as early as possible. For those already at a working age, contact JobCentre Plus
about supported employment
options in your local area. There
are many excellent job coaches
who can provide in-work job support for those who meet the criteria. They can supply the systematic instruction some need to thrive
at work, and their services can
be financed by the Department
for Work and Pensions Access to
Work fund. Claire knows people
with autism spectrum conditions
can add incredible value to the
workplace and often meet real
business needs, so “Don’t lose
sight of this and always have high
aspirations.”

petitive, integrated employment
over the next decade. She wants
to encourage authorities, schools,
and colleges to offer high-quality supported internships in every
local area so people with autism
and learning disabilities can pursue fulfilling adult lives. She also
hopes to work with other transition-to-work providers to ensure
consistently high standards and
facilitate learning from each other’s best practices. Overall, Claire’s
goal is to help set the bar high and
give this talented minority hope
and the chance to fulfill their potential.
Advice for families affected by
autism: Do not presume an autism diagnosis automatically excludes the viability of paid work;
speak to schools, colleges, and
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8,760 Hours:
Cherishing
the Priceless
Moments with
Your Child
with ASD
By Patricia Wigginton

Anything can happen in one hour. Just imagine what can happen in 8,760 hours.
That is one year’s time. We all know that with our ASD kiddos, the smallest accomplishment is nevertheless huge. But how do you keep all of the great feats safe and
close to your heart for times to come? How can you create ways to track the change
with end goals in mind? I have come up with some examples of how to accomplish
just that. They are easy and fun in the process. Most of the ideas cost nothing, but if
anything, no more than a few dollars. Ready? Let’s do this!

M

y first suggestion for keeping track of
your child’s achievements is to simply
journal it. I am a writer, so of course I
love to write all day, every day. And
while the art of handwriting is quickly
becoming a thing of the past with computers taking over, this idea never requires updating. Just write. You can make it as simple
as a three-ring binder or a spiral notebook, or make it
as crafty as creating a writer’s journal, leather-bound
and all! You can even head to the craft store and start
creating a memory journal. Add pictures, write about
the event, and decorate it. Have your child help with
it. Grab some cool stickers and let him/her show his/
her imagination during this time in his/her life. You
can find some really cool journals at Barnes and No-

ble or your local book store. If you head on over to
JoAnn’s or Michaels, this is where you can find some
really creative ideas for your journal memory book.
My next suggestion is probably my favorite. As I sit
here at my writing desk during uncertain COVID-19
times, I am pondering all the million ideas I have in my
head that I really want to attempt. This, once our times
become more certain, and of course, safer, I am going be on like sausage gravy on biscuits: the good old
classic camera! Take pictures...lots of them. This idea I
am sharing with you came straight off Pinterest (my
all-time favorite site). If you have an old wooden box
or something that resembles a wooden trunk large
enough to hold 5x7 pictures, this is a timeless classic.
The camera can be any kind of camera, really, so long
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as it saves your pictures so you can download and print
them. My suggestion is downloading the pictures
to your local pharmacy app like CVS and have them
printed out, or if you like Shutterfly, you can download your pictures right to the site to be printed out
and mailed to you. Write on the back of the pictures
what the end target was that you set for your child.
Write the date you set the goal and the date the goal
was accomplished. If you choose this method, be sure
to take pictures throughout the year. It will become
easy to see the goal being accomplished. I am going
to throw in another idea in this section because it too
is a great idea. In Shutterfly, you can create memory
books. You create your goals and gather goal-achieving pictures however often you wish. At the end of
the year, you can have memory books created by the
goals you have set. I love this idea.
Last but not least is video. Video recording is superb
in the way you can watch change in real-time. You can
actually watch your vision being attained. And what
is so awesome about that is, you can identify changes
you need to make in goals based on how your child
achieves them. This visual timekeeper is a goldmine in
updating targets. Maybe you are thinking, “Videos are
kind of out of date, aren’t they?” Are you concerned
about technology changing ever so fast in how you
keep your videos up to date? I understand your concern. However, there are companies out there that will
take old cartridges and update them to CDs. I have not

done this myself, so I do not feel comfortable giving
you specific companies that do this at the moment.
A more current way to save videos is by using your
smartphone. Once the video is created, you can save
it in Dropbox, Google Photos, or even download it to
your laptop and save it on a flash drive.
I know watching for changes in your ASD kiddos can
be overwhelming. Setting goals is just as difficult.
While we tend to want to see changes quickly, we
must realize that just doesn’t happen in the autism
world. And it’s okay that it doesn’t. But tracking it
over 8,760 hours makes it more fun, and I can assure
you, you will be surprised at the end. We cannot rush
these kids. They work on their timelines, not ours. I
think the ideas I have provided will help make it more
pleasurable to go back and reflect on these achievements on a yearly basis. You can start new goals every year, or continue to work on the resolutions you
have already made. All in all, I feel these will make a
difficult situation more pleasurable. I would love for
you to share with me the ideas you come up with on
my Tumblr site, Facebook, or Instagram!
Patricia Wigginton is an autism mom living in Flowery Branch, Georgia.
Facebook: Patricia Ann Wigginton
Instagram: patriciawiggintonwriter
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Autism Diagnosis

Understanding the Potential
Health Conditions
Associated with Autism
By Associate Professor May Ng, MBBS FRCPCH FHEA MSc LLM PhD

C

ertain health conditions may be associated
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). These
are described below, though there is no evidence for a causal relationship with ASD.

Sensory processing difficulties

Children with ASD often have difficulty processing everyday sensory information in all
senses, from noise to touch to smells, sounds, and
tastes. Any of the senses may be over- or under-sensitive, or both, at different times. This can include
hearing impairments and hearing loss. These sensory
issues often affect their behavior and can have a profound effect on their everyday life, not only disrupting
a child’s ability to learn in school and form friendships
but having a profound impact on family life.

ADHD (Attention Deficit Hyperactivity
Disorder)
ADHD can be commonly associated with ASD. If
someone has ADHD, he/she has significant difficulties
with things like poor attention, over-activity, and impulsiveness. ADHD, once diagnosed, can be managed
with appropriate educational support and advice
alongside medication, if necessary.

Dyspraxia, Dyslexia, or Apraxia
Dyslexia is usually described as a difficulty with reading and writing, and a child may have difficulties in visual processing skills. Dyspraxia is often described as
having difficulties with learned patterns of movement
and coordination in the absence of damage to the
muscles or the nerves. A child with physical dyspraxia will usually have generalized motor difficulties but
may also have aspects of cognitive dyspraxia, such as
difficulties with sequencing and structuring information and organizational skills.
A child may be diagnosed by a speech and language
therapist to have developmental verbal dyspraxia,

sometimes referred to as developmental articulatory
dyspraxia or childhood apraxia of speech. This is characterized by marked difficulties in producing speech
sounds and in sequencing them together into words.
In addition, such children will often have difficulty
in making and coordinating the precise movements
of the lips, tongue, and palate required to produce
speech.

Epilepsy
Epilepsy is a condition that affects the brain and can
cause different types of seizures. Epilepsy has been
reported to occur in up to 40 percent of people with
ASD. Epilepsy often occurs at two peaks: early childhood and adolescence. There are several genetic conditions associated with both epilepsy and ASD such
as Rett syndrome, Fragile X syndrome, and Tuberous
sclerosis. The main treatment for epilepsy is anti-epileptic medicine, which helps stop or reduce the number of seizures.

Sleep Issues
Sleep issues are very common in children and adults
with ASD. It is estimated up to 80 percent of people
with ASD can have difficulty sleeping, waking early, or
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waking up frequently, and the cause remains unclear.
Poor sleep can result in daytime tiredness, anxieties,
and behavioral issues such as hyperactivity, inattentiveness, and aggression. Medications and psychiatric
issues can also affect sleep. Establishing a good bedtime routine and having a calming environment are
encouraged to establish better sleep quality. Some
studies suggest people with ASD may produce less
melatonin: a sleep-related hormone. Discuss this with
your pediatrician if necessary.
Other associated conditions with ASD include food
allergies, asthma, eczema, headaches, Tourette’s syndrome, Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder, Generalized
Anxiety, Depression, learning difficulties, speech delay, and gastrointestinal symptoms.
While research is ongoing, it remains unclear why
people with ASD are more likely to experience one or
more of these conditions. These associated conditions
may be challenging to manage alongside autism.
Many children will require an individualized approach
that meets the needs of ASD and any other associated
condition. It is important to find out what works and
what does not work individually in order to give them
the support and treatment they need.

Quick tips for families:
•

Your child may be overwhelmed by
sensory experiences all day. By understanding his/her difficulties, you
can provide the right sensory experience and environment at home or
school, which will make a huge difference to your child’s life.

•

If you are concerned about your
child’s health, ask your doctor for a
test, and for a second opinion, if necessary.

•

With a special needs child, you need
to be ready to research and investigate all possible sources of help and
support.

•

Visual aids can make a dramatic difference with children with special
needs such as autism, speech impairment, and deafness.

•

It can be difficult for some people
with autism to describe symptoms
they may be experiencing.
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•

Challenging behaviors, distress, and
anxiety can stem from your child’s
frustration at not being able to communicate symptoms of pain or discomfort.

Associate Professor May Ng, MBBS
FRCPCH FHEA MSc LLM PhD is a Consultant Pediatric Endocrinologist and Honorary Associate Professor at the University of Liverpool, United Kingdom. She
completed her undergraduate degree
under full scholarship in University of Sydney, Australia and her pediatric training in Australia and the
United Kingdom. She was the recipient of the prestigious UK Medical Research Council Fellowship and
completed further training to obtain a master’s in
medical science and a PhD degree in pediatric endocrinology and diabetes. Dr Ng also holds a Master of
Laws degree and is active in medico-legal work. She
is Chair of the UK Association of Children’s Diabetes
Clinicians, Officer for British Society of Paediatric Endocrinology and Diabetes, and Training Advisor for
Royal College of Paediatrics. She is in the Diabetes
UK Council for Healthcare Professionals and Online
Learning Committee for European Society of Paediatric Endocrinology.
She is an active researcher with over 250 publications and has presented at more than 150 scientific
meetings. She serves on the editorial board for several international journals, including as Editor-in-Chief
and as Associate Editor, and is a regularly invited referee for many high impact journals. She is a clinical
lead of multiple national award winning initiatives
such as University of Liverpool Alumni Award 2020,
Diabetes UK Mary Mackinnon Award 2018, winner
of 2015 Diabetes Quality in Care award, Highly Commended runner up for Diabetes Team of the Year National BMJ Awards 2015, finalist for the HSJ Clinical
Leader of the year 2015, and finalist in the UK Asian
Woman of Achievement Award 2016. She is also a
book author of A Journey with Brendan, documenting life with her son with autism as both a mother
and pediatrician.
Website: www.paedsdoc.co.uk
Twitter: @mayng888
Amazon: https://www.amazon.co.uk/Journey-Brendan-autism-mother-paediatrician-ebook/dp/
B087CCVPW7/ref=sr_1_1?dchild=1&keywords=a+journey+with+brendan&qid=1588234332&sr=8-1
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An Exclusive Look at AUTISM with Alicia Hardigree
By Derrick Hayes

what inspires you?

An Exclusive Look at AUTISM

Today’s AUTISM interview is with Alicia Hardigree, a
mom of two adults with autism. For every AUTISM
interview, I ask six questions based on each letter
in the word “autism” to gain insightful perspectives
from parents like Alicia. She resides in Greenville,
South Carolina, with her husband of 25 years, Morris,
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their two
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I have to remember how far they have come. Early
on, I basically had two nonverbal children. Now, my
daughter can communicate with a combination of
using her words and her iPad. And I refer to my son as
Chatty Cathy now. I even send videos of his incessant
talking to his former speech therapist about once a
year with a thank you, followed by a question mark.
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that provides many resources to spectrum families.
either deaf or on the autism spectrum.
Alicia and Morris make time for themselves by hiring
sitters
once
or twice a month
so they
can go out
for
U is for
Unique—How
has this
experience
been
aunique
quiet dinner.
feels fortunate to have a
for youThe
andfamily
your children?
pool and hot tub to bond together in (it is also where
Ally does a great deal of singing).
We have to bond in ways typical families do not, such
asAsinging
together.
	is for
Awareness—When and how did
you first become aware that something was
different?
T is for
Tools—What tools exist now that were not
there in the beginning that could help other parI was oblivious because I had two toddlers. Then my
ents?
sisters came to me and said they thought Ally was
either deaf
or many
on themore
autism
spectrum.
There
are so
tools
now than when we
got our diagnosis 17 years ago. Number one is the
for Unique—How has this experience
U 	is for
funding
ABA (Applied Behavior Analysis) via inbeen unique for you and your children?
surance. That has been life-saving.
We have to bond in ways typical families do not, such
I is for Inspire—When you look at your children,
as singing together.

S is for Support—What things do you struggle
with or have struggled with and what types of
support do you still need?
It will always be a struggle for support when we are
out in public. Most people “get it” and recognize autism. But there will always be the less-informed who
are not always so kind.
M is for Manage—What keys to success can you
share with parents so they can better manage
their day to day efforts?
Make time for yourselves, even though that sounds
impossible. Take advantage of respite if you can and
go on a date with your partner once a month (when
the quarantine is over).
Responses have been edited for clarity.
Derrick Hayes is an author, motivational speaker, and
paraprofessional in the Muscogee County School District in Columbus, Georgia. Book or interview Derrick
Hayes the “enTIEtainer” now by visiting derrickhayes.
com/entietainer.
 T 	is for Tools—What tools exist now that
Website:
www.derrickhayes.com
were not there in the beginning
that could
Email:help other parents? info@derrickhayes.com
Phone: 706-615-1662
There are so many more tools now than when we
got our diagnosis 17 years ago. Number one is the
funding for ABA (Applied Behavior Analysis) via insurance. That has been life-saving.

I 	is for Inspire—When you look at your
children, what inspires you?

I have to remember how far they have come. Early
on, I basically had two nonverbal children. Now, my
daughter can communicate with a combination of
using her words and her iPad. And I refer to my son as
Chatty Cathy now. I even send videos of his incessant
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talking to his former speech therapist about once a
year with a thank you, followed by a question mark.

S 	is for Support—What things do you struggle with or have struggled with and what
types of support do you still need?
It will always be a struggle for support when we are
out in public. Most people “get it” and recognize autism. But there will always be the less-informed who
are not always so kind.

M 	is for Manage—What keys to success can

you share with parents so they can better
manage their day to day efforts?

Make time for yourselves, even though that sounds
impossible. Take advantage of respite if you can and
go on a date with your partner once a month (when
the quarantine is over).
Responses have been edited for clarity.
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Derrick Hayes is an author, motivational speaker, and paraprofessional in the Muscogee County School District in Columbus, Georgia. Book or
interview Derrick Hayes the “enTIEtainer” now by
visiting derrickhayes.com/entietainer.
Website: www.derrickhayes.com
Email: info@derrickhayes.com
Phone: 706-615-1662
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How Naturalistic Interventions
Can Help Your Child with Autism
Learn New Skills
By Dr. Camille M. Brandt

Y

ou’ve been through the identification
process, and you now have a diagnosis of
autism for your child after noticing differences in behaviors and preferences. You
may have been told by friends and family
that your child would “grow out of” something or is a late bloomer; after all, children
do develop at their own pace. But here you are, at
the other end of an evaluation, and you have many,
many questions about the impact of autism on early
childhood developmental areas such as language acquisition, play skills, early academic skills, and social
skills. What can you and other family members do at
home to support your child’s learning and progress?
An exploration of naturalistic interventions may help
you add more tools to your toolbox.
Naturalistic interventions are strategies designed
to encourage specific behaviors based on a child’s
interests by building skills that naturally reinforce
themselves. Naturalistic interventions are used in
daily routines to develop skills in the specific areas
of communication and social development, which
makes this approach ideal for preschool children
who are learning to use language to have their needs
met and to interact with others.
The first step to any intervention is to identify a skill
to teach. This is termed the “target behavior” and
should be included under a goal area of your child’s
Individual Family Service Plan (IFSP). If, for example,
your child does not help put away his/her favorite
toys when he/she is finished with them, a specific
target behavior (the desired outcome or skill) would
be something like this: “William will assist in putting
away blocks when he is finished with them.” This may
be considered a social skill because as William ages,
there will be an expectation that he helps put away
playthings alongside peers. This skill also requires

engaging in shared attention, another part of communication and language development.
In order to find out where to begin and to set a pace
for learning, it’s essential to determine just how often
William walks away from his blocks when he is done
with them. It’s necessary to have a clear understanding of a child’s skills before beginning a naturalistic
intervention. To find this information, William’s parents or caregivers would need to observe him over a
few days and record how often he walks away from
his blocks and also how often he helps pick up the
blocks. It’s important to note whether any prompts
or assistance from an adult helped to bring out the
skill. For example, if a new container was brought out
and the adult was singing a clean-up song the time
the child helped, this should be recorded because it
may help determine what strategies to use consistently. These are termed “antecedent supports”.
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Once you have a skill identified, you know how often
the skill is performed without adult help or prompts,
and you have information on the kinds of supports
that bring about the desired skill, naturalistic interventions may be identified to increase target behaviors throughout your child’s day. Embedding strategies within your preschooler’s regular routines is
absolutely critical for success. At home, think of the
times your child is able to choose an activity or times
when you or a sibling select something to do as a
family. Whenever blocks are played with, the expectation will now be that at the end of playtime, you
and your child will attend to the blocks together and
they will be put away instead of left out.
You will need to think about what you can incorporate into your home environment that can support
your child’s learning. Thinking about your child’s interests and reflecting on any antecedents will help.
You will need to put together materials that capture
your child’s attention and motivate him/her to engage in the desired skill. Think of the example above:
the use of an organizational tote led to William’s interest in cleaning up, as did singing a song during
the activity. These are examples of supports that can
help you to teach and reinforce social and language
skills.
Utilizing your child’s interests is key to learning.
When you have the essentials in place, it’s time to
jump in and engage your child in a richly reciprocal
interaction as you model the task, praise efforts and
successful attempts to complete the skill, and work
to maintain attention and interest. It may feel like a
game, and it should; this approach is very child-centered and incorporates one-on-one engagement to
teach in naturally occurring developmental activities. Over time, the skill of picking up blocks may be
extended to picking up other playthings, too. This is
called “generalization” and will help your child to be
successful in many areas and spaces where toys are a
part of his/her world.
One final note: when you decide to use naturalistic
interventions to teach social and communication
skills, decide on the skills that will benefit your child
the most across environments. Prioritize what you
see as the most important for his/her stage of development and stick to teaching only a few new skills at
a time. This way, you will make the most of your time
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and give your child the best opportunities for learning without being overwhelmed.
Resources:
Davies, D. (2017). What is naturalistic intervention
& how does it work? Retrieved February 2020 from
https://www.autismag.org/news/what-is-naturalistic-intervention-how-does-it-work/
Hancock, T. & Kaiser, A. (2006). Enhanced milieu
teaching. In McCauley R.J. & Fey, M.E. (Ed.), Treatment
of language disorders in children (pp. 203-229). Baltimore: Paul H. Brooks Publishing.
Kaiser, A. P., & Trent, J. A. (2007). Communication intervention for young children with disabilities: Naturalistic approaches to promoting development. In S.
Odom, R. Horner, M. Snell, & J. Blacher (Eds.), Handbook of Developmental Disabilities. New York: Guilford Press.
Roberts J., Williams K., & Carter M. (2011). Randomised
controlled trial of two early intervention programs
for young children with autism: Centre-based with
parent program and home-based. Research in autism spectrum disorders. 5(4):1553–1566.
Schreibman, L., Dawson, G., Stahmer, A. C., Landa,
R., Rogers, S. J., McGee, G. G., Kasari, C., Ingersoll, B.,
Kaiser, A. P., Bruinsma, Y., McNerney, E., Wetherby,
A., & Halladay, A. (2015). Naturalistic developmental behavioral interventions: Empirically validated
treatments for autism spectrum disorder. Journal of
Autism and Developmental Disorders, 45(8), 2411–
2428.

Dr. Camille M. Brandt frequently provides consultation to parents and caregivers with young children impacted
by ASD. She is a Montessori educator
and university professor. Her areas of
expertise include autism spectrum
disorder, inclusive education, and curriculum and
instruction. Dr. Brandt has provided professional
development on these topics and has presented on
related themes at state, national, and international
education conferences.
Email: camille.brandt@bemidjistate.edu
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Special Needs Teachers are Angels

I

By Lucy Watts
said it in my head…
As I got back to the car, I felt destroyed. I’d carried
Rory into school. He cried so bad, and his body
was like a real dead weight—he was like concrete, had somehow found a way to be heavier,
and today he was even stronger than usual.

His teachers were waiting for us at the gate; they
all stood prepared to take my boy in to school. My
part was easy. I just walked him to the gate, but they
did the preparation for that handover—I cannot
thank my blessings enough that these people exist
in our world. Special needs teachers look like angels
to me. When everything feels like I need a miracle to
make it okay, they seem to show me light.
He was gripped to me, glued to me, his little nails
dug into my neck, his head shaking no no no.
My face mask was on, the one which tries to hide my
emotion, the one with the reassuring smile etched
on—the “If mum’s okay then I will be too” face.
The troops came over—the angels. They came and
helped peel Rory off me.
I heard him crying and crying and I watched them stay
so calm. Their masks don’t wobble like mine does.
So much preparation goes into just that one quick
moment. It’s this sort of thing for which I sometimes
feel envious that others don’t need to know about.
Don’t look back, my head tells me. The moment I turn
to walk out the gate, I feel it, the mask runs down my
face and I’m broken again. As I walked away, one of
Rory’s angels followed me out, because she knew.
She has plans, makes me feel like we can do this. She
ensures I know Rory is in the best place. I’m so grateful for her, for all of them.
But when I got into the car and I could really cry, I
heard it. My head said it: “I hate this part of autism...”
When he finishes school he doesn’t tell me how his
day was—she does.
He’s happy, it was tough, but they did it. He did it. He
got through the day and I am so proud of him.

I am one of a million mothers to child with autism—I
am one of many of the mums this teacher speaks
to—but to me and my son, she, they, are immensely
valued and play an incredible role in our family from
the classroom.
With everything going on in the world right now, I
have so much appreciation for all the people fighting this virus.
With everything going on in the world right now, the
people who mean the most to my son are working
even harder to help him.
Special education teachers—Rory’s Angels—thank
you so much.
Lucy Watts, 27, is a writer and single mother to
three children. Her middle child Rory, aged four,
is nonverbal with autism and GDD. Lucy speaks
about how her family has autism and reflects on
how autism ripples across their day to day life. She
shares rawly, deeply, and humorously with her followers in a
unique way.
Website: www.lucywattslifeandautism.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com/ljanewatts
Instagram: www.instagram.com/lucywattslifeandautism
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 106 |

71

Financial Planning

Securing the Future
During Tough Financial Times
for People with Special Needs
By Ryan F. Platt, MBA, ChFC, ChSNC

T

he outbreak of COVID-19 has shone a light
on many areas of our society where planning was inadequate or non-existent to
handle such an epidemic. This is certainly
true for Home and Community-based services provided to individuals with disabilities. These Home and Community-based
services are essential in order to keep people with a
diagnosis in their own homes or apartments, and to
not be forced to live in congregate, institutional settings. However, most of these services, such as lifting clients into their wheelchairs, preparing meals,
dressing, helping them navigate the outside world,
and employment support, necessitate close, interpersonal contact.
Due to the rules of social distancing, the stay-athome order, and the fact Direct Support Professionals (the people who perform these Home and Community-based services) are not considered essential
workers, many individuals with disabilities have
been without help. This lack of services not only
forced them to rely on family and friends, but also
means Service Providers (the companies who employ the Direct Support Professionals who are now
not working) are not being paid because no services
are occurring. A survey of 689 provider organizations across the country finds 68 percent have been
forced to close one or more of their offerings due to
government shelter-in-place orders in response to
the coronavirus pandemic. This equates to a drop of
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40 percent of their revenue. Many of those providers are being forced to consider shutting their doors
because of this economic hardship. If these providers do close, that means services will continue to
be interrupted even when social distancing and the
stay-at-home orders are lifted, which endangers the
ability of an entire portion of our population to live
independently.
The solution: make your own plan. It will never be perfect, but it is dangerous to completely rely on a system
that does not have the answer and is severely underfunded. A coalition of advocacy groups is pressing
Congress to rubber-stamp emergency grant funding
to support people with developmental disabilities

Financial Planning

living in their own homes or small group homes in
the community. “Broadly, in the packages that have
passed, the very specific needs of the (disability) community have been all but ignored,” said Nicole Jorwic,
senior director of public policy at The Arc. “It’s more
important than ever to fund home- and community-based services because right now, it’s a safety issue.”
Because some situations (like the coronavirus pandemic) are almost impossible to predict, it is critical
for families to think through their loved one’s individual needs. Understand the government benefits
that are in place today that will provide services, and
then plan for moments in time when those services
are reduced. In those time periods, the family plan
must be flexible enough to adapt and plug the holes
left by a reduction or elimination of services (at least
for a period of time). This means most families need
to think about completing five steps:
Step 1: Find qualified special needs planning professionals to guide you
Step 2: Create the future vision for your loved one
Step 3: Based on the future vision, project the financial needs above government benefits, then
reduce the expected government benefits and
determine that level of financial need (and plan
for that)
Step 4: Set up funding mechanisms (investments,
real estate, life insurance, etc.)
Step 5: Draft a Special Needs Trust (very specific
type of trust) where the money from your funding
mechanisms will eventually land.
It is impossible to predict the future, but we can
learn from history that anything can happen, and we
cannot always rely on others to support our child’s

future needs. However, all families can implement
an individual plan that provides more choice, more
peace, and more hope, especially in terms of uncertainty.
Resources
https://www.disabilityscoop.com/2020/04/27/disability-advocates-say-billions-needed-for-community-based-services/28231/
https://www.disabilityscoop.com/2020/05/04/disability-service-providers-struggling-to-stay-afloat-amidcovid-19/28271/

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 the purpose of leading
families to independence through
an ongoing multi-generational
plan. A Special Needs Plan is passionate about
families confidently moving forward.
101 N. McDowell Street, Suite 120
Charlotte, NC 28204
704-326-7910
Website: www.aspecialneedsplan.com
Ryan F. Platt, MBA, ChFC, ChSNC, is a registered
representative who offers securities, investment
advisory, and financial planning through MML
Investors Services, LLC, member of SIPC. A Special
Needs Plan is not a subsidiary or affiliate of MML
Investors Services, LLC, or its affiliated companies.
This article is not a recommendation or an endorsement of any products.
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