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Editor’s Letter

A

re you looking forward to celebrating the holidays
with friends and family—or are you getting anxious just thinking about it? From bright lights and
large crowds to loud noises and strong smells,
the holidays can be overwhelming for a child diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). And to add
to the stress, the expectations in the name of tradition can
be overwhelming for everyone. So how can you make the
season bright for your family?
I was talking to an old college friend the other day, and she
said her family ALWAYS spends the holidays at home. With
two daughters on the autism spectrum, long drives and staying at a grandparent’s house or a hotel are not possible. Their
stressors, which include anticipation anxiety, lighted candles,
loud music, and Santa, are only compounded when people
comment on how their girls don’t meet extended family expectations.
So, I have to ask, if you could tell your friends and family what
your child needs to be comfortable during the holiday season, what would you say? Janelle Molony, MSL, a mom to a
young boy with autism, has provided an open letter to give
you some inspiration and encouragement. Take a look at A
Sensory Friendly Holiday Reminder: A Letter to My Guests as
Janelle provides insightful guidance directed toward guests
who may misinterpret a child’s response to crowded rooms,
loud voices, and new foods as unruly behavior. If you are hesitant about composing a letter yourself, feel free to share.
Another widespread challenge during the holidays surrounds mealtime. Connie Persike, MS, CCC/SLP, says a
majority of children with autism have some level of food
selectivity. From new textures and foods to unfamiliar faces
and seating arrangements, anxiety can take over the celebration. For professional advice on how to ease the strain,
please read How to Support Picky Eaters During the Holidays
as Connie shares strategies for helping your child (and yourself ) make it through the festivities.
Do you choose to stay home instead of attending a social
gathering to avoid anxiety? Is your child easily distracted,
preventing him/her from completing tasks? Does he/she
have major meltdowns while waiting in line? Ewa Omahen,
PhD, says kids with autism often struggle with communication, adaption to change, and modulating behaviors due to
neurological make-up along with sensory challenges. Take a
look at her piece, Easy Ways to Help Your Child With Self-Regulation, as Ewa explains the importance of teaching children
with autism emotional and behavioral self-regulation. She
also reviews the Zones of Regulation, a framework that targets underlying deficits with the ultimate objective of improving self-regulation and social success.
Another excellent tool for improving communication skills
involves martial arts. As David Ferwerda explains in Taekwon-Do and the Special Needs Community—The Perfect Fit,

kids can work on gross-motor and fine-motor skills, improve
focus and attention, develop memory and cognition, and
learn positive character development through involvement.
Autism families, in particular, experience tremendous pressure as they try to make time for everything and everyone.
And as you already know, parents often sacrifice their own
needs for their children, when really, they could use just as
much support. Annette Nuñez, PhD, LMFT, is a proponent of
self-care. As she says in her piece, Taking Care of YOU...The Importance of Self-Care, your child’s success is dependent upon
you, and when you have nothing left in your tank to give, you
will become impatient and frustrated. This, in turn, can affect
your child and may lead to more meltdowns or increased
anxiety. Be sure to try Dr. Nuñez’s 21-Day Self-Care Challenge
to begin incorporating time for yourself in your routine to
help you be at your best for your child.
Are you a single parent raising a child with autism? Many
of our readers are—please know you are not alone. Susan
Scott, single mom to a young boy on the autism spectrum,
has shared her advice on ways to better manage the sometimes-isolating challenges in her piece First-Hand Advice on
Single Parenting a Child With Special Needs.
Finding the resources you need to help your child can be
tough; that’s why we make such an effort to respond to our
readers’ expressed needs. This month our writers have tackled several key topics such as the relationship between autism and speech difficulties, top strategies for managing
screen time, employment preparation, the rewards of therapy dogs, advice on how to fight for your child’s rights, and so
much more. This month’s issue is jam-packed with guidance
as we focus on practical ways to build skills for a lifetime.
For continuous advice and encouragement, check out the
Autism Parenting Magazine Facebook page, as well as our
membership page called Autism Support Groups for Families, which provides a unique opportunity to come together
with other families. Everyone is welcome.
As we enter the holiday season, we wish you the loving support and appreciation you and your family deserve.
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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How to Support PICKY EATERS
During the Holidays
By Connie PERSIKE, MS, CCC/SLP

We’ve all been there, at a relative or friend’s house where our children are refusing
to eat what is being served. It can be a stressful time, often causing us to second
guess our parenting decisions, especially if we are with opinionated people who like
to share how they handled those situations with their kids!

P

arenting has shifted from “children are
meant to be seen and not heard” to raising
children who have voices and are being
taught to display self-discipline. Whether
your child has autism, displays sensory processing differences, or has a strong preference for what he/she likes and does not
like, this can be one of those challenging moments
as a parent—one that causes you to feel anxious,

doubt yourself, and feel pressured to parent in a way
you would prefer not to. While all parents struggle
with children’s eating habits at some time during
their child’s development, this is particularly concerning for parents of children with autism. According to Ledford & Gast (2006), 46 to 89 percent of children with autism have some level of food selectivity.
In this article, you will find strategies for supporting
yourself and your child during holiday meals.
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 94 |
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The first piece of advice I can give you is to prepare
yourself ahead of time. Read this article. Talk to your
support system and your child’s professional support staff. Make sure you receive the reassurance and
support you need so you are not tempted or pressured to make parenting decisions you don’t want to
make. By being predictable in your responses to your
child, you will help ease his/her anxiety in a stressful
situation. In addition, the more pleasant the holiday
meal is, the more positive memories your child will
have of the situation. Positive memories in situations
and environments have been linked to higher levels
of regulation in those situations and environments
in the future, while negative memories have been
linked to more dysregulation in the situations and
environments that formed them. Planning for success will help ensure future success. Furthermore,
you will feel better about yourself if you trust your
gut and follow your plan versus being persuaded to
do something you don’t believe in.

Ways to Desensitize Your Child
to Specific Foods
If it’s important for you that your child tolerates the
food served at the holiday meal, be prepared. With
time, you may be able to gradually desensitize your
child to the specific foods being served (Wheeler,
2019). The following strategies can be helpful:
 Reach out to family and friends to find out the
menu for the occasion.
 Begin working on slowly desensitizing your
child to the foods that will be served.
 All children do best when food is presented as a
choice and in a calm manner.
 Do not force your child to try the food. Begin
small and celebrate small successes.
 Knowing where to start will be very individualized to your child, but beginning with foods
that are the best sensory fit for your child can
be a good choice. For instance, if he/she prefers
crunchy foods, start with a crunchy option.
 Slowly work on desensitizing one food at a time
in a manner that works for your child. For example, you may want to begin with looking at pictures of the selected food or having the food in
a separate plate in the same room as the child
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so he/she can become desensitized to the smell
and look of the food first.
 Other children may be able to tolerate the food
on a separate plate within close proximity or on
their plate with the understanding that there is
no obligation to try the food.
 A technique I’ve found helpful to desensitize
children to the feel of food is to offer the food
to the child at a proximity that’s comfortable to
the child while providing a “no thank you” mat
next to the child. The only expectation for the
child is to move the food to the mat if he/she
does not want to try the food. This is a simple
support that can be provided at holiday meals
as well, no matter where your meal is served!
 Repeated exposure to the selected food should
be provided once or twice a day, with no expectations attached (Wheeler, 2019).
 Pairing the exposure with music, people, or
movies the child already has a positive association to may be helpful.

How to Help Your Child Tolerate
the Social Setting
Some children with autism may be able to tolerate
the food at a holiday meal but unable to tolerate
the social setting. Sitting at a formal table and eat-

AUTISM AND DIET

The social demands of conversation at the table may prove
difficult, as well as the sensory challenges of sitting
still for an entire meal.
ing with people they don’t see often may be difficult
for many reasons. The new situation and less familiar people may increase their anxiety. The social demands of conversation at the table may prove difficult, as well as the sensory challenges of sitting still
for an entire meal. The following supports may be
helpful for these children:
 Frequent review of family photos to increase
familiarity and predictability at holiday gatherings.
 Watch past family videos to increase familiarity
and predictability of family members.
 Provide social scripts or conversation starters to
use during mealtime.
 Provide an alternative, less overwhelming area
for your child to eat. My daughter, who is typically developing, has needed this type of support at holiday meals in the past.

Alternative Meals Are Okay
Lastly, some children may need an alternative meal
for the holidays, and that is okay! If an alternative
meal makes the entire situation and event less
stressful for you and your child, it’s an acceptable
support. Remember, the more positive and less
stressful the holidays are, the more regulated your
child will be at the next gathering. We have to meet
our children where they are and provide the supports they need to experience success. Throwing
them in the deep end and watching them drown
will not make the situation easier the next time
around. With that being said, it’s equally important
we don’t avoid the situation entirely. It’s better to
go for a small portion of the gathering and allow
your family to experience success than to avoid it
completely. Avoidance tricks the brain into thinking
the situation is scary and reinforces the fear. Arm
yourself with knowledge and reassurance to make
the most of your holiday gatherings. Hopefully, this
article can decrease any dread and stress you may
feel regarding holiday mealtime.

Wheeler, M. (2019). Mealtime and children on the
autism spectrum: Beyond picky, fussy, and fads. Retrieved from https://www.iidc.indiana.edu/pages/
mealtime-and-children-on-the-autism-spectrumbeyond-picky-fussy-and-fads
Ledford, J.R. & Gast, D.L. (2006). Feeding problems in
children with autism spectrum disorders: A review.
Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 21, 153-166.
Connie Persike, MS, CCC/SLP, is a
highly experienced speech-language pathologist and educational consultant. As the founder
of CP Consulting, Connie brings
20 years of experience to provide
insight, guidance, coaching and support to school
districts, agencies and families across Wisconsin
needing expert direction in working with children.
Connie has received extensive and in-depth training in several areas and educational models that inform her work with students across all grade levels,
allowing her to customize the coaching, scaffolds,
and supports she provides to help staff and students succeed. From positive psychology and Social Thinking methodology to functional communication training (FCT) and instructional coaching,
Connie’s mission is to help students increase their
success and develop a love of learning. Connie has
been invited to present at a state level on a variety of
topics such as functional behavioral assessments,
positive behavioral supports and interventions, autism, anxiety, and evidence-based interventions.
She is a member of the American Speech Hearing
Association, the Association of Supervision and
Curriculum Development, and the Autism Society
of Wisconsin. Connie has been involved in statewide workgroups to help develop and improve core
programming in schools and is a published writer
for Autism Parenting Magazine. Connie resides in
Waunakee, WI with her husband and daughter.
During her free time, she enjoys spending time with
her family, reading, and landscaping.
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Preparing you for an
independent life.
Leveraging the power of nature and animals
to help those with autism spectrum disorder
develop life strategies and the inner-strength
necessary for lasting success.
Visit pasadenavilla.com or call 407.391.1937 to
learn more about our programs.

Admissions: 407.391.1937 | www.pasadenavilla.com
3889 Wonderland Drive | Sevierville, TN 37862
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AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Practical Tips
on How to RAISE
a Child With Autism

By Katrina Hatchett

R

aising a child with autism is a reality for
many parents, and it presents a number of
regular challenges. There are several practical approaches which can assist you on
this journey, although it must be stated
that no two autistic children are the same,
and the benefits may vary or not be felt at
all in some cases. It is all about working with his/her
environment and those who interact with your child

to bring about positive changes. Here are some practical tips:
1.

Don’t make comparisons
Not only is it futile, but it will also be upsetting for
all concerned to make comparisons between
your child and, say, his/her siblings who are not
on the spectrum, or with peers who again are
not on the autism spectrum. Even comparing
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 94 |
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Help your child understand when he/she is on the verge of getting
frustrated and allow him/her to withdraw to a safe place where
he/she will not be sought out or judged. It is imperative a child
with autism has this safety net in all situations.
your child with other children on the spectrum
is futile, as no two children with autism display
exactly the same characteristics or react the
same way to different challenges. Every child
is unique, and although it can, at times, be a
struggle, see your child’s development as his/
her unique journey on which you will play an
integral role.
2. Help him/her recognize when
	
he/she needs a break
Help your child understand when he/she is
on the verge of getting frustrated and allow
him/her to withdraw to a safe place where
he/she will not be sought out or judged. It is
imperative a child with autism has this safety
net in all situations.
3. Listen to him/her calmly and do
	
your best to understand
An autistic child will not do something if he/
she doesn’t want to do it, perhaps even more so
than any other child. Reasoning with the child
will be futile, so keep an open mind and try to
understand his/her reasonings for resisting.
Others may see this as too indulging, but these
are different circumstances. Listen and try to
understand as much as you can to get his/her
perspective, and only then may you seek to
intervene.
4. Help your child learn how to apply
	
new skills to different situations
It can often be difficult for children with autism
to apply skills in different contexts because
those skills can be situational. Therefore,
employ a patient approach to teaching those
same skills in different circumstances, and in
time your child will learn to adapt.
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5.

Keep an open mind
So much of what we see and do and our
perspective of it is learned socially. Therefore,
something we may consider to be ridiculous
could, to another person with a different
perspective, be anything but. By keeping this
type of open mind and understanding that
many of our social habits are only that, you can
learn to broaden your horizons and embrace
different approaches to seemingly ordinary
things.

6. Maintain a sense of humor through
	
all situations
As much as possible, keep a sense of humor.
As previously stated, social habits, and what
we consider to be acceptable or otherwise,
are simply conditions we have put in place as
a society and are not necessarily nature’s laws.
An autistic child will often not immediately
appreciate that social norms have to be
followed (and do they really, all the time?),
so there will be plenty of occasions where
laughter will be the best reaction.
“Others will see the funny side too if you
allow them to follow your lead, because they
will look to you, as the parent, to understand
the boundaries, and this helps to create an
environment free from tension for everybody,”
points out Pamela Davies, a psychologist at
Write My X and Next Coursework.
7. Never underestimate how much
	
he/she understands
Autistic children very often understand most,
if not all, of what is going on around them. The
difference is how they react to these conditions,
and the level at which they can communicate.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

	
8. Look into Applied Behavior
Analysis (ABA) therapy
There are many therapeutic interventions for
children on the autism spectrum, and ABA
therapy is one of the best known. Look into
whether this can be accessed, but also understand it does not work for everybody. Be prepared to explore alternative methods too.
9. Work with the school and be
	
an advocate for your child’s needs
Schooling will play an essential role in your
child’s development, as with any child. But of
course, there are added challenges involved
here, and additional care and attention will be
required. Ensure you and your child’s school
are signing off on the same page as frequently
as possible, and if you believe something is not
the way it should be, be an advocate for your
child and don’t stop until someone listens to
you.

“Raising an autistic child takes a group effort,
but ultimately yours should be the voice that is
heard loudest,” advises Terri Mailer, an education writer at Brit Student and Australia 2 Write.
10. Take a break yourself and seek
	
support
Raising a child with autism will be an incredibly rewarding, yet at times, exhausting task.
Acknowledge you cannot do it alone and you
cannot go at it 24/7/365. Seek support wherever you can get it and take a break from time to
time to ensure when you return, you can give
your very best to your child.
Katrina Hatchett is a lifestyle blogger at Academic Brits
with a particular interest in the art of communication.
She is a regular contributor at Origin Writings, as well
as a blogger at PhDKingdom. With a passion for communication, Katrina seeks to improve communicative
environments whatever they may be and has assisted
in numerous projects with her insightful interventions.
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Watch The Video

The Learning Style Profile©

Help your child with autism engage & connect
with others, maintain emotional control,
and play with toys appropriately.

Author, Patrick Rydell, PhD, of
the Learning Style Profile© explains
why he developed this program.
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Taking Care of YOU...
The Importance of Self-Care
By Annette NUÑEZ, PhD, LMFT

Parenting a child with autism can be one of the toughest, most overwhelming jobs.
Your daily life revolves around your child, from dealing with meltdowns to driving
to various therapies. It is important to take the time to ask yourself, “When do I have
time for me?”

Y

ou are human, and if you do not take time
out for yourself, at some point you will find
yourself empty with nothing left to give.
Remember your child’s success is dependent upon you. When you have nothing
left in your tank to give, you will become
impatient and frustrated, which in turn affects your child and may lead to more meltdowns
or increased anxiety. Self-care is a mindset, and it is
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necessary to maintain for you to survive as a parent.
When you are your best self, so can your child be at
his/her best.
Many parents say to me, “I don’t have time.” My advice
is...make the time! Self-care means giving yourself
permission to pause, slow down, and take time for
you. With clients who struggle with self-care, I have
them participate in my 21-Day Self-Care Challenge.

AUTISM HEALTH

By caring for you, you are saying to yourself that you are worth
it and you are important. To start the challenge, print a monthly
calendar and decide when you will begin the challenge. Just like
setting up a token economy system for your child, you will do
the same for you.
They say it takes 21 days to change a habit. So, if you
are in the habit of NOT taking time for yourself, let’s
change that starting today! I recommend starting
the challenge when your child is in school because
school provides a natural respite for you. Instead of
running some errands, use that time to take care of
YOU. Believe me, the errands can wait. For 21 days,
take 10-15 minutes a day to care for you. By caring
for you, you are saying to yourself that you are worth
it and you are important. To start the challenge, print
a monthly calendar and decide when you will begin
the challenge. Just like setting up a token economy
system for your child, you will do the same for you.
Once you have decided your start date, write down
21 self-care activities you can perform daily for yourself. I have created a list of 10 easy and simple selfcare ideas below:
1. Take a walk
2. Listen to your favorite song over and over
again
3. Take a bubble bath
4. Indulge and eat your favorite food
5. Sit outside for five minutes and take deep
breaths
6. Watch a movie
7. Read a book
8. Take an exercise class
9. Nap
10. Learn to say, “No”
When you complete your 21-Day Self-Care Challenge, reward yourself with something big like going
away by yourself for the weekend or meeting up with
friends for an evening of fun. In just 21 days you will
begin to see your mood change. Studies have shown
self-care helps with positivity, improves confidence,

and helps with self-esteem. This ultimately affects
your mood as a parent. You will see you have more
energy and patience, which then affects the mood
of your child. So the next time you are faced with the
decision of running a minor errand or taking time for
yourself, ask yourself, “Does this errand contribute to
my self-care? Is it helping me become the best version of me?” If the answer is, “no,” then drop that errand and go take care of you. YOU are worth it!
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.
Websites: www.btinterventions.com, www.breakingthroughautism.com
Facebook: m.facebook.com/profile.
php?id=462556703926821&ref=content_filter
Instagram: breakthrough_autism
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 94 |
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COMMITTED TO BRINGING CBD PRODUCTS
TO INDIVIDUALS WITH AUTISM

Peace of Mind for Parents
Find’em™ Scent Safe is a scent
collection & storage system
that’s intended to assist a search
dog team with a viable, uncontaminated scent article of
a missing person. Easily used
by anyone, Find’em™ is especially recommended for children and those with autism.
Find’em™ was developed by Dr.
Coby Webb, a decorated Police
Captain, accomplished handler
& trainer of bloodhounds and a
mom of twins.

Healigenix
products are
specifically designed
to better meet the
needs of people of all
ages on the autism
spectrum.

• Zero THC formulas
• Low-dose CBD options
• Formulated for those with
sensory aversions
• Clear, simple dosage information
• Guaranteed potencies
• Personal help when you need it
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SENSORY

A Sensory Friendly
Holiday Reminder
By Janelle MOLONY, MSL

A Lette
r
to My G
uests

D

ear beloved family and friends who are
coming to my house this November for
Thanksgiving,

While I’m overjoyed you’ll be here to celebrate a day of thanks, there are a few key
ideas I need you to understand about how
this event might affect my child with sensory processing disorder.
Last year, as you may recall, my child was “unruly,”
“disruptive,” and, as Uncle Ben put it, “unfriendly.” It
was a challenging day for all, even though my husband and I had tried to address our child’s needs. I’ve

now done my best to capture the essence of that day
from our perspective for you. In light of these events,
I’ve also prepared a list of three things I’d be very
thankful for if you tried with us this year.

Thanksgiving is a dizzying roller-coaster
of sensations for my child
It all starts with the smells. The kitchen has been put
on lockdown. There is an invisible scent-barrier of
salty gravy, sweet cinnamon-apples, and grandma’s
sourdough. My son loves to eat them but cannot
approach the kitchen while they’re cooking.
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 94 |
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My nine-year-old son has more than one type of sensory
integration and processing disorder. This means his
sensory-input and output systems do not discriminate and
regulate like yours. This can cause him to feel certain sensations
more strongly, or even struggle to feel them at all.
This can make life a bit frustrating sometimes.
The house has been transformed into a museum.
Don’t touch.
Furniture has been moved; toys are put away. Don’t
touch.
The table is layered with linens, glass dishes, and
candles. Don’t touch!
Mom is occupied in the kitchen. Dad is running
last-minute errands. Then, the football game begins,
and Mom is still busy. There is no one to play with!
My son can’t play inside and make a mess. He can’t
play outside either and risk getting his clothes dirty.
And even though there is food everywhere, he can’t
have any.
“What time do people get here?” He asks me. I respond with the most confusing answer.
“Oh, I don’t know. Dinner is at 4 p.m. …so, I suppose
they can come anytime they want?” It’s currently
12:30 p.m.

My son’s sense of security goes out the
window
The aromas have gone to his head, the timeline for
the day is uncertain, and he can’t do “anything.” He’s
wearing new clothes that still smell like the department store; he’s been told to sit up, sit still, and stay
at a table filled with adults talking about…well, adult
things, of course.
From a sensory processing perspective, my son is
being asked to endure crowded rooms, loud voices,
strong smells, and clothes he doesn’t like for a “never-ending” period. To compare, think back to Aunt
Edna’s funeral reception at the Elks Lodge, but no
one there is your age. On second thought, that part’s
the same. At the physiological level, he is itchy, his

18 | Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 94

ears hurt, his stomach growls, and his nose and eyes
are being assaulted by odors. So much is already being asked of my son today.
Then, you arrive and ask him to report to you what
he’s learned at school this year. In his mind, that
means “everything.”

The pressure is building...
My nine-year-old son has more than one type of
sensory integration and processing disorder. This
means his sensory-input and output systems do not
discriminate and regulate like yours. This can cause
him to feel certain sensations more strongly, or even
struggle to feel them at all. This can make life a bit
frustrating sometimes.
As a result, his reactions may appear extreme to
you. They don’t match his age. They don’t fit the situation. And his defense mechanisms usually make
people confused or upset. Because this disorder is
equally as confusing to my child himself, it’s hard
for him to communicate what, specifically, is harming him.
“What’s wrong?” we ask my son.
“Nothing…” he says with a frown.
Soon, Uncle Ben arrives. He’s a smoker and has beer
breath. My child gives him the awkward extra, extra-large space bubble treatment. So now, he’s the
“unsocial” kid who won’t hug his uncle.
We are fully primed for an explosion during the meal.
Tears of frustration line my son’s eyes like red warning signs. He’s tired already. Loss of focus and motor
control is causing him to bump into and drop things.
People have already commented on his “bad manners.”

SENSORY
He reaches for his drink, and somehow, his fingers don’t
quite close around it. It spills. And now he is wailing.
“It’s okay. Just clean it up. You don’t have to cry about
it,” someone says.
“Waaaaa!!!” He’s inconsolable and limp. And what
you don’t realize is that he can’t stop crying. He’s met
his max, and then some.
He tries to get up and leave, but people are telling
him to stay. He’s completely stressed out and embarrassed but isn’t allowed to take a private moment to
calm down.
And when the socially acceptable time for a tantrum
has passed, eyes around the table start turning towards us, Mom and Dad.
“What’s going on? Why is he acting like this? Make
him stop.”
But I can’t. Until the offending sensations are reduced
or removed, or he can use a replacement behavior to
release and lessen the discomfort of the sensations,
he will continue to be completely overwhelmed
while people judge.

This year will be different

3.

Support our methods for teaching our
child to express how he is feeling and
addressing it appropriately
Please don’t advise. We have a therapist giving us professional advice already. Several,
actually. What you can do to support us is by
allowing my child to use his tools (fidgets,
sunglasses, earplugs) as much as he needs. If
I allow my child to leave the dinner table to
play for a while and regulate himself, please
don’t interfere, and don’t take it personally—
he’s not ignoring company or being “weird.”
These tools and strategies are necessary and
effective ways to help my child feel safe so
that he can come back and re-join the group.

We hope these simple adjustments will allow our
child to feel more comfortable during the celebration. Your patience and participation in the plan will
make all the difference to our family. Thank you!
Janelle Molony, MSL, is an adoptive mom, homeschool mom,
dance mom, special needs advocate, and author/blogger at
AdoptionToLife.com. She has written a memoir of her experiences fostering and adopting her son and overcoming life’s
challenges.

Looking back, I realize that we had not prepared
enough. This year, though, we will do things differently. I’m asking you to please heed these three suggestions to help us all have a more successful day.
1.

Accept that my child sees, feels, or
hears things you may not
What’s “too loud” or uncomfortable for him
might not be the same for you. Please give
him the benefit of your doubt. If you are confused about his response to something, ask
me (or my child, if he is older) to explain what
would be more comfortable for him.

2.

Resist labeling my child when he is in
distress
My child is not necessarily “fidgety,” “whiny,”
or “fussy.” Instead, the words you are looking
for include, “careful,” “honest,” and “aware.” My
child is not trying to annoy anyone. He is just
putting up with a lot of added stressors and
needs us to acknowledge that. Embarrassment is far less useful than compassion.

The WatchMinder is a simple smart wristwatch
that can easily be programmed to set up discreet
vibrating reminders throughout one’s day.
Invented by a psychologist, the WatchMinder
was designed to aid children and adults with
autism, ADHD, and others with special needs.

WATCHMINDER FEATURES
• Discreetly cues the user with
a vibration on the wrist.
• 30 daily alarms with
messages to remember daily
tasks like CHORES, TAKE
MEDS, BATHROOM, PAY ATTN.
• Simple on-screen
programming and does not
require a computer or cell
phone to program.

www.watchminder.com

AUTISM ADVOCACY

You Can Do It—Fighting
for Special Needs Rights
By Kimberlee OAKLEY

You’d think it would have been easier. I live in California, after all, the only state with
an entitlement act for developmentally disabled children and adults. Enacted in
1977, a stated purpose of the Lanterman Developmental Disabilities Services Act
is to provide “…an array of services and supports sufficiently complete to meet the
needs and choices of each person with developmental disabilities, regardless of age
or degree of disability.”

A

network of 21 Regional Centers contracted with the state are responsible for delivering requested supports and services. If
requests are denied, a parent, relative, or
any advocate has the right to a “fair hearing.” Hearings take place in Administrative
Law Courts. A parent can bring an attorney,
but what autism parent needs to spend more money? And free, or “pro-bono” disability rights attorneys, overwhelmed with cases, are painfully hard to
retain. I remember my first administrative law hearing without an attorney—heart racing, arms loaded
with doctor’s letters, and home video evidence. I had
brought my youngest son as a witness. Across from
us were an army of pen tapping, pinched faces, and
an agency attorney, a confident man, who looked
like an off-duty Santa.
These covertly hostile encounters are almost surreal when you ponder the reality that you’re a parent
against a battalion of bureaucrats supposed to advocate, not oppose, providing support for the developmentally disabled. At one point, after losing another
fair hearing, I lost hope of getting adequate home
support. Reluctantly, I tried a group home placement.
The group home staff left my son behind a closed
door to self-abuse so many times he required emergency ear surgery. For the next six years, the agency
informed us there were no other group homes; not
that we trusted another group home, but we still had
inadequate support in place at our home. I asked for
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home respite care nursing to help manage my son’s
tonic-clonic seizures (which surfaced in the group
home) and increased self-injurious behaviors. The
agency denied it. I was done playing nice.
On top of everything else, our son was outgrowing his room in the main house. We bought a mobile home and placed it on our 2-acre property. The
home didn’t come with a needed air conditioning

AUTISM ADVOCACY
unit or ADA ramp. We live in a rural town in San Diego County. It gets up to 100 degrees in the summer.
I pleaded with the agency to consider my requests
as “an urgent matter.” A caseworker emailed me to
file papers for another court hearing. By this time, I
had stopped being shocked by the casual cruelty of
bureaucratic delay. I have never been to law school.
I taught myself everything I needed to know to fight
for what my son needed. In May of 2017, I won the
fair hearing asking for home modifications. The victory was short-lived.
Within weeks, the agency appealed, and a Superior
Court Judge later overturned our victory. I felt deflated as if someone had crushed our win with the ease
of an electronic signature. I thought I had failed my
son. What kind of mother and advocate was I? He has
no voice. He can’t fight back. How could I let this injustice stand? I learned I would have to appeal the
superior court ruling to the appellate level. I found
myself sobbing and swearing over the kitchen sink.
It got worse. The agency unleashed seasoned appellate attorneys, skilled obstructionists who added a
litany of complex arguments to the appellate proceedings. My advocacy skills were limited to arguing
in the administrative courts. I’d have to learn to fight
in uncharted territory.
My husband, a fire chief, said he’d work overtime to
pay for an appellate attorney. “You’d be “crazy” to do
this alone,” said my sister in a text. I’d already long
gone “crazy,” so it was insanely possible I could learn
the appellate process. In the court system, when you
act without council, you are considered “in propria
persona” (also called ‘pro-per’) which can be interpreted as “crazy parent without an attorney.” Like any
crazy mother worth her title, I spent weeks in pajamas, got spun on espresso, and obsessively analyzed
California “Civil Appellate Practices and Procedures
for the Self-Represent.” After the court accepted my
appeal, I argued the case in two appellate briefs. A
panel of three judges would decide the case. It was
almost unbearable to imagine another defeat. Our
initial victory at the administrative law level had felt
so right, upholding the intent of legislature, which is,
“…that services and supports assist individuals with
developmental disabilities in achieving the greatest
self-sufficiency possible…. Services and supports
shall be flexible and individually tailored to the consumer and where appropriate, his or her family.” Lady
Justice don’t let us down.

In April of 2019, the appellate court reversed the superior court’s decision, effectively upholding the administrative law judge order. We won! Never underestimate the ability to advocate as an autism parent.
Autism parents are a force of nature. We’ve learned
many times how to adapt and overcome. It’s okay to
feel defeated, but never give up. Fight for your child’s
rights and be carried by the hope of justice.

Sources:
https://www.leagle.com/decision/incaco20190426062
https://www.valleycenter.com/articles/localmom-wins-court-case-for-her-autistic-son/
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_
displayText.xhtml?lawCode=WIC&amp;division=4.5.&amp;title=&amp;part=&amp;chapter=1.&amp;article=
https://appellatecases.courtinfo.ca.gov/search/
case/mainCaseScreen.cfm?dist=41&doc_
id=2249111&doc_no=D073829&request_token=NiIwLSIkTkw6WyBBSCM9TE1IIEA6UkxbJCIuJzhRICAgCg%3D%3D
California Welfare and Institution Code § 4502 and
4648 (a) (1) (2)

Kimberlee Oakley holds a master’s
degree in Education but insists her
years of legal advocacy for her son
with non-verbal autism is her most
important training. She is the mother of four adult children and lives in
rural San Diego County with her fire chief husband,
two cats and dogs, and a flock of free-range chickens.
She hopes her years of advocacy will inspire other autism parents to learn how to fight for their children’s
legal rights.
UPDATE: Disability Rights California and other advocacy groups are asking the appellate court to have
Kimberlee’s case published so others can use it to secure services for their children and adult children with
autism and other disabilities.
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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

COMMUNICATION

How to Connect
With Your Autistic Child
By Ryan LARSON

We all know having an autistic child can be a challenge—it can even be stressful at
times. But can it be a gift? Can you use the fact your child has autism to your advantage?
Absolutely. By understanding him/her, you can have a better relationship with your
child not just as a parent, but as a friend.

I

have Asperger’s syndrome. My brain functions
differently than almost everyone else’s, and therefore, I have different interests than almost everyone else. I have a 5,040 piece puzzle I completed
all by myself with a plexiglass cover on top of it.
You might think that’s at least 4,500 pieces more
than what you would prefer, but I loved every
moment of it. In fact, I have another 5,040 piece puzzle I’m putting together, piece by piece. Your autistic
child may enjoy having a puzzle to work on. I recommend you let him/her choose a puzzle to buy, and

once you get all of the pieces on the table, you can
do it together. Also, in college, I learned how to solve
a Rubik’s Cube. I joined our Rubik’s Cube Club and
learned how to solve much more advanced cubes.
Ask your autistic child if this would be fun to do. If
the answer is yes, learn how to solve a Rubik’s Cube
by buying one and then looking at solutions online.
Trust me, it’s a lot easier than you might think. Teaching your autistic child how to do it could be a massively bonding moment for the two of you. If puzzles
and Rubik’s Cubes aren’t your thing, I understand.
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 94 |
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And maybe your child isn’t old enough for them yet.
But when a parent learns his/her child has autism, it
is a life-changing event. You know your child better
than I do, so maybe you could find a different hobby
you would both enjoy instead.
Having an autistic child should bring you into new
interests to connect with him/her. But the fact your
child is autistic can bring him/her into the new
life-changing interests you have as well. People with
autism love numbers. We love numbers more than
Comedy Central loves laughter, and more than John
Wayne loved horses. Because of that, your autistic
child can be drawn into sports in a different way. Here
in the United States, our two most popular sports by
far are football and basketball. Both are bastions of
more numbers than you can shake a stick at. Not only
are there limitless statistics, but every player’s jersey
has a number on it. Before a game starts, look at the
app for your sport and memorize some statistics to
share. “That quarterback, number 51, threw for 1,298
yards last season. He broke the franchise record.”

Statements like this, not to mention the many statistics that will appear on the screen, can keep your
autistic child engaged throughout the game.
It can feel like your autistic child is a distant relative,
even if the two of you live in the same house. But I
believe you can find a way to incorporate you and/
or your child’s interests into a hobby you both enjoy
doing together. I wish you the very best on finding a
way to connect with him/her. And who knows? Maybe someday, it will be your autistic child who’s asking
to do something together as a family.

Ryan Larson lives in the Des Moines area. He graduated from Iowa State University in chemical engineering and works at Wells Fargo, helping customers over the phone. In his spare time, he loves
to read, write, put jigsaw puzzles together, exercise,
and spend time with friends and family.

AUTISM THERAPY

The Autism and Childhood
Apraxia of Speech Connection
By Karen MASSEY, BA (Hons), BSc (Hons), MRCSLT

I am a UK-based speech and language therapist experienced in working with children
who have autism spectrum disorder (ASD) as well as severe speech difficulties that
can be best described by childhood apraxia of speech (CAS). I have been touched and
inspired by the amazing progress made during therapy, and I want, in turn, to reach
and inspire others by sharing my experience. I want to reassure others in the same or
similar position that it is possible to help these children develop clearer speech.

CAS

is generally believed to be neurological in nature. It affects motor planning and speech production in the
absence of any muscle weakness or
paralysis. Typically, a child will be unable to voluntarily place the jaw, lips, and tongue consistently and/or
smoothly transition from one sound to another. CAS
also affects a child’s ability to sequence sounds within words.
ASHA (2006) discuss CAS as “...a subtype of severe
childhood speech sound disorder...likely of genetic
origin...” The condition generally leads to long term
speech problems.
Speech therapy needs to be delivered early, using
tactile and visual cues. Vowels should be worked on
as well as stimulable consonants. Therapy should

be frequent, at least twice per week with carryover
practice, in order to be most effective. I use a combination of Oral Placement Therapy (OPT) and the
Nuffield Dyspraxia Programme (NDP).
Some sources state CAS and ASD do not co-occur,
but Merkel-Walsh & Rosenfeld-Johnson (from Talk
Tools) assert that “oral motor therapy including OPT
for children with ASD, is an essential part of their
speech therapy program...” This therapy is often used
at the beginning of my work with a child who has
autism, especially if I suspect CAS may also be present. The oral motor therapy helps eliminate any underlying muscle weakness and prepare muscles for
work on coordination through a step-by-step speech
program such as the Nuffield Dyspraxia Programme
(NDP). Murray, McCabe & Ballard’s (2015) findings
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 94 |
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show the Nuffield Dyspraxia Programme (NDP) has a
significant treatment effect.

Case Study: Brendan
I first met Brendan when I was practicing in a community pediatrics role. Brendan was six years old. He
was a lively boy with dark hair and a fabulous smile.
He was already diagnosed with autism and had a recent diagnosis of verbal dyspraxia (UK term for CAS)
from a private therapist. He was pre-verbal and used
a Vantage Light communication aide to supplement
his ever-expanding Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) book. In class, he would sit in
group time passively watching as his peers joined
in. With his communication aide, he would distract
himself and others by repeatedly pressing the icon
that allowed the aide to say ‘swimming,’ enjoying
how the word sounded as well as his wishful thinking that swimming might appear soon on the timetable! The only sound I heard him use in attempts to
speak was ‘g-gg.’ Unsurprisingly, despite being keen
to speak, it was not possible to understand his few
attempts. This was a young boy who, despite his autism, was not trapped in a bubble and was not making full use of alternative communication methods.
He demonstrated to me that he had the desire to
speak. So, I accepted the challenge of helping him
achieve his verbal potential. We began by learning
the pictures for the different sounds used in the NDP.
Alongside this we explored his oral muscles to check
for any underlying weakness in the jaw, the lips, or
the tongue. Brendan accepted the jaw tools without
problem and quickly worked through a hierarchy to
develop good jaw strength. Good jaw strength and
stability are necessary to enable the lips and tongue
to do their own jobs properly. They would also be
crucial in establishing clarity in longer words and, ultimately, sentences. Brendan was willingly supported by his parents and his class team, and he made
a good start. He used his lips to make more vowel
sounds and soon he added ‘m,’ ‘p,’ and ‘b’ to his repertoire. When it came to the tongue, we discovered a
new barrier—Brendan was unable to gain the position for many sounds involving the tongue tip lifting
up to the alveolar ridge (just behind the front teeth).
The therapy manual told me we should use a small
round cereal with a hole in the middle as a tactile
prompt for the tongue tip and for Brendan to then
hold it in place. There was a small problem—Brendan did not like this cereal! However, the creativity of
the class team prevailed, and we began using small
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pieces of barbecue Pringle crisps instead. It worked!
Brendan gradually gained the correct placement
and then began to build up strength by holding
the crisp in place for longer periods of time. When
he could reliably manage the correct placement, we
dropped the crisp but continued the exercise until
he could hold his tongue in place for five lots of 50
seconds. At that point, he was ready to transfer the
skill into speech. He demonstrated muscle memory
by repeating speech sounds in sequence, e.g. ‘n-n-n’
‘d-d-d-,’ managing to bring his tongue back to the
same place each time.
At this point, the OPT was no longer needed, and we
continued to work as a team using the NDP, helping Brendan use more sounds in more complex word
structures. After 18 months of hard work, motivation,
and determination, we were all rewarded with Brendan’s amazing progress. He had gone from the young
boy who could not talk to a child who could speak in
sentences! He could use all his sounds, and most people could now understand him. The positive comments
from people around school were so good to hear.
Brendan’s story is one of the first times I was privileged to follow a child from the very beginnings of
speech right through to sentences. Since then, I have
used the same principles to support many other children like Brendan. You can read more about Brendan
in A Journey with Brendan by Dr. May Ng, a parent and
consultant pediatrician.
Karen Massey, BA (Hons), BSc (Hons),
MRCSLT, is a highly specialized UK speech
and language therapist with 12 years’ experience working within the NHS and in
independent practice, based in special schools and
providing outreach to mainstream schools, in-house
school therapy, and charity work. Karen’s specialist
areas include verbal dyspraxia, oral motor (including
Talk Tools), and the specific profile associated with
Down Syndrome. She is experienced at assessing and
treating these difficulties with or without learning difficulties or an autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Karen’s
additional training includes Intensive Interaction, Social Stories, TEACCH, PECS levels 1 and 2, ADOS-2, Talk
Tools levels 1 and 2, and Symbol UK. Karen is a positive,
enthusiastic therapist who works hard to gain an excellent rapport with the child, and she is very passionate about enabling children and families to achieve
the best communication outcomes.
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EMPLOYMENT

How to Help Prepare
Children With Autism for a Job
By Angela NELSON, MS, BCBA

T

he thought of your child’s future can be
both distressing and exciting at the same
time. When your child has autism (ASD), it
can be challenging to gauge what the future will hold, especially when the child is
still young. A full-time career, post-secondary education, a day program, volunteer
work—there are so many paths based on so many
factors. Most parents raising children with ASD are
familiar with the “services cliff” metaphor—after
high school, the federal government no longer mandates special education services. The abrupt end of
a familiar support model can feel jarring as there is
no longer a transition team creating goals and lining
up services. The onus falls on the shoulders of the individual and/or family to manage housing, finances,
medical, social activities, and employment. While this
new reality can be overwhelming, the good news is
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there is a great deal of research, information, and resources to help families make meaningful, fulfilling
life decisions with their child.

Joining the Working World
When it comes to employment, preparing ahead of
time—sometimes years in advance—can make a
significant difference in a person’s success. There are
several comprehensive guides with detailed pathways to support families, from Autism Speaks to The
Minnesota Department of Education + Department
of Employment and Economic Development.
Helping your employment-bound child begins with
early preparation:
 Start working in high school. One of the biggest predictors of post-graduation employment

EMPLOYMENT
is having a job in high school. According to the
National Autism Indicators Report (2015), about
90 percent of youth with ASD who had a job in
high school went on to have a job in their early
20s. This is compared to 40 percent who did not
work in high school.
Katrina Roberts, Director of the Business Academy at Alpine Learning Group, notes from her
experience that exposing students to a variety
of work experiences adds to their post-school
success.
“Students who initially came into our transition
program not knowing whether they wanted to
work, or what type of work they would want
to do, left the program confident in their newfound skills, as well as what career goals they
now had for themselves,” Roberts said. “They
also left with a full resume, and some left employed by the companies they interned with.”
Dr. Temple Grandin, a staunch supporter of early
employment, proposes some actionable tips at
the 2017 Living With Autism Conference in Detroit. “…Work experience can start small (like)
walking dogs in the neighborhood or mowing
lawns.”
 Be active in the transition planning process
during middle and high school. The National Autism Indicators Report (2015) found that,
according to their teachers, only 58 percent of
youth with ASD had a transition plan in place by
the federally required age of 16. Only 60 percent
of parents participated in the process, yet 80
percent of those who did reported they found it
useful.
Those statistics are astounding considering
transition planning is crucial for future success,
focusing on both the academic and functional
skills needed to facilitate the progression from
high school to post-graduation. There are many
savvy families out there lining up for a position
in specialized programs or on waitlists. About
50,000 youth with ASD exit high school each
year and there are limited spots in these programs, so it’s imperative to ensure the transition
team is covering all possible opportunities for
your child. Don’t be afraid to advocate for your
child and encourage your child to participate

as much as possible to voice his/her hopes and
dreams.
 Start working on soft skills. This can be an
area of difficulty for many people with ASD but
is worth practicing again and again. You can use
modeling—videos or in-person—prompting,
social stories, positive reinforcement, and repeated practice with multiple people across different environments to teach these skills. Some
topics to focus on include pleasantries and small
talk, manners, conflict resolution, reading social cues and personal space, coping, and anger
management.
 Start working on self-advocacy skills. According to the toolkit, self-advocacy is a crucial skill
at any age but particularly for individuals transitioning to adulthood. It includes knowing your
rights, asking for accommodations, speaking up
for yourself, negotiating for yourself, utilizing
the resources available, and making your own
life decisions. You can facilitate this by modeling
self-advocacy, helping your child find self-advocacy groups to participate in, and allowing your
child to be the central person in the employment preparation and decision-making process.
Self-advocacy can begin at a very early age by
allowing your child to make simple choices (e.g.,
cereal vs. waffles) and teaching him/her how to
ask for help.
 Explore your child’s strengths and interests.
Helping your child brainstorm what he/she
loves to do and what he/she is good at is key
to finding the right job. Your state’s Vocational
Rehabilitation (VR) office provides vocational
assessments conducted by a VR counselor to explore this. Volunteering, an internship, or an apprenticeship create opportunities for valuable
work experience, which can be translated into a
smooth career path.
The Organization for Autism Research’s (OAR)
transition to adulthood guide points out that
enjoyment and match accuracy are crucial to
job motivation. When considering a job match,
they examine physical and social components.
Physical job match components can include acceptable noise and activity levels, hours of work,
acceptable margin of error, and production requirements. Social job match components can
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include clear job expectations, levels of interaction with colleagues, personal space available,
grooming/hygiene requirements, coworker
training/support, and demands on communication skills.
 Research accommodations and available supports. Even if your child is not 100 percent independent on all tasks, that should not preclude
them from meaningful employment.
o Your state’s VR office provides a variety of
support services, from assessing your child
to creating an Individualized Plan for Employment (IPE), providing training, counseling, job placement, and various levels of
employment support
o The Job Accommodation Network (JAN) is
an excellent resource to help individuals
with ASD understand workplace accommodations
o Companies like SAP and Microsoft have
programs dedicated to supporting employees with ASD from the hiring process to securing a promotion, placing value on their
contributions, and creating opportunities
for them to thrive
o Companies like Rethink Benefits have created a solution for employers to better
support employees with developmental
disabilities while on the job with their Neurodiversity Inclusion Center. Ongoing consultation with specialists and on-demand,

video-based training empower supervisors
and managers to create inclusive and supportive work environments for all employees to succeed
 Read employment stories with your child to
get motivated. Empowering individuals with
ASD with the knowledge that they can pursue
their employment goals is important. It’s also
key to guide them to the people and resources
that can help them get there. The Pacer Center
showcases many stories from individuals with
disabilities who are successfully pursuing their
career dreams and want to share their experiences.
Research tells us parental involvement in the form
of emotional and instructional supports translates
into positive outcomes for their child’s employment
success (Lee & Carter, 2012). While there is a great
deal of literature out there about the transition to
employment, and it does take time to navigate, you
have an exciting opportunity to empower and guide
your child toward a meaningful career.
Angela Nelson is a board-certified behavior analyst
(BCBA) and has a master’s degree in educational
psychology and counseling. She is the Executive Director of Family and Clinical Services at Rethink, a
healthcare technology company that provides resources, training, and support to parents, special
educators, clinicians, and employers.
Website: www.rethinkbenefits.com
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7

Tips for Screen Time
with Kids on the Spectrum

By Hilary THOMPSON

L

ike any technology, electronic devices are a
mixed bag of benefits and downsides. While
they do offer an endless world of educational resources, their overuse may harm your
child’s cognitive health. For example, one
recent study found too much screen time
shortens the attention spans of teenagers.

And for children on the autism spectrum, digital devices may also interrupt valuable “quiet time.” Apps,
games, ads, and videos can become an overwhelming cacophony of sights and sounds. Too much can
overstimulate the senses and raise anxiety levels.
Childhood experts are also concerned about the
physical and behavioral effects of screen time. Digital

experiences often replace opportunities for physical
exercise and face-to-face communications. The loss
of these opportunities can affect your child’s physical health and socialization.
But not all is lost. When practiced in moderation,
screen time can be a healthy addition to your child’s
daily diet of play. Here are seven tips for managing
screen time and keeping your kids healthy.
1.

Choose High-Quality Content
	If you’re using digital media to educate and entertain your children, find the highest quality
content available. Online sources like Common
Sense Media provide recommendations and
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 94 |
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Children learn the most within the first three years of their lives.
In that time, they acquire language skills, spatial-reasoning,
and interpersonal communication through trial and error.
reviews on animated series, movies, learning
apps, and e-books. Childhood experts also regard PBS shows like Sesame Workshop or Dinosaur Train as high-quality digital content for
children.

digital media use will be specific to your family.
Some families may need more screen time for
homeschooling. Others may need less because
they have more access to physical resources
like parks and museums. Whatever your level,
include a variety of interactive activities.

	Children and teens also benefit from watching
social and nature documentaries. Try subscribing to a curated documentary streaming service. Watching documentaries with your child
is a great way to learn together. Be mindful that
many of these streaming services do not have
parental controls, so watching with your child
is a great way to know what he/she is consuming.
2. Don’t Introduce Digital Devices Too
	
Early
		
Children learn the most within the first three
years of their lives. In that time, they acquire language skills, spatial-reasoning, and interpersonal communication through trial and error. They
need all five senses engaged to learn effectively. But digital screens can get between this process by limiting interaction to only hearing and
seeing. Toddlers can’t grasp objects, manipulate
them, or view outcomes through digital screens.
The experience is akin to watching someone
fish rather than fishing yourself—there’s no direct feedback for learning.
	When digital media completely replaces handson experience, children no longer receive the
level of intellectual challenge they need. That’s
why the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP)
recommends children younger than 18 months
avoid using screen media.
3.

Create a Screen Time Schedule
	Creating a screen time schedule will ensure
you’re including a healthy mixture of activities
for your child. Plus, it makes screen time predictable. But first, create a family media plan to
find your appropriate level of media use. Your
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	Limit screen time to moments when social
interactions are less likely. For example, have
your child watch a video while you’re taking
a shower or cooking dinner. If possible, combine the media with what you’re doing (e.g.,
have them read out loud an online recipe for
the meal you’re preparing). Using digital media
in conjunction with real-life activities puts it in
a useful context, not just as a source of entertainment.
4.

Use Timers and Parental Controls
	Use a timer to stick to your screen time schedule and to monitor device use. Set a cooking
timer or digital alarm on your smartphone to
let your child know when screen time is over.
Or use your device’s screen time controls. These
features let you monitor and control when specific apps are available and for how long. Once
time limits are reached, the device cuts off access.

5.

No Screen Time Before Bedtime
	Children on the spectrum tend to have lower
levels of melatonin and more sleep disturbances. So, it’s critical to restrict digital device use at
least an hour before bedtime. Video games and
movies keep your child’s emotions and cognitive activity highly engaged. That’s beneficial
when your child is playing puzzle games or
watching cartoons. But it makes falling to sleep
much harder. Lower melatonin levels make
regulating our internal clocks (i.e., circadian
rhythms) difficult. And the blue light emitted
from most digital screens tells our brains the
sun is still up, even when it’s not. If your child’s
device includes a color shift feature (e.g., Ap-
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Children need to know how to navigate and interface
with them to participate in an ever-changing culture.
Screen time helps them acquire these skills.
ple’s “Night Shift”), turn it on. It will automatically shift the color of the device’s screen from
blue to a yellow at sunset. The color shift will
interfere less with your child’s circadian rhythm
and help them fall asleep faster.
6.

Model Good Screen Time Behavior

		
The best way to instill healthy digital media
use for your children is to model good habits.
Institute a “no device” policy for specific times
like at meals and before bedtime. And stick to
it. Monitor your own digital use with a screen
time monitoring app. Ask yourself tough questions like:
 Is my media use causing me to ignore my
child?

connecting with others. Children need to
know how to navigate and interface with them
to participate in an ever-changing culture.
Screen time helps them acquire these skills.
So, give your child screen time, but set realistic
expectations. Emphasize that digital devices
are helpful tools, but don’t elevate them above
other priorities. And when you choose media,
don’t skimp—too much of anything is bad, but
too much of a bad thing is worse.
Hilary Thompson is a small business owner and freelance writer who writes on a variety of subjects from
health to business, tech, and parenting. She is the
mother of two small children and an intrepid little
French Bulldog—and she runs on coffee and fumes.

 How soon do I check my phone after waking up?
 Am I putting in more time checking social
media than being with my family?
 Could I be addicted to my smartphone?

IMPROVE YOUR CHILD’S FOCUSING
AND THINKING AT HOME

These are questions you would want your children to consider. So, ask them of yourself too.
And be honest. Your children are watching how
you consume media. They will take the habits
you teach them into their adult lives.

	
7. Use Analog Alternatives to Digital
Media
		
There were ways to learn and have fun before
the internet and smartphones. Consider analog alternatives and substitute them for screen
time. Drawing on paper, painting on canvas, and
sculpting from clay are good alternatives. Writing, journaling, and scrapbooking are entertaining and educational options. Or get out into nature by visiting a zoo or going for a hike. There’s
hardly anything offered on a digital screen that’s
not also available in physical form.
	Today, digital devices and the internet are indispensable for transferring information and

Training your child’s brain at home with the Socialize ACE
can be as easy as watching their favorite video. They control it with their brain: Positive feelings or learning makes it
bigger and brighter if they are focusing their attention. Published studies show that this helps many autistic and focus
issues improve very quickly. Based on 60 years of research
and clinical experience. There are benefits for the whole
family. It’s far less expensive than clinical neurofeedback.

Call 800-886-4228 (or +1-502-228-0605 outside US) or
Skype us at peakachievement for information after
checking www.socializeace.com.
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Top Ways Dogs Can Impact
Kids With Autism
By Katy SNIPES, BCBA

Dogs are often referred to as man’s best friend. In fact, the American Pet Products
Association found that in 2019, 63.4 million Americans own a dog. Countless studies
support the claim that having a dog improves overall well-being, especially for
individuals with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). There are three areas where trained
dogs can benefit ASD families: at home, in therapy, and on search and rescue missions.

W

hen an ASD family contemplates getting
a therapy dog, considerations such as
the therapeutic benefits, cost, and overall lifestyle change must be taken into
account. When families do end up getting a dog, the bond between the autistic child and pet often validates the decision.
Research has shown that for a child with autism, a
dog companion not only provides therapeutic benefits but also supports other positive behavioral
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changes. Having a dog improves social interactions
for children with autism, prompting them to converse with other kids about having one. One study
found that when an animal, such as a dog, is present,
social behaviors increase in children with autism.
Additionally, stress levels in children with autism are
statistically lower for those with dogs as opposed to
those without dogs.
Therapy dogs can also benefit an ASD family by preventing wandering, a common behavior in children
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with autism, especially after the age of four. Not only
does the dog help keep the child safe, but it also
gives parents peace of mind by offering extra support when in public.
Lastly, a trained therapy dog at home can stop the habit
of self-harm. Often when children with autism feel frustrated and cannot verbalize their feelings, they engage
in self-injurious behaviors. Even if a child is performing
a repetitive, non-harmful action, the dog will often put
itself between the child and the source of harm.
Therapy is another area where dogs can improve the
behavior of a child with autism. In Applied Behavior
Analysis (ABA), it is determined how a patient’s behavior works, how the environment affects it, and
how learning takes place. An ABA therapist can help
someone with autism improve social interactions,
learn new skills, and maintain positive behaviors.
Behavioral health facilities have incorporated dogs
into ABA programs with great success. For example,
for children comfortable around dogs, spending time
with therapy dogs—taking a walk, playing fetch,
etc.—can be used as a reward system for patients.
Because dogs can seem intimidating and sometimes
loud, using them in ABA sessions under supervision
and in spaces familiar to the patient allows children
with autism to grow more comfortable being around
dogs. Research has shown that about 30 percent of
those diagnosed with autism have a co-existing clinical phobia, fearing dogs and other small animals.
Because of this phobia, in addition to therapy training, autism therapy dogs are trained further to be
prepared for behaviors that exist on the autism spectrum, such as repetitive behaviors and quick movements. The dogs learn how to respond to varying
degrees of autism. By being exposed to each other,
both the dog and child with autism can be trained to
interact with each other positively.
The most important part of dogs participating in ABA
is the positive behavioral change in the children. Not
only do children with autism feel more relaxed and
inclined to participate with a dog around, as a result
of anticipating the possibility of interacting with the
dog, but it also encourages them to broaden their
horizons in other areas. Being introduced to dogs can
be a distressing situation, but slowly increasing their
threshold for uncomfortable situations allows children with autism to grow and try other new things.

Search and rescue missions are also important situations where a specially trained dog can have a positive impact. Children with autism are shown to be
four times more likely to wander off due to sensory
stimuli, overstimulation, or eloping behaviors when
acting out. This can be a stressful time for both parent and child, and when a search team must be called
in to help, that anxiety can skyrocket. A dog that is
unfamiliar with the behavior of a frightened child in
emotional distress may become excited, which can
increase the child’s anxiety. A child in a heightened
state of emotion who has never before interacted
with a search and rescue animal may not understand
that the dog is there to help.
However, dogs that are properly trained can often
save a child’s life. After picking up the scent of a missing individual from his/her personal items, such as
clothing or even a backpack, a trained scent-finding
dog can locate the missing person. Trained dogs must
also go a step further when searching for a child with
autism, who may be afraid of the animal or not understand what is happening during a rescue mission.
Having training sessions can help the dog learn how
to work quickly in a high-risk situation and allow the
child to get comfortable being approached by a dog.
Katy Snipes, BCBA is the Director of Admissions at Springbrook Autism Behavioral Health, managing the admissions
of the acute adult unit and residential
unit for children and adolescents. For the last few
years, Snipes has also been involved in Vested Partners, an organization dedicated to supporting and
developing the use of dogs as it relates to autism
interventions. She oversees Springbrook’s therapy
dog program.
Website: springbrookbehavioral.com/autism-programs-and-therapies
Contact: springbrookautismbehavioral.com/contact-us
At Springbrook Autism Behavioral
Health, we use evidence-based research to work with children to discover which treatments and therapies will have the
best results. Our goal is to promote growth and independent living for every child, using the means that
are most effective for each individual. Contact us today for a private consultation or to tour our campus.
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First-Hand Advice
on Single Parenting
a Child With Special Needs
By Susan SCOTT

Being a single parent can be challenging and downright scary. But what happens
when you are a single parent with a child (or children) on the autism spectrum? I
know this topic doesn’t intimately touch everyone, but perhaps you know someone
who is on this journey. Maybe you will relate to much of this article even though you
are not divorced.
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Divorce is such a difficult decision to make because it affects so
many people. It not only affected my son, my ex-husband, and
myself because we had to redefine what our version of ‘family’
was, but it affected our extended family and friends too.

Y

es, I am a single mom. When my marriage
ended, I felt a range of emotions. I had
guilt, anger, sadness, and even relief. I felt
every single one in a very deep and powerful way, but it was important that I felt all
these emotions because that was part of
my healing process. In a sense, I was grieving a death and entering into a world of unknowns
as a mother with sole custody of a child with special
needs. I honestly didn’t know if I could do it, but here
I am. Still breathing, still loving, still caring, and even
enjoying life again. I’ve learned to trust myself, embrace new possibilities, and I’ve put one foot in front
of the other. I’ve surrounded myself with friends and
family who not only support my decision but have
grown to understand the many reasons why my
marriage ended.
Divorce is such a difficult decision to make because it
affects so many people. It not only affected my son,
my ex-husband, and myself because we had to redefine what our version of “family” was, but it affected
our extended family and friends too.
I soon realized single parenting a child, especially
one with special needs, can be isolating at times, but
it is doable. It also feels like piloting a single-engine
plane in a storm, but you always come out the other
side. Single parenting is super tough—I’m not going
to sugarcoat it. I’ve been fortunate enough, through
many online platforms, publications, and intimate
conversations I’ve had with other parents on the
same journey, to hear the fears and frustrations of
others like me, and I thought I might share some of
these with you as well. Granted, single parents with
children on the spectrum do not experience these
fears or frustrations every single day, but I found that
at least one time or another, I connected to every
one…and I know parents and caregivers who are
not divorced have experienced many of the same
things as well.

Exhaustion: When you’re a single parent, you’re

doing most everything by yourself. You’re maintaining a job, coordinating therapies, fixing breakfast,
lunch, and dinner by yourself, supervising everyone
in your child’s life, educating others, and advocating
for your child. This list goes on and on and on. I’ve
reached places of loneliness I didn’t know existed.
That’s one of the reasons I formed the nonprofit My
Autism Tribe. You guys just get it, divorced or not.

Financial stress: This one is a doozy. Not only are

you putting food on the table, clothes on everyone’s
body, paying the mortgage or rent, and putting gas
in the car, but you are also paying for therapies, insurance, childcare, assistive technologies if your
child needs them, extracurricular activities, books,
etc. It’s a lot, but one thing I learned very early on,
and this was before marriage, before a child, was to
create a budget. I make a list of all our needs, sprinkled in with some wants, and I balance the numbers.
Sometimes, a lot of times, it’s in the red…and that is
terrifying. A lot of times, I feel like I am failing as a parent…not doing enough or everything that I should
be doing to provide for my son. I have certainly been
humbled, and perhaps that’s exactly where I needed to be. I’ve experienced growth and have become
more tough. It has taught me that it’s okay to ask for
help if I need it. Every little bit helps.

Self-care: This one is super frustrating, but I’m

learning to understand it a bit more. It’s when people tell me to “take care of myself” and that “self-care
is important,” but I often have no one else to take
my place to do so. And then, when I finally do have
time for “self-care,” I feel guilty because I should be
with my son. I know my son inside and out, and I can
understand him when he is having trouble expressing his wants or his frustrations the way no one else
can. I’m trying to learn more, understand, and wrap
my mind around this self-care thing. I have even assigned a few people to hold me accountable.
Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 94 |
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Our children can feed off our emotions,
whether or not they are able to let us know it.
My son can feel my tension at times, and those are the times
I feel like his stimming increases.
Of course, there are other frustrations and challenges
that certainly pop up in this single parenting thing,
but these are the big whammies for me. On the flip
side of frustrations, there have also been many things
I am grateful to have learned and experienced.

Strength and courage: Shew! The Susan 20

years ago would NEVER have thought in a million
years that she could pull this off. Sure, I knew I had
strength, but this whole journey has allowed me to
see pieces of myself I’m really quite proud of.

Celebrate little successes: I’m learning to be

mindful and to set small goals each day. I have been
known to write “take a shower” on my to-do list, and
I make no apologies for this. By golly, it feels so good
to just check something off on a list! I used to be one
of the most impatient people, but since there have
been days of very literally putting one foot in front of
the other, it has allowed me to live more in the moment…exactly where my son wants and needs me
to be.

Having my tribe: I’ve gotten to know some

amazing people! The conversations, the interactions,
the experiences I’ve had with other advocates, other parents, and caregivers, who not only have such
compassion, but also a sense of humor, have been a
miracle for me.
The strength I’ve gained through the circle of friends
I’ve met along the way has been lifechanging—they

have been my life jacket, keeping me afloat on days I
thought I would most definitely drown.
And now, maybe I can share a few tips with you that
have helped me. Some of these I’m better with than
others, and I truly feel like most of these tips can work
for not only single parents but all parents or caregivers, in general.
1.

Don’t sweat the small stuff, because so much
of everything going on is “small stuff.”

2.

Don’t speak poorly of your ex because your
children can hear everything and they understand more than we sometimes give them
credit for.

3.

Our children can feed off our emotions, whether or not they are able to let us know it. My son
can feel my tension at times, and those are the
times I feel like his stimming increases.

4.

Don’t be afraid to seek counseling.

5.

This may be silly, but just know it’s okay to buy
disposable plates or cups so you don’t have
to do dishes. This can be time saved for doing
other more important things.

6.

Sleep when you can, where you can. I remember several times taking my lunch break in my
car in a parking lot where I was able to catch
a tiny nap. It helped! I didn’t care what other

Get rid of anyone in your life who causes you additional stress.
Real friends are the ones who “get it” without needing an
explanation. Family is a little trickier to navigate, but don’t be
afraid to let them know you are setting boundaries and will
not participate in any negative conversations about your child.
That’s okay to do.
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people thought. Although, one time, a very
nice gentleman tapped on my window to see
if I was alive. We both had a good laugh.
7.

Find a support group or another parent of a
child with autism. They will keep you sane.

8.

Get help in navigating health insurance. It’s
okay to not know everything. Insurance is a
beast, and knowledge is power.

9.

This one may sound kind of harsh, but it has
helped me on my journey. Get rid of anyone in
your life who causes you additional stress. Real
friends are the ones who “get it” without needing an explanation. Family is a little trickier to
navigate, but don’t be afraid to let them know
you are setting boundaries and will not participate in any negative conversations about your
child. That’s okay to do.

10. And lastly, start by realizing autism is something that is forever. I don’t discourage early intervention (I actually highly encourage it), but

you have to pace yourself while still allowing
your child to be a child.
Is this the family life that I dreamed of having as a
little girl? Nope. That dream has been revised, and
that’s okay. I fully intend on making version two even
better.
Susan Scott is the founder and executive director of the 501(c)3 nonprofit My Autism Tribe.
Her son was diagnosed with autism spectrum
disorder at the age of two and a half, and she
has devoted her life to making his voice and
other voices stronger in autism advocacy. She has a weekly
podcast on autism-related topics and produces events educating various communities on autism acceptance and inclusion.
Website: www.MyAutismTribe.org
Facebook: www.Facebook.com/MyAutismTribeLLC
Instagram: www.Instagram.com/MyAutismTribe
Twitter: www.Twitter.com/MyAutismTribe
YouTube: www.youtube.com/channel/UCAnIP9osKsVzq_
QGO_9LIng
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Taekwon-Do
and the Special Needs Community

THE PERFECT FIT
By David FERWERDA

The martial arts are everywhere. You
can find references to them in movies,
on the covers of magazines, in TV commercials, and most likely in your neighborhood strip-mall. Whether someone
is looking for improved focus, expanded levels of conditioning, a newfound
sense of purpose and self-confidence,
or a healthy social environment to connect with, the benefits of martial arts
are both well-known and extensive.

W

hat is less well-known is how the benefits of martial arts training can improve the lives of people (and their
families) with autism and special
needs. If a person with special needs
is looking to work on gross-motor or
fine-motor skills, improve focus and
attention, develop memory and cognition, or learn
how to positively interact with others, he/she can
definitely benefit from martial arts training. Oftentimes, people will benefit just as much, if not more
than, their non-special needs counterparts.
This focus on the benefits aimed at living an empowered and engaging life is what brings us to Taekwon-Do,
specifically. The art of Taekwon-Do is uniquely suited
to the developmental needs of people with special
needs. Training in Taekwon-Do is a great therapeutic
practice that can help with the physical and/or intellectual delays, disabilities, and challenges someone
with special needs may be facing.
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Created by a South Korean General named Choi
Hong-Hi after World War II, Taekwon-Do took the best
techniques, traditions, and moral teachings inherent
in Korean culture and systematized them into what
we now know as the art of Taekwon-Do. Up until then,
most martial arts practice was viewed through the lens
of war and self-defense. However, in the post-WWII reconstruction era of Korea, Choi Hong-Hi understood
that what the world needed at the time wasn’t more
soldiers for the battlefield, but rather citizen-warriors
dedicated to bettering their own lives as well as the
lives of the people around them. He saw the opportunity to meld the moral and character components
of living a good life with the discipline and physical
teachings of the martial arts. He pioneered this in a
way that had never been done before.
With this spirit, Taekwon-Do has led the way in emphasizing the non-physical elements of training with
as much importance as the physical elements. That
means Taekwon-Do (and other arts that have since
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By emphasizing these concepts of personal development,
healthy integration into the community, and positive living,
students have the opportunity to take all of these lessons with
them when they step off of the mats. With the guidance of a
qualified and compassionate instructor, any student has the
opportunity to grow physically, mentally, and emotionally in
very personal and individualized ways.
implemented their own versions of this concept) is
perfectly suited to the special needs community. This
focus on the two sides of training is what allows students of Taekwon-Do to grow and become their best
selves while creating a more compassionate world.
Within the art of Taekwon-Do, we find the 5 Tenets of
Taekwon-Do as well as The Student Oath. These building blocks are meant to be memorized and recited,
but more importantly, to be absorbed and embodied
by each student to the best of his/her ability. This is
accomplished through the dynamic combination of
the physical and mental found in each Taekwon-Do
class or lesson.

The 5 TENETS of Taekwon-Do
• Courtesy
• Integrity
• Perseverance
• Self-Control
• Indomitable Spirit

The Student Oath
I shall observe the tenets of Taekwon-Do
I shall respect the instructor and seniors
I shall never misuse Taekwon-Do
I shall be a champion of freedom and justice
I shall build a more peaceful world
By emphasizing these concepts of personal development, healthy integration into the community, and
positive living, students have the opportunity to take
all of these lessons with them when they step off of
the mats. With the guidance of a qualified and compassionate instructor, any student has the opportu-

nity to grow physically, mentally, and emotionally in
very personal and individualized ways.
Take the initial lessons on Courtesy, for example,
that students are presented in the beginning. From
the moment a student steps onto the mats, he/she
will learn (both through explanation and repetition)
about how/why/when we bow, when to say ‘Yes
ma’am,’ or ‘Yes sir,’ as well as how to stand still and
focus his/her attention. For special needs students,
these lessons on courteous behavior will transfer
to many other areas of life. They will also provide a
strong foundation for their relationships with friends,
family, and caregivers.
Then we have the lessons on Perseverance and Indomitable Spirit. They are presented through the physical,
cognitive, and emotional challenges that come with
training. By learning the various blocks, kicks, exercises, and memorized patterns within Taekwon-Do, a stuAutism Parenting Magazine | Issue 94 |
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dent will develop his/her physical skills as well as find
within him/her an all-encompassing spirit of positivity.
Everything from the vocabulary, the rules of discipline,
and the physical techniques presented will provide
opportunities to improve a student’s cognitive and
physical functioning in both broad and specific ways.
Along this journey, students will succeed, and they
will fail. This is an essential component of building
the abilities and confidence of any student and is a
positive part of every journey of self-improvement.
With a kind, understanding, and capable instructor,
these challenges do not become debilitating; rather,
they become liberating and empowering. Students
all learn how to accept and process challenges in a
healthy and forward-moving way. For some students
with special needs, this can be one of the toughest
yet most important lessons for them to learn.
No matter the type of goal a student is striving for, the
most important thing to learn is that he/she can face
new challenges, not with fear, but with passion and
open-mindedness. Every time a new goal in training
is achieved, a student will have added a new layer
of self-confidence that was not there before. Unlike
purely intellectually based achievements (such as
learning the alphabet), an achievement on the martial arts mats melds mind, body, and spirit. Thus, the
Taekwon-Do training a student receives delivers a
much deeper and broader type of accomplishment,
which also provides a stronger neuro-physical-intellectual connection that will translate over to many
other areas of his/her life.
One of the most important elements of a training program in Taekwon-Do is the challenge-reward system
fundamental to progressing in the art. This system is
incredibly customizable for students of any ability and
is one of the key ingredients in a successful program
for any special needs student. The curriculum is created with general benchmarks in mind but can be tailored to meet each student’s specific goals and needs.
No matter where a student starts with his/her current
abilities, he/she will be guided through the fundamentals of the art and move onto progressively more
difficult challenges. As the student achieves various
milestones of ability, progress is then recognized with
stripes for the belt, certificates of achievement, new
belts, and other reward-incentives particular to his/
her situation. This positive reinforcement of desired
behavior, performance, and growth truly connects
with students as they receive tangible representations
of all the hard work they have accomplished.
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Seeing a special needs student go from not being
able to stand still for more than one second to being able to stand quietly and with focus for 10 seconds can be a miraculous sight. Watching as a student who could not do a single pushup when he/
she began eventually break boards with both hands
can be inspiring in ways you cannot imagine. Martial
arts training gives all these opportunities and more
to special needs students, their families, and other
caregivers involved.
If you’ve been looking for an empowering new activity for someone with special needs, consider martial
arts as your next option. It can sometimes take a good
deal of research and asking the right questions to find
the right school/instructor/program. However, if you
do find the right fit for your situation, it stands to be
one of the best investments in time and energy that
you could give yourself and your loved ones.

David Ferwerda is a 5th Degree International Instructor with the International Taekwon-Do Federation (ITF). He has been teaching martial arts to
special needs students for over 25 years and also
manages the Rising Phoenix Special Needs Scholarship Program. The program helps to subsidize
training for individuals with special needs, their
family members, and organizations working within the special needs industry. To learn how you can
contribute to the Special Needs Scholarship Program, visit: www.Patreon.com/RisingPhoenixMAF.

SOCIAL SKILLS

How TV and Movies
Have Helped Me Gain
Social Skills
By Alan D.D.

When I was younger, just a child, I used to spend a lot of time in front of the TV. When
I became a teenager and discovered the magic of the movies and films, I would try to
watch them as much as possible. I didn’t think about this until recently but watching TV
and movies taught me a thing or two about interaction and opening myself up to others.

I

’ve said several times before that I suffered from
bullying during all my elementary and almost all
my high school years, with the sole exception of
the final months of senior year. Books and videogames may have helped, but now, looking
back to those days, I cannot help but wonder if
the audiovisual world affected me in some greater way. Chances are it did.
Since a very young age, I felt like a stranger among
my mates. While others preferred to play basketball,

I would rather read a book, and when they wanted
to have a party at their houses with the whole classroom, I just wanted two or three friends to come over.
The short answer is that I’ve never felt comfortable
with big groups of people. I felt exposed, as if all the
laughs were because of me, and not because I said a
joke. I’d rather be alone and do something else.
The long answer is that I never knew how to express
myself well and what to say in certain moments.
Keeping a casual conversation was impossible for
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Watching several characters have a conversation repeatedly
made me understand that there’s nothing dangerous about
talking a bit now and then, and it turns out that many
children on the autism spectrum learn through seeing. Visual
supports are valuable to children regardless of their IQ and
communication skills.
me; I would often find myself fabricating a fiction,
and I guess no one suspected a thing. Why? Because
I consumed a lot of fiction. Fiction has been and is
still my escape.
Watching several characters have a conversation repeatedly made me understand that there’s nothing
dangerous about talking a bit now and then, and it
turns out that many children on the autism spectrum
learn through seeing. Visual supports are valuable to
children regardless of their IQ and communication
skills. (Savner and Myles, 2000.)
To see the characters I loved so much act as I wanted to act served as a secondary, indirect school. I
wouldn’t take a break from watching the screen and
I started to guess what certain characters would say
and how they would behave in certain situations.
I suddenly didn’t feel that lonely anymore. I had so
many characters in my head and on the screen in
front of me that I could always come to them and
think I was just paying a visit, or that they came to
see me. Either way, I saw them as real people in some
way and realized that if they wouldn’t hurt me, the
real world wouldn’t either (most of the time).
These characters served as a point of reference when
I wanted to have a conversation, and I could usually
name their shows or movies when I met someone
new. Slowly, I included music as well, talking about
the videos and singles I saw. Sometimes I felt embarrassed when they didn’t have my tastes, and it made
it all clearer that I wasn’t “normal” because of what I
liked to see, but several friendships I still have today
started that way: with some “friends” in common.
This isn’t uncommon. Having shared interests makes
it easier to connect with someone. Ozonoff, Dawson,
and McPartland (2002) explained that a child with

44 | Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 94

Asperger’s syndrome may thrive in a science fiction
club or a TV fan club where he/she has a specific expertise that can help earn social status.
Of course, this wouldn’t have happened had I stayed
indoors and didn’t make an attempt to be more open
and allow myself to meet new people. The change
starts inside—that’s something we all have to come to
terms with at some point. I still get embarrassed when
I say or do something I shouldn’t have, but it’s easier to
change my perception and control my feelings now
that I know it can happen to anyone anytime, whether
we’re real people or characters on a screen.
References:
Ozonoff, S., Dawson, G. and McPartland, J.
(2002). A Parent’s Guide to Asperger Syndrome and
High-Functioning Autism: How to Meet the Challenges and Help Your Child Thrive. 1st ed. New
York: Guilford Press.
Savner, J. and Myles, B. (2000). Making visual supports work in the home and community. Shawnee
Mission, Kan.: Autism Asperger Pub. Co.

Alan D.D. is a writer, journalist, and blogger from
Venezuela. After years thinking he was just introverted and shy, he discovered he had Asperger’s syndrome while doing what he loves the most: reading.
Since then, he writes about the topic whenever he
can. When not immersed in a book of his own or
one by his favorite authors, he can most likely be
found at the movies or playing Heroes of the Storm.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

A Mom’s Look at Autism:
What I’d Tell My Younger Self
By Linda POLLACK ORLEANS

W

hen I first learned our sweet, beautiful daughter had autism, I felt as if a
fierce tsunami had swept me up, taking with it my family’s happiness and
peace. Fear rushed through me as I envisioned a future limited to therapies
and hardships.

Questions flooded my mind. Would our two-anda-half-year-old daughter ever be able to fully communicate? What type of relationship could she and
I have as she grew older? Would she have friends as
her autism became more noticeable? Why was she
denied an even playing field?
My deep love for her was as strong as ever, but my
plans for her and our family were now shattered.

When we arrived home after an emotional car ride,
I wiped my tears away so they would not cause her
distress. After hugging and kissing her, I watched her
adorable little body run around in circles laughing.
At this moment, at least, she appeared happy.
But I quickly realized this happiness would last only
until the next time she became out of sorts. Then,
she would start shrieking and crying.
Before her autism was diagnosed, my husband and I
had been told these sudden, loud crying spurts were
due to temporary teething pain or severely clogged
ears. But my worst fears had now been confirmed.
The intermittent meltdowns were, in fact, because of
something more pervasive. They were a symptom of
autism and would probably continue to be a challenge for her and us.
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spent quality time first acquainting themselves with
our daughter as an individual child rather than as a
generic autism project.
While her therapies and education definitely needed
to continue, their pace and execution would no longer be dictated by a singular one-size-fits-all protocol. Instead, they would be determined by what she
could handle at a given moment, always considering
the whole picture, such as her medical condition,
sensory system, involuntary reactions, interests, personality, and current communication skills.

Sobbing, I called family and my closest friends. Everyone knew someone who had a child on the autism spectrum and promised to put me in touch.
Since I have a master’s degree in social work and education, my training and professional work provided me with some background. Still, I did not have
any answers regarding my daughter’s prognosis or
which of the many different promoted autism treatments would be the best fit. I stayed up all night researching on the Internet.
The next day, calls came pouring in. People told me
about therapies that helped their cousins, neighbors, sister’s friends, and others. Desperate to help
our daughter, I wanted to immediately try every one
of the hundreds of therapeutic interventions and
regimens presented.
The process of choosing among broad and rigid autism home programs became mind-boggling. Some
did not seem to fit our situation. Many were contradictory. Each intervention had both strong advocates and firm critics.
Along with my best intentions, endless effort, and
depleting energy given to therapies, came constant
guilt and self-doubt. I felt utterly defeated every day
autism seemed to be stunting our daughter’s development and robbing our family of calm.
After a long, grueling, trial and error period of following various autism treatment plans, it finally became
clear who our most effective partners were. They
were the consultants, doctors, and instructors who
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We, as parents, also shifted our focus towards welcoming our daughter’s unique communication style
rather than constantly attempting to push her to
conform to ours. This shift opened the door to bonding with her on a greater level than we had realized
was possible.
Today, when I look at my sixteen-year-old daughter
who has autism, I do not feel disappointment and I
do not see shattered plans. Rather, I feel inspiration,
admiration, pride, and infinite love.
Some days are filled with joy and laughter; still, there
are other days when we have temporary setbacks
and autism whacks our family particularly hard.
The dark times are painful, isolating, and exhausting.
However, when they periodically come crashing in,
I now take comfort in knowing they will pass. When
the tsunami calms down again, we always find our
way and emerge stronger.
If I were able to talk to a younger me, the person I
was 14 years ago when the autism tsunami first hit,
this is what I would say to myself:
1.

It is going to be okay. There will be difficult,
painful, backbreaking days, but you will also
continue to experience joy, love, humor, and
happiness in your lives.

2.

It is possible to grieve the significant loss of the
life you thought you would have, and at the
same time, love and adore what you do have
now. Allow these natural processes to occur.

3.

You will feel a greater appreciation and love for
the many friendships that withstand the challenges and commitments that accompany this
lifestyle. You will also meet new people on this
trek who will become close, treasured friends.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
4.

No matter how many friends and family members reach out, there will be periods of loneliness and isolation. These are natural, common
feelings that often come with raising a child
with significant special needs. But do not allow
yourself to get stuck there—stay in touch with
those who care and can be present.

5.

Connect with other autism parents. They will
be your rock, and you will be theirs.

6.

Keep in mind that within the autism spectrum,
all of our children and situations are different.
There is not one right answer that fits everyone. Be there, with openness, to support each
other.

7.

8.

Avoid the temptation to buy into every program or treatment promoted, and don’t fret or
feel guilty for letting go of those not suitable
for your child’s situation.
Early intervention is essential. While some consultants may not be the right fit, others will
prove invaluable. These are the professionals
to seek. They are true heroes!

9.

It is important to take breaks whenever possible. We are always on duty as parents and consumed with the challenges autism brings. It’s
healthy to step away once in a while and recharge.

10. You will be amazed by, proud of, and grateful
for every one of your child’s many new accomplishments, whatever they are. You will experience a sense of elation and satisfaction every
time your child masters something she had
not mastered yesterday.
You will grow in beautiful ways, becoming a stronger,
kinder, and more patient and appreciative version of
yourself. There will be difficult periods along the way,
but you and your child will be okay! You might even
be wonderful.
Linda Pollack Orleans lives in Bethesda, Maryland
with her husband and beautiful 16-year-old daughter who has autism and Crohn’s disease. Having
scaled back from her full-time position as a school
social worker, she continues her passion of advocating for her daughter and others with disabilities.
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AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Easy Ways to Help Your Child
With Self-Regulation
By Ewa OMAHEN, PhD

Our ability to self-regulate or exercise control over our emotions and behaviors is
a critical skill that evolves as we mature and get older. The goal of self-regulation
is to gain control over our emotions and behavior in order to act in our long-term
best interest. It helps us get through everyday life and cope with normal as well as
unexpected circumstances.

E

ven for the most resilient of us, juggling daily demands and coping with unexpected
events and everyday stressors can be a challenge. It is often an extremely difficult ordeal
for those on the autism spectrum. Neurological make-up along with sensory challenges,
struggles with communication, and difficulty adapting to change all present additional layers of
difficulty in understanding emotional responses and
modulating behaviors.
Does your child get easily distracted, causing him/
her difficulties in attending to and completing tasks?
Has he/she experienced major meltdowns while
waiting with you in line at a grocery store? Does
your child have so much anxiety in novel situations
you opt to stay in the security and familiarity of your
home, choosing not to travel or attend social gatherings? These are just a few examples of the constraints
resulting from our children’s difficulties with self-regulation. The good news is the ability to regulate one’s
behavior is comprised of a set of skills that can be
taught and improve over time for all children, including those with autism, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), or other neurological challenges.
Self-regulation is the ability to manage behaviors and
emotions so a person can successfully adapt to and
meet the demands of any situation. Temple Grandin
defines it as “the skill of managing feelings so that
they don’t reach overwhelming levels and interfere
with learning and development. Many people on the
spectrum need support as they struggle to manage
their emotions and mitigate their anxiety.”
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Any type of therapeutic intervention typically targets self-regulation or the ability to help the recipients reach levels of equilibrium in which they can effectively regulate their own emotions and behaviors.
The ultimate objective is to help the person reduce
excess activation in the nervous system resulting in
an inappropriate fight-or-flight response.
Executive function is the chief operating system located in a prefrontal region of the brain responsible for the
cognitive processes required for goal-directed behavior. It evolves in the course of a child’s development.
Common executive function processes for goal-directed behavior include working memory, task initiation,
sustained attention, inhibition, flexibility, planning, organization, and problem-solving. These are skills that,
to a lesser or greater extent, can be taught to every individual, including children with autism.
The processes involved in self-regulation fall into
three general areas: sensory regulation, emotional
regulation, and cognitive regulation.
Sensory regulation allows children to maintain an
appropriate level of arousal to respond effectively to
sensory stimuli present across environments. Emotional regulation enables them to respond to social
rules through initiating, inhibiting, or modulating
their behavior to fit within an appropriate range of
emotions in any situation. Cognitive regulation involves employing the mental processes required for
learning and task completion to problem solve with
sustained attention and persistence.
It is challenging for many children with autism to
understand what they are feeling in order to man-
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Difficulties with self-regulation manifest themselves in a
variety of ways. These may include tantrums, poor attention
and concentration, problems with transitions and adapting to
change, impulsivity, social difficulties, under-reactivity or
over-reactivity to sound, touch, or movement, and difficulties
in understanding and learning new tasks.
age their emotional and behavioral responses. Due
to their unique neurological wiring, they tend to experience sensory overload, which can place them in
a perpetual state of “fight-or-flight.” Teaching them
specific skills, including the ability to identify triggers, how to become more self-aware and recognize
the starting stages of sensory or emotional overload,
to communicate their feelings, and to select effective coping strategies, constitute the foundations for
developing effective self-regulation. Even though
it can be a long and tedious undertaking, learning
these skills is critical to our children’s overall success,
happiness, and quality of life.
Difficulties with self-regulation manifest themselves
in a variety of ways. These may include tantrums,
poor attention and concentration, problems with

transitions and adapting to change, impulsivity, social difficulties, under-reactivity or over-reactivity to
sound, touch, or movement, and difficulties in understanding and learning new tasks.
Self-regulation is a set of skills that can improve over
time with appropriate strategies targeting sensory
processing, communication skills, and self-awareness. One of the most widely utilized and popular
interventions for students with autism spectrum
disorder is The Zones of Regulation curriculum developed by Leah Kuypers, MA Ed., OTR/L. She developed the system based on her extensive experience
as an occupational therapist and autism specialist in
the public school system in the United States.
Leah Kuypers learned her students’ problems with
emotional and sensory regulation resulted from un-
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derlying deficits in their ability to cope with their
emotions and effectively self-regulate. She realized
the interventions to mitigate problematic behaviors
were often ineffective as they solely targeted the behaviors and not the underlying deficits. This resulted
in a Band-Aid approach of penalizing the students
for the behaviors without giving them the necessary
skills to remediate the cause.
Leah Kuypers noted maladaptive behavior often
results from the inability to cope effectively with a
stressor not manageable with one’s current capacity.
Her Zones of Regulation framework is based on the
premise that self-regulation requires the integration
of many neurologically-based skills. These include
sensory processing and modulation, emotional regulation, executive functioning, language processing,
pragmatic language, perspective-taking, social cognition, and central coherence. Given the complexities of the skill set required for self-regulation, utilizing an interdisciplinary approach to identify and
address the underlying deficits seems optimal.
The Zones of Regulation is a framework that targets underlying deficits with the ultimate objective of improving self-regulation and social success. The techniques
and zones focus on self-control, building emotional
resilience, self-management, impulse-control, and sensory regulation. Any child, with or without autism, who
has difficulties with self-regulation can greatly benefit
from The Zones of Regulation curriculum.
The Zones teach children self-awareness in terms of
their ability to recognize when they are moving toward a less regulated state. The curriculum increases
children’s awareness of external factors (situational
triggers) and internal factors (physiological states,
levels of arousal, and emotions). It helps them understand how their behaviors influence outcomes,
including the perceptions of others. The Zones
framework uses a systematic cognitive-behavioral
approach to teach self-regulation by utilizing four
concrete zones to describe the feelings and states of
alertness a child is experiencing.
The Red Zone describes extremely heightened states
of alertness and intense emotions, including anger,
rage, intense sadness, and terror. These are the emotions associated with a fight-or-flight response.
The Yellow Zone describes elevated emotions and
heightened emotional states but excludes the in-
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tense emotional experiences of the Red Zone. These
emotions can be negative or positive, including anxiety, stress, nervousness, excitement, and restlessness.
In the Green Zone, a person feels calm and alert.
Common emotional states include happiness, contentment, calmness, and readiness to learn.
The Blue Zone describes low states of alertness. Typical emotions experienced in this state include sadness, boredom, and exhaustion. A person may feel
tired or depressed while in this zone.
The Zones are analogous to traffic signs, with the
Green Zone associated with being safe and ready to
proceed, the Yellow Zone indicating caution, the Red
Zone representing an emergency that requires an immediate response, and the Blue Zone compared to a
rest area someone comes across on a long road trip.
Teaching a child to identify and label internal states
and emotions in himself/herself and others and to
communicate them requires explicit methods. The
children must learn how various states and emotions look and feel. Different tools utilized to teach
self-awareness and recognize internal states and
feelings include labeling emotions in video clips or
pictures representing different emotions. Role-playing, social stories, and modeling in the moment are
additional useful tools.
It is crucial for parents and caregivers to model appropriate behaviors and “walk” the children though
emotions as they experience them, including labeling the emotion, helping to identify its triggers, and
experimenting with and utilizing effective coping
skills. For example, a parent may say the following:
“I feel upset when I am stuck in traffic. I can take ten
deep breaths. It will help me relax,” or “You look tired
after working on the math assignment. Do you need
to take a break?”
Helping children identify triggers for their various
emotions can better prepare them for unavoidable
daily stressors and teach them when to exercise caution. Parents and caregivers can help them explore,
experiment with, and identify helpful coping strategies and tools to assist in regulating their emotions
and behaviors. Different children may require and respond differently to the various coping skills or Zones
Tools Menu, including any of the following: breathing
strategies, listening to music, jumping jacks, taking
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a break in a calming spot, using a variety of sensory
fidgets, identifying the size of the problem, taking a
walk, drinking water, or different sensory activities.
Utilizing visual supports that include a list of potential
triggers, a feelings chart, and an effective coping tools
menu can be very helpful in providing the scaffolds
necessary to learn self-regulation.
Additional suggestions to assist your child in gaining a sense of control and developing self-regulation include the following:
• Model appropriate behavior and coping skills
yourself: label your feelings and explain how
you are going to handle those feelings.
• Communicate your expectations clearly and in
a calm manner.
• Show empathy by acknowledging your child’s
feelings and letting him/her know everyone
feels angry, sad, or disappointed at times.
• Practice calming activities by experimenting
and learning what works best for your child,
including any of the following: proprioceptive
activities, vestibular activities, deep pressure,
deep muscle work, and oral and tactile activities.
• Prepare a special calming place that offers
comfort and may include cushions, blankets,
stuffed animals, a rocking chair, a yoga ball,
or sensory items. Teach your child to use that
place whenever he/she is feeling upset, overwhelmed, or just needs to take a break.
• Help the child to express his/her feelings using
words or visuals.
• Provide a visual schedule for the day.
• Prepare your child for transitions by providing
verbal/visual reminders and utilizing visual
timers: “You have five minutes left to play on
the computer.”
• Utilize First–Then schedules: “First put your
toys away, then you can watch the movie.”
• Prepare your child for unexpected changes in
routine in advance whenever possible.

The ultimate goal of self-regulation is to help our
children feel in control. Self-regulation may look different for every child, but every child with or without
the neurological challenges associated with autism
can benefit immensely from learning the skills required for emotional and behavioral self-regulation.
The ability to regulate one’s emotions and behavior is key to building and maintaining healthy interpersonal relationships, learning, attaining greater
personal independence, self-determination, and an
overall state of well-being. Teaching our children
the art of self-regulation is one of the most valuable
steps in preparing them for their future and in ensuring a better quality of life and overall happiness.
Additional Resources:
• The Zones Of Regulation: A Concept to
Foster Self-Regulation & Emotional Control
created by Leah Kuypers, MA Ed., OTR/L—
www.zonesofregulation.com/index.html
• Understanding the Zones of Regulation and
How to Use Each—https://maxbrainfunction.com/zones-of-regulation/
• Self-Regulation—Kid Sense Child Development—https://childdevelopment.com.
au/areas-of-concern/sensory-processing/
self-regulation/
• How to Improve Emotional Self-Regulation
Among Children with Autism and Attention
Disorders—https://onlinepsych.pepperdine.
edu/blog/emotional-self-regulation-children-autism/
• 7 Facts About Autism and Emotional Regulation—https://firstpathautism.
com/7-facts-autism-emotional-regulation/
Ewa Omahen, PhD, is a resident of Novi, Michigan and a mother of a teenager with autism, Patrick, who attends Northville Public Schools. Patrick
uses a communication app and sign language to
communicate. Ewa works as a psychologist for the
Walled Lake Consolidated Schools. She is an avid
advocate for all “differently-abled” children. Patrick and the students she works with continue to be
sources of hope and inspiration.
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OTSIMO | Speech Therapy
Makes Learning Fun

Product: Otsimo | Speech Therapy SLP from Otsimo.
The next best thing to having an actual Speech Therapist 24/7.
Cost: Annual subscription of $41.99 ($3.50/mo. when
billed annually), monthly subscription of $6.99/mo.
Introducing Otsimo | Speech Therapy SLP, a
voice-controlled language and speech therapy app
created under the guidance of speech-language pathologists, therapists, and parents. This groundbreaking new speech therapy app is designed to develop
receptive language abilities and improve the speech
efforts of children who are late talkers and children
with speech delays, stuttering, apraxia, non-verbal
autism, articulation problems, ADHD with speech
impediments, and/or aphasia.
Otsimo | Speech Therapy SLP turns speech therapy
into fun for kids with its 100+ filters, masks, and stickers, because incorporating fun into education is one
of the most powerful and effective ways in which
young children can gain essential knowledge and
skills.
Otsimo | Speech Therapy SLP utilizes the video modeling technique with children of ages 2 to 7 as models as it is scientifically proven that young children
learn a lot through imitating others, especially their
peers.
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ASD MARKETPLACE

Otsimo | Speech Therapy SLP can help children with
the skill of turn-taking, which is very important for
social interactions. Children who are experiencing
speech delays may have challenges with turn-taking
and as a result may not actively listen or might interrupt when the other person is speaking.
Studies show the more frequently you repeat a sound
for a child, the better. In Otsimo | Speech Therapy SLP,
words and sounds are repeated several times while
using visual and auditory cues to maximize the benefits.
But it doesn’t stop there; Otsimo | Speech Therapy SLP is currently the only speech therapy app
with voice recognition on the market, meaning it
can truly understand what your child is saying and
respond accordingly. The progress bar fills faster when the child pronounces the correct word/
sound. Why waste your precious time with mediocre apps when you can have the real deal?
So, try Otsimo | Speech Therapy SLP today and discover the new generation of speech therapy.

To download, please proceed:
https://speech.page.link/AutismParentingASD
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Dad and Son Time:
A Game Changer
By Jason A. MORTON, Esq.

My son with autism once again changed my life last winter. It was one of those warm
winter days where scarves and gloves outranked short sleeves. On this day, I was to
teach my son the grit, speed, and skill of a ballplayer on the hallowed grounds of the
basketball court. My son is tall and lean but solid, with big hands, good balance, and
immense concentration. Before the curtain closed on his eighth year, my son’s game
would be pure without a stutter of any kind.

L

ike other boys his age, my son desires to play
the great game, not sit on the sidelines unknown to it. Dribble here, dribble there, master the bounce pass, perfect the look-away,
and flash the lay-up. But the rules and nuances of the game elude my son—he isn’t quite
there yet. Yet, he asked that day nonetheless,
“Daddy, I want to play basketball?” Ask no more my
Prince…you shall indeed.
The path to the court was short and sterile from last
week’s cold. My lessons along the way were full and

balmy; however, with precision, I bestowed upon my
son the sacred teachings of Dean, Bobby, and Wooden. The befriended butterfly and invitations to puddle-jump distracted him, but I ignored the carelessness and continued my dissertation. I imagined his
eagerness to learn to play overflowing.
The first bounce of the ball warmed the sun. The day
was perfect to feel the grip of the ball, keep eyes on
the front of the rim, run the first drill, use your legs,
shoot, and follow-through. My instruction flowed
as some of the greatest words ever written—but,
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my son read none of them, and he forsook every
word. Less than five minutes later, he disconnected
entirely, strolling beyond the sidelines with a disappointed gait and unresponsive to my pleas to return
to the lesson. At an adjacent playground, he found
something to really play with—a mile-high slide. He
climbed to the top and called for me. I arrived, ballin-hand, at the base of the slide.

rightfulness resided, and where I thought the ball
should bounce. Boy, was I wrong; when you define
the space of a child with autism, you lose, and you
flirt with losing him/her. Worse, you frustrate his/
her already intolerable interaction with the world. A
world of two cities: one city, where most of us live, is
subservient to norms, and his city, a world away, is
one of true lawlessness for defined concepts.

“Roll it up, Daddy!”

And this is not merely “outside the box” thinking—
rather, it is an imaginative playground where no box
exists at all. I now fully embrace my son’s imagination because it is well beyond my own. This is not
because he somehow functions in a higher state—
rather, it is because he operates often unbound by
socialized concepts. He does this largely because he
doesn’t understand or interpret many concepts correctly, and thus, he doesn’t feel defined by them. It
is an immeasurable gift for unlocking doors most of
us do not see. In a sense, he is a disembodied spirit
outside regulated notions of fun, acceptance, success, and fulfillment (and apparently basketball as I
know it). I entered that day knowing exactly what it
meant to play ball and to be good at it. What I did
not know is that basketball is not always basketball—nor does it have to be. It can be whatever the
imagination wants it to be, which may well exceed
Naismith’s lasting creation. My connection with my
son is not dependent upon the rules of basketball,
or any game for matter. It rests on my willingness to
ignore the Sports Dad on the sidelines and plug into
my son’s world, no matter how brief that visit may be.

I obliged with a careful, slow roll skyward. He caught
it and rolled it down with a good pace back to me.
“Catch it, Daddy!”
“Roll it up faster!”
“Catch it between your legs!”
“Now go over there and catch it!”
We did this—over and over, each time, each roll,
each catch, all a little more creative than the toss before. That day, together, we created, mastered, and
played an entirely new game. The name of that game
is known only to my son, but I found myself smiling
widely nonetheless.
We left the playground as the winter warmth gave
way. On our short walk back, I did not say much, only
quietly reworked how to change my training calculus.
Then, my perspective was forever changed. My son
took my hand; his eyes met mine with a rare fixation,
and he said, “Daddy, that was a really fun game. Can
we come back and play tomorrow?” Finding it difficult
to swallow, I replied, “Of course we can.” And at that
moment, I felt illiterate to the world, and whispered
only to myself, “What the heck are you doing, Dad?”
See, my play sought to be “good” at something—a
hidden motive for acceptance and respect. My son,
however, did not seek any purpose beyond play itself. He wanted nothing more than experiencing a
moment and happiness outside the desperate dependency on artificial norms. With that short exchange, he taught me, like Coltrane and Miles, that
my son does not play to-do—he plays to experience.
My son’s imagination frolics in a space outside of
rules, or perhaps exists in no space at all. I learned
that winter day that it is me who is restrained and
who sits on the sidelines—not him. I defined his
space by where I thought success, acceptance, and
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The lesson learned this day was how shackled I am to
own my finiteness. When my son comes to me with an
idea, I support it 110 percent, whatever it may be…and
now I find sometimes that I am the student and he is
the teacher. When my son came to me that winter day
and said, “Daddy, I want to play basketball?” I should
have answered, “Sounds like fun, but how do we play?”
Jason A. Morton, Esq., is a Partner at Webb & Morton, PLLC, a North Carolina Law Firm, and lives in
Arlington, VA. Jason is a father to an eight-year-old
son with autism. He is an educator on special needs
planning and an advocate on various autism initiatives. Jason tirelessly pursues to better understand
his son and his wants and needs. Most recently, Jason discovered a wonderful inspiration. He observed
that he had learned more from his son in his eight
years than he would teach his son in a lifetime.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Interesting Ways
Real-Life Interaction Can Help
Kids With an AUTISM DIAGNOSIS
By Matthew NEWELL

The buzzing sounds, the bright colors, and the interactivity accompanying any electronic game can be hypnotizing and addicting for children struggling with symptoms of autism. While there can be educational benefits to some online games and
apps, children with this type of brain disorganization become hyper-stimulated by
electronic devices, negatively impacting their cognitive and social development.

A

s entertaining as electronic devices may
be for your child, it is essential to limit the
amount of time your child spends gaming
with them. Instead of playing with potentially harmful electronic gadgets, encourage your child to play and interact in real
life with real people and tangible toys.

How Electronics Disengage the Brain

clinicians at The Family Hope Center help parents
who have children diagnosed with autism progress
cognitively and socially. Typically, the brain stem and
the limbic system are the parts of the brain that are
more ‘reactive’ than the thinking parts and are responsible, among other things, for basic emotions,
integrating experiences, sensory integration, primary reflexes, short-term memory, and subconscious
and conscious attitudes toward food and sexuality.

With nearly 40 years of clinical experience and working with thousands of children worldwide, staff and

Kids enthralled by a game may have a look of quiet
concentration on their faces; however, they are not
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Electronic games can be especially addictive to children with
an autism diagnosis, specifically those who tend to enjoy
predictability and repetitive behaviors. The predictable nature
of dopamine spikes that result from electronic games will
become extremely gratifying.
engaged in constructive learning. As parents, our
concern should be to prevent their brains from becoming over-stimulated by electronics. If children
and teens habitually play these electronic games,
they will experience sensory overload and their
brains will have to compensate. This cause and effect
cycle can prove to be particularly harmful to children
with an autism diagnosis.
Mesmerizing electronic games provide the player
with rewards or penalties in the form of sounds and
images to communicate and reinforce to the player
that he/she has succeeded or failed in the game. This
negative/positive stimulus releases dopamine into
the brain, which triggers a feeling of anxiety/euphoria, even if only for a fleeting moment. The player gets
a chemical high and will want to find it again and
again. Consequently, the brain will develop a pattern
and will want the player to get the high back. These
dopamine releases and subsequent chemical highs
can become addictive. In fact, the addictive nature
of electronic games has caused the World Health Organization to add gaming disorder as a behavioral
addiction to the International Classification of Diseases, noting it can lead to severe isolation and a lack
of human connectivity.
Electronic games can be especially addictive to children with an autism diagnosis, specifically those who
tend to enjoy predictability and repetitive behaviors.
The predictable nature of dopamine spikes that result from electronic games will become extremely
gratifying. On the surface this may not seem like a
bad thing—after all, they are enjoying themselves,
right? However, an obsession with reward-triggering
dopamine releases limits children from getting involved in other slower, more constructive social-centered activities.
We have seen that children with an autism diagnosis have disorganization in specific parts of the brain

56 | Autism Parenting Magazine | Issue 94

stem, limbic brain, and frontal cortical areas. The limbic brain links directly to the frontal brain, which is responsible in part for decoding and comprehending
social interactions. Because of the disorganization in
this limbic area of the brain, children with an autism
diagnosis already have challenges with interpersonal learning and communication. When children are
addicted to electronic devices, their brains become
wired to be satiated only by high reward dopamine
experiences found in electronic games, shaping their
preference for screen-style interaction over the human face to face interaction. Over time, this will significantly compound their difficulties with human,
variable interaction and relationships.

Emphasizing Play Time
Playing with a family member or friend yields far
greater benefits, both developmentally and socially,
than an electronic device ever could. Many children
with an autism diagnosis struggle significantly to interact with other people, which explains why they
are even more reliant on the solitude of predictable
electronic games and experiences. While kids may
prefer this style of play, parents should encourage
children to spend more time playing games with
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Interactive play, whether it is one-on-one or with three or
four others at a time, develops and reinforces social skills
like taking turns, sharing, and cooperating. It also helps
support the initiation of the next steps in growth:
cognitive development, problem-solving, and creativity.
tangible objects and familiar people. This type of organized, fun, and interactive play geared to the neurological organization of the child invites social, cognitive, and communicative development by allowing
children to learn how to negotiate, collaborate, and
cooperate with another person.

• Encourage regular socialization: Parents can
structure their child’s playtime with a family
member or friend so it occurs on a regular basis. Through pre-planned playdates, your child
will learn to love playing with real people rather than online avatars.

Interactive play, whether it is one-on-one or with
three or four others at a time, develops and reinforces social skills like taking turns, sharing, and cooperating. It also helps support the initiation of the
next steps in growth: cognitive development, problem-solving, and creativity. Communication skills, including asking questions, expressing emotions, and
negotiation, are also practiced during play. These
skills can be nurtured during playtime, providing
you and your child with a fun and interactive way to
work on his/her development. Promoting consistent,
focused play routines at home with family members
and friends helps your child gain these valuable neurological skills needed for social success.

• Determine the right types of tasks, interactive toys, and social games to play with your
child: Try introducing different toys and games
that promote playing with another person, taking turns, or communicating. For some children,
parents should follow their child’s lead in figuring out what kind of play is best for him/her.
Other children need more guidance and structure as they learn to play.

When a child lacks these skills, unwanted social isolation may occur. By emphasizing real-life play, a child or
teen gains and practices these skills—with frequency,
intensity, and duration—in a safe environment. Over
time, because of your love, direction, and determination, he/she will become more proficient in these skills
and can better interact with his/her peers.

How Can Parents Help Steer Their Kids
Away from Screens and Toward Real-Life
Playing?
• Create family limits for screen use: It can certainly be difficult cutting out screen time from
your child’s day, especially if he/she is accustomed to tapping on his/her devices for hours
at a time. Gradually decrease the time limit and
window for screen time and replace them with
more interactive time.

As parents, you are in control of your child’s time
spent in isolating, electronic gaming activities. You
have the ability to help your child develop life skills
through brain development simply by playing together. While the rewards of real-life playing may
not be as instantaneous as those of a video game,
they encourage more healthy brain development for
healthier futures.
Matthew Newell is the founder and director of The
Family Hope Center. The Family Hope Center, an international center dedicated to the development of
children diagnosed with special needs and developmental delays, provides parents and families with
the knowledge and resources needed to achieve an
optimal level of function and quality of life for their
children.
Website: www.familyhopecenter.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com/thefamilyhopecenter/
Instagram: www.instagram.com/fhcteam/
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New Book Provides Ways to
Tackle an Autism Diagnosis
Saving My Sons – A Journey
With Autism
By Ilana GERSCHLOWITZ and Marion SCHER

T

he book revolutionizes autism treatment
and documents ground-breaking treatments to conquer autism.

It sends a powerful message to parents and
professionals in the world of autism: if you
want to help a child with autism, discard
your biases and preconceptions, and beyond all else, never ever give up!
Having spent the last 16 years unraveling autism, Ilana passes on first-hand knowledge on how to tackle autism. The book covers a wide range of options
that can ultimately lead to defeating autism.
The gut-brain connection is discussed by Dr. Marco Ruggiero who explains how to restore the working of the malfunctioning microbiome and how to
mend the working of the brain through correcting
this malfunction.
Some parents feel autism defines their child and they
prefer to accept it rather than change it. Ilana urges
those parents to consider the interventions detailed
in her book to simply be a tool they can use to help
their children reduce the challenging behaviors that
keep them isolated from society and strengthen the
skills they need to more successfully interact with
others.
Discovering Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) is discussed in the book. ABA is a scientifically validated
pedagogical approach that has been time-tested
and repeatedly proven to be effective.

of how she used a speech technique called PROMPT
opens a whole new insight into overcoming apraxia.
Ilana details how she overcame many roadblocks to
extract her son’s voice.
Having read this book, parents will walk away hopeful, determined, inspired, and informed.
Ilana Gerschlowitz is the author of Saving My Sons
and the Founding Director of The Star Academy
based in South Africa, which provides ABA instruction to children with autism. She completed her
law degree at the University of the Witwatersrand
in South Africa and practiced as an attorney before autism came knocking on her door. She continues to light the way for many parents around
the world battling autism.

Saving My Sons is available on Amazon.
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B07V59PY16/
ref=tmm_kin_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1562740488&sr=8-1
For more information: www.thestaracademy.co.za

Wrestling with autism and pulling her sons from
the jaws of its overwhelming force, Ilana’s account

ADVERTISEMENT
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Feeding Therapist Provides Sensitive
and Pressure-Free Approach
Anxious Eaters, Anxious
Mealtimes: Practical and
Compassionate Strategies
for Mealtime Peace
By Marsha Dunn KLEIN, OTR/L, MEd, FAOTA

I

s your child worried about trying new foods?
Is mealtime stressful at your house? Does your
child eat way too few foods? Then this new book
is for you!

This book provides practical ideas that help children and parents be successful in their homes
as families search for mealtime peace. Learn to
help your anxious eater try new foods, navigate the
sensory variations in the look, smell, sound, texture,
and taste of foods, and develop an improved lifelong
relationship with food and mealtimes. Get your copy
today!
Check out Marsha’s website for more practical ideas
www.getpermissionapproach.com
Now available through Archway Publishing at
https://www.archwaypublishing.com/Bookstore/
BookDetail.aspx?Book=787838

Amazon at https://www.amazon.com/Anxious-Eaters-Mealtimes-Compassionate-Strategies/
dp/1480880035/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=Anxious+Eaters%2C+Anxious+Mealtimes%3A+Practical+and+Compassionate+Strategies+for+Mealtime+Peace&qid=1568844206&s=gateway&sr=8-1

Marsha Dunn Klein, OTR/L, MEd, FAOTA is an internationally known pediatric occupational therapist who has built a career specializing in infant
and child eating challenges. She has been a leader
in the field of feeding therapy and has a reputation
for her loving, responsive, and gentle Get Permission Approach to supporting these children who
struggle to eat and their families.
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New Book Highlights the Struggles
Autism Families Face Within
the School System
Daisy Has Autism
By Aaron J. WRIGHT

D

aisy Has Autism tells the true story of one
family’s struggle with their school district
to get help for their autistic daughter. Told
through the perspective of the father, this
memoir is a deeply personal and intimate
window into the life of one family. In the
sleepy university town of Davis, CA, the author and his family quickly find themselves at odds
with a school system determined to escape its responsibilities and which routinely fails to protect
disabled children from educational, emotional, and
physical harm. This story will resonate with anyone
who has had to contend with the complexity and
contentiousness of public special education. It is
written in the style of a novel, and it draws the reader in from page one.

Aaron J. Wright is the product of public education
and a member of a family deeply entrenched in
public education. He is a nurse practitioner and the
parent of two children, one of whom has autism.
Professionally he has worked with severely injured
adults and children for nearly two decades. Outside of work he has been a staunch advocate for
disabled students in public education and youth
sports. He firmly believes in the benefits of a public
education and access. He lives in the San Francisco
Bay Area with his family and three distinctly different dogs.

Website: www.daisyhasautism.com
Facebook: www.facebook.com/Daisy-Has-Autism-354437738712015
Twitter: twitter.com/Aaron_J_Wright
Instagram: www.instagram.com/authoraaronjwright/
Email: daisyhasautism@gmail.com
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Forever Love:
A Sister of Autism
By Sofia PALACIOS

Having autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is usually associated with disabilities, speech
delays, motor skill disabilities, behavioral issues, etc. Although it does entail all those
characteristics fairly often, ASD can affect individuals in a plethora of ways. Even
though ASD is more common in boys than girls, and the cause remains unknown,
ASD has become a lot more prevalent over the last few decades.

P

eople on the spectrum are sometimes classified into the two main categories of high
and low functioning, meaning that low
functioning individuals are more severely affected by ASD than high functioning
ones. This is why autism is referred to as a
spectrum; there are a lot of different ´levels´
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of autism an individual may have, and no diagnosis
is the same as another. Sometimes the word ‘autistic’ is used as a synonym for either ‘dumb’ or ‘stupid,’
which is completely ignorant and highly offensive to
not only individuals on the spectrum and their families, but also to educated people who know what
autism really is. As the sister of a 12-year-old boy on
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To anyone who has a relative on the spectrum: I know what you
have lived through, and I know how hard, scary, exciting, and
joyful it can all be.
the spectrum, I feel it is my duty to spread autism
awareness so my brother, Gabriel, as well as the rest
of the ASD community, are accepted by an educated
society.
My life has revolved around occupational therapy,
speech therapy, applied behavior analysis therapy,
social skills groups, and many other services for my
brother ever since I can remember. Gabriel was two
years old when he was diagnosed with autism. I was
five at the time, and since then, it has been a roller
coaster of emotions and challenges for him and our
family. We moved to the United States seven years
ago, primarily for his well-being since a lot more
services for individuals in the ASD community are
offered in the US than in our home country of Guatemala. My parents have always done everything
possible to ensure that my brother gets the best
help available to make it easier for him to succeed in
our stereotypical society. It has not been easy, but I
wouldn’t trade it for the world. Gabriel has changed
the way I see life; to him, everything is pure and innocent, just like he is. The struggles I have had to endure have made me appreciate everything I have, especially my hard-working dad who provides for our

family and holds us together, my mom, who is my
best friend, my rock, and is always there for me when
I need her most, and my one-of-a-kind little brother,
Gabriel, whom I admire more and more every day.
Despite all the suffering it causes me to watch my
brother struggle with daily tasks, I am so proud of the
boy he has become. He is extremely intelligent, funny, and the most kind-hearted boy I have ever met. I
am so proud to call him my brother, and to this day
still wonder how I got lucky enough to be his sister.
To anyone who has a relative on the spectrum: I know
what you have lived through, and I know how hard,
scary, exciting, and joyful it can all be. Appreciate
the relative, take care of him/her, advocate for him/
her, and know that even if he/she does not show it,
your relative loves you unconditionally and is just as
grateful for you as you are for him/her.
Sofia Palacios is originally from Guatemala City,
Guatemala but resides in Miami, Florida. She is
currently a junior in Palmetto Senior High School
and runs her own at-home business, ‘Scrumptious Bakery.’ Sofia lives with both parents and her
12-year-old brother, Gabriel, who is on the spectrum. Advocating for her brother and spreading
autism awareness are the things Sofia is passionate about. She also loves writing and hopes to pursue a career in journalism one day.
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Poetry Corner

The Day You Ran Away
By Rachel ALEXANDER

A family day out; it’s a beautiful day
The sun is shining; it’s brisk, not cold
You’re running around and laughing
That sound never gets old.
We’re waiting for our table
I promise it won’t be long
I know you’re getting irritable
Please wait; please hold on.
Then I hear those awful words
Those words that tell me you’re gone
No one knows where you are
You were just here; having fun!
We search everywhere for you
But you’re nowhere to be seen
Time stood still before me
I was sickened with disbelief.
Finally, we found you
Laying down, playing with trains
You don’t understand why I’m crying
You don’t understand my pain.

Rachel Alexander is originally from the UK but moved to the US in 2009. She is married with two children, Max
and Isla, and lives in Houston, Texas. In 2014, Max was diagnosed with autism at the age of two. Over the past
four years, Rachel and her family have learned to live with and embrace everything that autism brings. It is
this journey that has inspired her to start writing poetry. She created a Facebook page called Autism Through
Poetry with the hopes that her poems will help others know they are not alone. She hopes to encourage acceptance and create a better understanding of life with autism—ultimately providing comfort to those who need
it most.
Facebook: www.facebook.com/rachelautismthroughpoetry
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Do Not Feel Sad
for Me
By Sophia French

When you see me on the bench, do not feel sad
for I am in another land.
A land where I am free to do what I want.
With wizards and superheroes. With laughter
and action and sometimes tears.
Outside my world I am quiet and shy.
Inside my world it’s a wild ride.
Inside my world I smile and laugh but doing so
makes me off track.
People notice when my mind begins to wonder
as I begin to ponder.
If only I could stay on track so my mom would
get off my back.
The only thing that brings me back is making
other people laugh.
© Sophia French 2019

Sophia French is a 13-year-old 8th grader from Castle Rock, CO. Sophia was diagnosed with autism at 10
years old. She is also diagnosed with ADHD (combination type), sensory processing disorder, and anxiety.
She attends middle school and is placed in the affective needs program. Sophia enjoys reading, memes,
walking, jokes, and dark wing duck. Sophia asks you not to feel sorry for her when she’s sitting alone.
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An Exclusive Look at AUTISM
with

Nicole Sugrue

By Derrick HAYES

Encouragement Speaker Derrick Hayes gives an
AUTISM Interview by asking six questions through
each letter in the word AUTISM to give readers an
insightful perspective from parents, experts, entrepreneurs, and other leaders in the field.

T

oday’s AUTISM Interview is with Nicole Sugrue. She is the co-founder of two nonprofits in Port Washington, New York that support individuals with autism in leading full,
productive, and meaningful lives. Spectrum
Designs Foundation (www.spectrumdesigns.org) employ people with autism in
their customized apparel and promotional product company while offering vocational training in
this and their other community-based businesses:
Spectrum Suds and Spectrum Bakes. She is also the
co-founder and Executive Director for the Nicholas
Center, a nonprofit organization providing support
services through innovative community integration
programs and pre-vocational services. She is the
Grants administrator for both organizations and has
secured over one million dollars of grant funding for
both entities over the past eight years to support
their missions. Nicole completed her coursework in
Applied Behavior Analysis and her Advanced Certificate in Educating Individuals with Autism through
Penn State University.

A is for Awareness—When and how did you

first become aware that something was different?

Adem was my second child, and I had the privilege
of being a stay at home mom at the ripe age of 24.
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He was such a good baby, willingly accompanying
his three-year-old sister and me on our daily adventures to the market, parks, libraries, and playgroups.
As he developed, he’d mimic her and enjoyed the
front row seats from his Excersaucer as she pranced
around him singing and rehearsing dance routines.
He would babble and bounce to the rhythm in unison with her. He was in awe of her freedom. Adem
would say single words and wave “bye-bye” to his
dad by the time he was 12 months. When my son
was 22 months old, he went in for a scheduled visit
to the pediatrician where he received several immunizations including the DTaP.
Within 48 hours Adem became very irritated, cranky,
and seemingly uncomfortable while coughing aggressively. He was inconsolable and was up all night
with a runny nose and a hard time breathing, wheezing and crying. The next day he was treated for

AUTISM ADVOCACY

whooping cough with some albuterol. This seemed
to calm some of his symptoms and the next day he
appeared okay enough to bring him to his sister’s
dance class. As he sat in his stroller in the very tiny
waiting room, his head kicked back, and he began
having a seizure. I thought he was choking on the
cheese balls he was snacking on. I calmly, though in
shock, removed him from the stroller as everyone
around us was screaming and consoling their scared
children who were bearing witness. I cradled him in
my arms as he seized uncontrollably, staring at him
saying, “What’s wrong with my baby?” and “Can you
breathe, baby?” I thought my son was dying in my
arms. I looked at the receptionist and told her to call
911. All the other people were speaking to me, but I
couldn’t hear or see them; all I could do was look at
his angelic face as he eventually fell limp and calm
again, his eyes shut.
The whole episode lasted a minute, though it felt
like hours. Minutes later, the EMTs arrived and swiftly
placed him on the receptionist desk. He opened his
eyes and wildly tried to break free from their interventions. I was happy to see he was moving around

and had strength. They rushed him to the local hospital as I called my husband to meet us there. By the
time we were in the emergency room, he was already
seemingly back to normal, though agitated from all
the prodding. We left with a “He’ll be fine. It was a febrile seizure; his temperature must have spiked very
quickly causing him to seize” from the doctors. But
after that day, he became very lethargic and a different child. He stopped speaking or responding to
our bids for his attention. I remember weeks later my
husband turning to me saying, “Why doesn’t he say
bye-bye to me anymore?” I just thought he was still
shaken up from what happened to him, but he was
right, Adem was becoming distant. He didn’t like being cuddled, always wriggling out of my embrace. It
made me sad and slightly concerned, but he seemed
to be content and comfortable.
Adem continued to achieve other milestones, but he
didn’t seek approval or recognition for any of them.
I remember him carefully taking Legos and piling
them in a row by size and color. I thought, “Wow, how
incredibly precise, he’s a genius, he’s going to be an
architect.” And though I cheered him on and praised
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him for his work of art, he didn’t even look back at me.
He simply disassembled the structure. He put each
block back into the purple container, and then once
he had the last piece in his hand, he tilted his head, in
an odd way, and watched it slowly drop back into the
bucket. He put the top on and just waddled away as
if no one else was in the room with him.
Something happened to him. To this day, I don’t
know what really happened, but after many painstaking moments reading all the literature on what
it could’ve been, I determined he was brain injured.
He experienced all of the possible side effects concerning the DTaP, particularly the pertussis portion,
except for death.
But the son I gave birth to was now a new child. At
24 months, Adem was diagnosed with PDD-NOS,
and the developmental pediatrician recommended
20 hours of Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) and 10
hours of intensive speech therapy. She then handed
me a brochure for the Autism Society of America. I
politely handed it back to her and said, “You gave me
the wrong information, you said he had PDD-NOS,”
and she said “Yes, that’s a form of autism.” I went
straight to the library (the world wasn’t equipped
with Internet information at that time) and checked
every book out on PDD-NOS, intentionally not picking any that said autism specifically. It was just too
frightening. Eventually, I secured services through
Early Intervention and had a home program which
consisted of 40 hours of ABA and speech therapy. This
went on for five years. And no, he never had another
febrile seizure. So clearly the seizure was prompted
by something much more profound. But whatever it
was, all of our lives would now be different for a very
long time.

U is for Unique—How has this experience
been unique for you and your child?

My son is 20 now, and he is still the happy and gentle boy he’s always been. But he will require lifelong
support and supervision. He is very bright, has an incredible memory, but though he can read, do math,
and has hundreds of words, he doesn’t engage in
social conversations. I’d call them more, “exchanges,” primarily to get his needs and wants met. He’ll
speak in three to four-word utterances and has a
unique and unusual melody and intonation when he
speaks. Adem is very resourceful and independent;
he even rides a bike and can troubleshoot and re-
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solve computer issues. He requires supervision primarily to keep him safe from the ugliness that exists
in the world. Adem has a heightened sensitivity to
judgmental people who may be uncomfortable in
his presence and becomes uneasy when he senses
stress and conflict from others around him.
Adem is a pacifist and lives life on his simple terms,
always enjoying the moment and seeking instantaneous self-gratification and the satisfaction of others.
I’d say he’s taught me the definition of unique. Oddly
enough, he lives his life the way all the self-help and
empowerment books tell us all to live. But in doing
so, HE is seen as being different or unique. Life with
Adem has been an experience in itself. It is certainly
unique to what I had originally dreamt my life would
be like, and perhaps even better than I could’ve ever
imagined it. Autism has allowed me to have a meaningful impact on the lives of many people I otherwise would’ve never known. Through the work of my
organizations, I am gifted with the opportunity to be
surrounded by hundreds of individuals with autism
and their families every day. It’s been incredible. Every day is unique and uplifting. I was very fortunate
to have taken a difficult and unplanned life circumstance and turned it into the life I now have. That, to
me, is very special and unique.

T is for Tools—What tools are there now that
were not there at the beginning that could
help other parents?

The Internet and the ongoing research which is easily accessible to everyone everywhere must be such
a godsend to parents of the newly diagnosed. Unfortunately, it could lead you down some unfruitful,
costly, and frustrating paths. It is best to surround
yourself with people who can support you through
this journey, wherever you might be; positive people
with influences that inspire, empower, and motivate
you; people and places that welcome you and your
child as you are, offering compassion, wisdom, and
a sense of community. But these “tools” are only collected along the way by talking to other families who
are happy with their services and making friendships
with others in for the long haul with you. You have
to get out there and meet with like-minded, kind,
and genuine people who have access to information
and resources to help life with autism become more
comfortable not only for your child but for your other children, yourself, and your entire family unit.

AUTISM ADVOCACY

I

is for Inspire—As a parent, when you look at
your child or children, what inspires you?

I am in awe of and inspired by his simplicity. He
doesn’t want what everyone else wants. He lives for
the moment and finds joy in the smallest things. He
serves as my daily reminder to be humble, kind, and
to not to sweat the small stuff.

S is for Support—Are there things you struggle or have struggled with and what types
of support do you still need?

I am a single mom of three. Unfortunately, their dad
hasn’t been involved in their day to day life, so running a single-family home and having to be a supportive parent in all their life endeavors have always
been a challenge. I believe there are many resources
families can take advantage of, at least here in New
York State. It’s a matter of having it all in one place,
with reliable references and a “how-to” step by step
instruction manual. I’ve seen so many parents being given poor advice and guidance through their
schools (though some are better than others) in preparing for the transition to adult life. Legal fees are
too expensive; advocacy groups are over inundated.
There is not a one-stop place. People often have to
figure it out on their own. Also, having scholarship/
grant funds for families impacted with autism to use
for other life matters such as legal fees, mortgages,
health insurance, college tuition, or respite vacations
with support for the family member with autism
would be great as well. Autism impacts everything
in the family unit.

M is for Manage—What keys to success can

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

Surround yourself with people who are not only
positive about this shared experience but are knowledgeable. This is critical in making plans for the future
when you are no longer there. Don’t buy into anything that seems it will be a quick fix. I’m not saying
not to explore those options, goodness knows I did,
but the most meaningful things I have had access
to come from being involved and learning as much
as I could about the services my son was entitled to.
These help make life so much easier when you have
so many other things to worry about. Autism is costly. So, secure as many services as you can, as early
on as you can. Don’t take just one person’s opinion
or guidance—get out there and speak to everyone
and anyone you can get your hands on to learn more
about resources and support services. It will make
managing your life softer and kinder. Share what you
learn, in any way possible. We are all in this together.
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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FINANCIAL PLANNING

Should My Child Have Both an ABLE
Account and a Special Needs Trust?
By Ryan F. PLATT, MBA, ChFC, ChSNC

L

et’s first define “why” you would want either
type of account. One of the main reasons families create a Special Needs Trust and open an
ABLE account is because these are the only
two accounts in which your child with autism can have money in excess of $2,000 and
still qualify for government benefits such as
SSI (Supplemental Security Income), Medicaid, state
funding, and state waiver programs. These government benefits are essential for most individuals with
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autism, especially as they enter adulthood and leave
the educational system.
Both ABLE accounts and Special Needs Trusts have
their place in your child’s special needs plan. An ABLE
account is superb for smaller amounts of money,
possibly birthday or holiday gifts, as well as money
from a future part-time job your child may have. It is
also a great place for any government benefit lump
sum back pay that may come for your child depend-

FINANCIAL PLANNING

ing on his/her qualification for certain benefits. It is
very important to understand the rules of an ABLE
account. One of the reasons it is a place for smaller
amounts of money is because the annual contribution limit is $15,000 (in 2019), which means no more
than $15,000 in any one year can be contributed to
the account. Also, if the account grows (contributions plus savings growth) to reach $100,000, then
the monthly income of SSI will be suspended (no
more monthly income!). The ABLE account is NOT a
functional account for parents to deposit large lump
sums of money into, especially at the end of their life.
All parents are concerned about their child’s future,
especially when they can longer be part of it. Parents want to ensure their child has everything he/
she needs and that there is enough money to pay
for those things; however, most families are not inherently wealthy. This situation means parents need
to use their money while they are alive to pay their
own bills as well as help support their child with autism, but when they die they will leave a lump sum of
money—either through the sale of their home, life
insurance, or savings—to their child in order to support their child’s lifetime needs. If this lump sum of
money is provided directly to their child and is over
$2,000, their child will lose all government benefits. If
the lump sum of money is in excess of $15,000, then
the ABLE account is not usable. This is the situation
in which a Special Needs Trust is perfect. The Special
Needs Trust will be the receptacle for larger lump
sums of money from parents, grandparents, uncles,
aunts, etc.
The answer to your question is yes, your child should
eventually have both an ABLE account and a Special Needs Trust. Your first step should be ensuring
you have a properly and accurately drafted Special
Needs Trust to be the receptacle of the assets you
want to leave in order to pay for your child’s future

needs. The reason for this is because our future is not
guaranteed and you could die at any time, putting
your child’s future government benefit qualification
at risk if your Special Needs Trust is not set up and
ready to receive assets.
An ABLE account will also play an important role in
your child’s life because qualifying disability distributions from an ABLE account are more liberal than
from a Special Needs Trust. This means the trustee of
your child’s Special Needs Trust will have more flexibility in providing for all your child’s needs if your
child has both an ABLE account and a Special Needs
Trust.
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 their 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 that 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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