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about themselves. For top guidance, look at her piece How 
Can I Explain an Autism Diagnosis to My Child? as Emily shares 
five points to consider when trying to help your child under-
stand and develop acceptance for who he/she is as a valu-
able member of the autism community.

Is your child having a hard time getting a good night’s sleep? 
Studies indicate a majority of children with autism experi-
ence sleep issues. If your child is struggling to get to sleep 
and stay asleep, you will want to read Melissa Doman’s arti-
cle, 3 Simple Tips for a Restful Night for Your Child With Autism, 
to discover new ways to help your child sleep longer, better, 
and healthier. Some kids with sensory issues have difficulty 
sleeping alone. We recently received a letter from a mom in 
search of advice on how she can move her son back to his 
room. Take a look as Kelly Beins, BA BHScOTR/L, explains why 
some children with autism struggle to sleep and provides 
sensory supports you can use in HELP: My Child With Sensory 
Issues Won’t Sleep In His Own Bed.

Does your child with autism wander or run away from safe 
spaces? This is a common concern for families. If you want to 
learn technological ways to help keep your child safe, read 
Five Smart Tech Ideas for Parents with Kids on the Spectrum by 
Hilary Thompson.

Finding the most up-to-date information you need to help 
your child can be challenging; that’s why we make such an ef-
fort to respond to our readers’ requests. This month we have 
articles on a variety of key topics such as how you can help 
kids with ASD reduce bullying, how to best manage financial 
gifts so they don’t affect government benefits, as well as a 
great listing of toys to help your child develop coordination, 
emotional maturity, social skills, and confidence.

For continuous advice and encouragement, check out the 
Autism Parenting Magazine Facebook page, as well as our 
membership page called Autism Support Groups for Fami-
lies, which provides a unique opportunity to come together 
with other families. 

Wishing you love, joy, and acceptance this holiday season as 
you celebrate with the people you love.

Amy KD Tobik
Editor-in-Chief

Editor’s Letter

Do you have people in your life who provide the 
unconditional support you need? Sadly, not ev-
ery family member or friend fully understands an 
autism diagnosis, which can add to holiday stress. 
It doesn’t have to be this way. So, let’s find some 

ways to fill your heart with love, peace, and joy this season.

All kids need to feel a sense of belonging—so why not form a 
group of friends this year to include other autism families in 
your community? Perhaps you can connect with friends from 
a local playgroup or a special needs’ support group. Or may-
be you can unite with fellow parents on an autism-centered 
social media page? You know what works best for your child 
and family—so celebrate YOUR way.

People often ask us for advice on how to explain autism to 
friends and family. Too often, children who find it hard to 
engage or respond to social cues are overlooked at family 
gatherings. And many people don’t know how to react when 
a child with autism vocalizes or engages in self-stimulatory 
behavior. Erica Crowley, BCBA, has provided us with an ex-
cellent piece on ways to help people in your life develop fun, 
loving connections in How to Help Family and Friends Build 
Relationships With Your ASD Child. Her guidance will help 
broaden everyone’s understanding.

According to Chris Abildgaard, LPC, NCC, NCSP, it can be 
twice as complex to plan for the holidays when one of your 
children has an autism spectrum disorder (ASD) or another 
developmental disability. If you are feeling overwhelmed, be 
sure to read his article, 5 Ingredients You Need for Holiday Suc-
cess With Special Needs to help make your holiday celebra-
tions a little more manageable. 

While social media has the potential to bring people togeth-
er, it’s easy to hurt someone unintentionally. You may be 
cautious when posting, but not everyone understands the 
long-lasting impact of careless words. Margaret M. Quinlan, 
PhD, Dan Grano, PhD, and Bethany Johnson, MPhil, MA, a 
team from the University of North Carolina, Charlotte, has 
put together a piece called 5 Tips for Posting About Special 
Needs Parenting on Social Media for you to share to ensure 
posts are kept inclusive and positive.

According to Alfred Chavira, research shows families raising 
an individual with special needs are at a higher risk of stress 
compared to other families. When left unresolved, tensions 
can turn into anger, frustration, or resentment, which may af-
fect how family members interact with one other. Take a look 
at Top Ways to Manage Stress When A Loved One Has Autism, 
to learn about three major factors causing the rise in stress 
levels: perception, expectation, and fear.

Have you talked to your child about his/her autism diagno-
sis? Parents may be hesitant to tell a child he/she is on the 
spectrum because they fear the child might not understand 
it fully or become discouraged. As Emily Daniels, MSW, RP, 
Med, says, parents know their children best and will know 
the most meaningful ways for them to process information 

https://www.facebook.com/AutismParentingMagazine/
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https://instagram.com/autismparentingmagazine/


B
ased on my work with families over the 
years, I know it can be twice as hard try-
ing to plan when one of your children has 
an autism spectrum disorder (ASD) or an-
other developmental disability. It makes 
an already demanding time of year more 
complex. If you are feeling stressed, here 

are five small ingredients to help make your holiday 
celebrations a little more manageable. 

Ingredient 1:  
Be mindful of traditions
In my work as a mental health counselor, I can’t tell 
you the number of times a client has come in after 
the holiday and said, “Mr. Chris! My mom dragged 
me to my aunt’s house for Christmas; then, she didn’t 
even have ___ like she usually does!” Traditions, or 
routines, are very important to people on the spec-

5 Ingredients You Need  
for Holiday Success  
With Special Needs

By Chris ABILDGAARD, LPC, NCC, NCSP

Preparing for the holiday season is difficult for any family. We spend a lot of time 
trying to answer questions like “Is it my turn to host?” “What do I get him that he 
doesn’t already have?” or “I hope my sister-in-law remembers my kid’s allergies!”  
We can all relate to these questions to some degree.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 95 |    7

http://www.autismparentingmagazine.com


Being around a lot of people, possibly in a new(er) environment, can 
be overwhelming for a person with ASD regardless if he/she has been 

there before. Planning with your child as to where he/she can go to 
take some space or have some downtime is extremely important for 

sensory needs and the overall ability to self-regulate. 

trum. Think ahead to ask about the setup of the hol-
iday this year: will there still be ___, how many peo-
ple will be there, is grandma making ___?

If there are going to be some different aspects to 
the holiday, explain them to your child using phras-
es like, “We have to be flexible this year,” “What if….,” 
or “It’s important to….” These phrases address core 
deficits in ASD, such as perspective-taking and ex-
ecutive functioning. Yes, these are not easy ideas 
to understand, and it may take some time for your 
child to accept the changes. With repetition, review, 
and support of the new plan, he/she will feel more at 
ease. The more aware you can be as a parent of what 
the plan will be for this year’s holiday, the better pre-
pared you can be to help your child.

Ingredient 2:  
Make an escape plan  
(for you and your child)
Passage of time is a hard concept for many young 
people to understand. What does, “We will leave 
when everyone else is ready to leave” really mean? 
Being around a lot of people, possibly in a new(er) 
environment, can be overwhelming for a person 
with ASD regardless if he/she has been there before. 
Planning with your child as to where he/she can go 
to take some space or have some downtime is ex-
tremely important for sensory needs and the over-
all ability to self-regulate. Think of it like this: when 
we are at work, and we need a break, we get up and 
change our environments (we get a cup of coffee, we 
walk over to a coworker’s desk, we leave to use the 
restroom). Here is the crucial part—we come back. 
Part of this plan with your child has to be the “com-
ing back part” and helping the child to know and 
feel when his/her body is ready to “come back” into 
the setting which was left. Using phrases like, “When 
you are feeling calm,” “When your mind is not racy,” 
or “When your body feels ready to be a part of things 
again,’’ can help. Let your child know you will check 

on him/her in 5 min, 10 min, 15 min. If, after 15 min-
utes, the child is still not ready, you can say, “Well, I 
need to take a break too, so I’ll stay with you until 
you are ready.” What this is doing is slowly introduc-
ing another person back into his/her world so the 
child can start to readjust to having people around.

This idea of taking a break is essential for a child’s 
body and can teach him/her to identify when his/her 
body is feeling ready to reenter a social situation.

Ingredient 3:  
Talk about the “what ifs”
We have all been there. We have all gotten that gift 
we really didn’t want or that obvious “regift” from our 
distant, or not so distant, relative. What do we do in 
times like that? We think to ourselves, “Oh man, what 
am I going to do with this?” and then we smile and 
say thank you. For children who are rigid thinkers, 
who get stuck in their plan, who maybe are blurters, 
this concept of holding things in their thought bub-
ble can be difficult. This topic is critical for parents 
and professionals to address with kids and adoles-
cents this time of year. Giving them a plan or a script 
of what to say if they don’t get that perfect present 
from their aunt may be a good thing. Sitting close to 
them as they open the presents may also be a smart 
idea in case they need a little “hand on the knee” 
prompt. I often talk with our families about reinforc-
ing positive social behaviors. For example, if Brendan 
can hold that “Oh man,” thought in a thought bubble 
and move on from the gift he really didn’t want, he 
can earn “X.” We all need and use reinforcers in vari-
ous ways. I believe strongly in reinforcing individu-
als for using their social competencies, ESPECIALLY 
when in a social situation like family holidays. :)

Ingredient 4:  
Stress management—for you, not them
I talk with parents all the time about putting them-
selves in “time out” for just a little bit. This tip is vital 

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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for a successful holiday season. Make a plan to vis-
it with your girlfriends, go to the movies with your 
spouse, do a cookie exchange…do something for 
YOU. If you are not in a good place, you will not be 
able to support your child during this crazy time of 
year. Your own mental health and stress manage-
ment are so important to acknowledge and plan for 
during the holiday season. Parents are their children’s 
best model. By making time for your mental health, 
even during stressful times, you are modeling how to 
self-regulate and modulate your emotions for your 
child. Let your child know why you must get out of 
the house for a little bit. Let him/her know what the 
“why” behind you baking cookies for others is (this 
would also be a terrific perspective-taking exercise). 
By modeling how you self-regulate your emotions 
when under stress, you are teaching your children 
that stress is okay, as long as you know how to cope 
and move through it.

Ingredient 5:  
Presents—this is always the sugar  
of this time of year
Getting presents can be stressful for a child or adoles-
cent with ASD. Often, my clients will share with me, 
“Mr. Chris, if my mom and dad don’t get me what I 
want, I am just going to lose it.” I come back to them 
and say, “Lose what? What would you lose if you don’t 
get what (or don’t get everything) you wanted”? To 
my surprise, more often than not, that question makes 
them pause and think. As a parent, grandparent, or 
family-friend, when thinking about what to get that 
special someone, remember two things:

 It doesn’t always have to be the biggest present. 
As adults, we sometimes want to give the larg-
est or best gift. However, even though we think 
something is the best, it does not always mean 
the person you are buying for will think it’s the 
best. Think a small to medium-sized gift. The 
one “big present” may be something they know 
is coming.

 Think enthusiasm, not practical (there are oth-
er times of year for the practical). I worked with 
a family for years around this topic, and they 
always wanted to buy their son new under-
shirts. As we talked and processed this present, 
it turned out they were buying the undershirt 
more for them instead of him. As people get 
older and can better appreciate those “practi-

cal” gifts, that’s when to go for them. As a child 
and even an adolescent, the idea and mean-
ing behind undershirts are at a one on a 1-10 
excitement scale (this ranking holds true even 
into adulthood, to be honest). This time of year 
should be about one’s enthusiasms and loves. 
And there is nothing wrong with buying dino-
saurs if your son or daughter loves dinosaurs! 
Embrace the gifts you know will bring joy and 
excitement to the day.

The holidays are a magical time of year, but also one 
of the most stressful. If we can prepare both our-
selves and those we love, we can have a more suc-
cessful and enjoyable holiday season.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS

Chris Abildgaard, LPC, NCC, NCSP is the owner and 
director of the Social Learning Center, LLC. located in 
Cheshire, CT and an Adjunct Professor at the Univer-
sity of St. Joseph located in West Hartford, CT. He has 
been in private practice for over 13 years. Chris is a Na-
tionally Certified School Psychologist, a board-certi-
fied national counselor, and a licensed professional 
counselor with a specialization in autism spectrum 
disorders. Chris earned a Graduate Certificate from 
the University of Massachusetts Lowell in Behavioral 
Interventions in Autism and is currently pursuing his 
doctorate of Education (EdD) in School Psychology 
from Loyola University.

Facebook: @SocialLearningCenter 
Instagram: @sociallearningctr 
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F
or children with autism, it is essential to pro-
vide toys and activities that are designed to 
foster these skills. By learning critical play 
skills, children with developmental disabili-
ties can increase the complexity of their lan-
guage, imagination, and creativity. Learning 
appropriate play skills also provides oppor-

tunities for observational learning, increased social 
interactions, and aid in decreasing self-stimulatory 
behavior.

“Children and adolescents with developmental or 
mental health issues often have a variety of com-

plex sensory and motor challenges,” says Tina Cham-
pagne, occupational therapist and Chief Executive 
Officer at The Cutchins Program for Children and 
Families, a member-school of the Massachusetts As-
sociation of 766 Approved Private Schools (maaps). 
“These challenges can impact the ability to demon-
strate safe behaviors and functionally perform daily 
activities and routines, such as school participation, 
in addition to being barriers to social and emotional 
learning.”

One way to counteract these challenges is by select-
ing toys and activities that involve similar skills to 

8 Toys That Will Help Your Child 
With Autism Build Skills

By Megan BREAULT, MS BCBA, LABA

A child’s job is to play. The act of playing helps children develop physical coordination, 
emotional maturity, social skills, and the self-confidence to try new experiences and 
explore new environments.

PARENTAL ADVICE
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those children are working on at school. If you are 
looking to have your child work on academic skills, 
below is a brief list of toys beneficial for children with 
autism.

Jumbo Magnetic Letters
Jumbo magnetic letters are one of the simplest toys 
for teaching letters and simple words. They can fa-
miliarize children with the alphabet in an interactive 
way and demystify potential frustrations that come 
with learning a language. Learning activities in-
clude sorting the letters in alphabetical order, spell-
ing names, identifying and naming each letter, and 
pronouncing the sounds each letter makes. For less 
word-centric activities, try sorting by color, counting 
the letters, or playing a game of “Hide and Seek” with 
the letters magnetized around the house. The bright 
colors and shiny or foam texture of the letters make 
them easy to see, hold, and understand.

Matching Games
Matching games can be found in many forms, but all 
function similarly in helping a child with disabilities 
strengthen fine motor and visual perception skills. 
Games like “Letter Match,” “Match Me,” or “Letters on 
the Loose” are all great for classroom or at-home use 
and can be played individually or with a group. The 
games require coordination to select different cards, 
letters, or numbers, which strengthens the dexteri-
ty of children who struggle with fine motor skills or 

muscle development. In forming a match, children 
exercise their retention skills for future learning.

Number Pegboards
Pegboards, or number pegboards, are typically wood-
en counting games that use small, colored pegs and 
indentations to help understand number concepts 
and counting. By placing the proper amount of pegs 
into the corresponding holes, children grasp the as-
sociation of numbers to quantities, numerical orders, 
and simple addition or subtraction. Pegboards are 
ideal for understanding the concepts of tallying and 
calculating—all of which are disguised by the joy of 
play.

Piggy Bank
A different type of counting is best done through a 
piggy bank, which teaches a young child the begin-
nings of financial literacy and money management. 
Children can learn to identify the different types of 
coins, how much they are worth, and how to tell 
them apart. Certain piggy banks provide better fea-
tures for these lessons, such as providing clear stor-
age or showing the sum of the coins put into it. Other 
toy piggy banks provide colored or numbered plas-
tic coins for better identification of denominations.

Jenga
The classic game of Jenga is a hands-on game that 
requires concentration, body awareness, and fine 

Matching games can be found in many forms, but all function 
similarly in helping a child with disabilities strengthen fine 

motor and visual perception skills. Games like ‘Letter Match,’ 
‘Match Me,’ or ‘Letters on the Loose’ are all great for classroom or 

at-home use and can be played individually or with a group. 

Pegboards, or number pegboards, are typically wooden counting 
games that use small, colored pegs and indentations to help 

understand number concepts and counting. 
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motor skills. The game’s structure helps with social 
learning and turn-taking, and the game’s design and 
conclusion also help with tolerating loud noises and 
disruption. Alternative versions of the game have 
questions on each block like “What’s your favorite 
color” or “What’s something that smells good?” to 
prepare children with conversation skills.

Tooth-Brushing Buddy
There are many tooth-brushing ‘buddies’ on the mar-
ket, but all of them serve the same purpose: to pro-
mote hygiene in a fun and easy to understand way. 
Typically, a tooth-brushing buddy is a stuffed animal 
with a plastic set of teeth that comes with an en-
larged toothbrush to help simulate the act of teeth 
brushing. Tooth-brushing buddies help children fol-
low directions, learn proper brushing techniques, 
and appreciate oral health and self-care.

Lacing Kits
Lacing Kits, also known as String Alongs, come in a 
variety of shapes and configurations, all designed to 
strengthen self-care skills like shoe lacing, knot tying, 
and buttoning a shirt. By practicing lacing a string 
through the holes in a variety of arrangements, a 
child is developing his/her hand-eye coordination, 
fine motor skills, and pattern recognition skills.

Sensory Tables
A sensory table is a small table filled or covered with 
different materials such as water, sand, rice, beans, 
or other substances. They serve as a contained and 
clean environment for children to explore different 
touches, smells, and consistencies, and familiarize 
themselves with different textures. They make an ex-
cellent setting for finger painting or other arts-and-
crafts lessons, and learning activities can involve 
mixing two substances together, separating differ-
ent materials, or trying to guess the items on the ta-
ble based on only touch or smell.

Megan Breault, MS BCBA, LABA, serves as RCS 
Learning Center’s Clinical Director. Megan joined 
RCS in 2010 as a Behavior Therapist/Floater and 
was promoted to the role of a Clinician in 2013. Me-
gan became the Clinical Director of the Learning 
Center in 2015. She received her Bachelor’s of Sci-
ence in Elementary Education and Sociology from 
Stonehill College and obtained her Master’s of Sci-
ence in Behavior Analysis from Simmons College. 
Currently, she is pursuing her Doctorate in Behavior 
Analysis from Simmons University. Megan is also 
an adjunct faculty member for Simmons Univer-
sity’s online program, teaching behavior analysis 
graduate courses, and has served as a mentor to 
graduate students from Simmons since 2013. Me-
gan’s areas of interest include errorless instruction 
and staff and parent training.

Typically, a tooth-brushing buddy is a stuffed animal with a 
plastic set of teeth that comes with an enlarged toothbrush 
to help simulate the act of teeth brushing. Tooth-brushing 

buddies help children follow directions, learn proper brushing 
techniques, and appreciate oral health and self-care.
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CLICK TO LEARN MORE

JANELLE -  WA,USA

AN ALL -NATURAL SLEEP AID

DESIGNED FOR SENSITIVE CHILDREN

Finally, 
a good night’s sleep
for both of you

Harkla Sleep Supplements offer parents an all-natural, sugar & gluten free 
way to help their child get the sleep they need to feel their best the next day.

Our unique and effective blend of 
vitamins, herbs & minerals promote 
relaxation and deep sleep that will 
help the entire family sleep through 
the night.

“Thank you for making bedtime so much 
easier. I have had my first two full nights of 
sleep (and only two full nights of sleep) since 
my 4 years old was born!”

https://harkla.co/


R
esearch shows families raising an individ-
ual with special needs are at a higher risk 
of stress compared to other families. Stress 
is seen as the beginning of issues amongst 
couples, families, siblings, and caregivers. 
Unresolved stress levels may turn into an-
ger, frustration, and resentment, which in 

turn can affect how family members feel about and 
interact with each other. After reviewing over 20 re-
search articles and determining commonalities, I 
have been able to compile three major factors that 

tend to cause stress levels to rise amongst families 
raising an individual with special needs: perception, 
expectation, and fear. Take some time and partici-
pate in a few exercises that can help you understand, 
acknowledge, and process stress.

Step 1:  What is your current and present 
perception of life?

Begin by looking at your life as a big picture. Are you 
happy in general? Do you feel satisfied? Slowly begin 

Top Ways to Manage Stress 
When A Loved One Has Autism

By Alfred CHAVIRA

Raising an individual on the autism spectrum comes with its challenges and blessings. 
Parents have to process the diagnosis and determine what approach to take regarding 
their child’s health. They have to learn how to navigate the medical care process, 
schedule therapy providers and plan for special education with their school districts. 
Their plate is full! With all the planning can come pressure, emotions, and worries. What 
can parents do to help manage and cope with their stress levels? How can couples work 
through the difficulties of raising a child with autism?
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Changing or adapting your expectations is not failure;  
it is adapting to life and what life gives you. We use 

communication to overcome expectations.

to think more specifically. For example, are you hap-
py with daily things like work, home, or your health? 
Do you tend to be more pessimistic and negative 
or optimistic and positive? Our first step is to take a 
good broad look at your perception of life. Why do 
you have a negative perception and how does this 
affect your daily moods? When stress levels rise, you 
may tend to view any small speedbump in life as a 
major obstacle.

For example, you may wake up late on a Monday 
morning and rush to work. While rushing to get 
ready, you stub your toe on the corner of your dress-
er. As you speed to work you get pulled over by a po-
lice officer. When you finally get to the office you for-
get you had a meeting that already started. All these 
events make you think you are doomed for a bad day. 
But why? Here is where Step 1 begins. This is where 
we need to be able to recognize we are basing the 
mood of our entire day on a few morning emotions 
rather than using those same negative emotions to 
remind us to be grateful and mindful. We woke up 
late, BUT we are grateful to have employment. We got 
a speeding ticket but are grateful there were no acci-
dents due to the speeding. The point is to be able to 
recognize when your perception is negative, use the 
negative emotions to produce grateful responses, 
and continue your positive thinking by being mind-
ful of your day, who you interact with, and how you 
can be a positive influence on others. This tactic can 
be used with any negative perception. Try it!

Step 2:  What is your current and present 
expectation of life?

Begin by looking at your life as a big picture. Have 
you accomplished your goals and dreams? Slowly 
begin to think more specifically. For example, does 
your spouse or partner live up to your expectations? 
Do your children? Does any of your stress come from 
failed expectations? Our first step is to take a good 
look at our expectations in life. When our expecta-
tions do not pan out, we tend to see it as a personal 
failure, or if someone fails to reach our expectations 
we feel disappointed. Both of these instances will 

eventually turn into resentment towards ourselves 
for failing or towards other people for failing us. 
Here is where Step 2 begins. This is where we need 
to recognize our expectations in life were set by our-
selves, not someone else. We also need to recognize 
that expectations in life can change and adapt based 
on our current situation. Changing or adapting your 
expectations is not failure; it is adapting to life and 
what life gives you. We use communication to over-
come expectations.

For example, you have been at work all day and 
can’t wait to come home to a cooked dinner. You get 
home, and there is no dinner, the house is a mess, 
and the kids are running around. You are disappoint-
ed because there is no dinner and all you wanted 
was peace and quiet. This is a perfect time to think 
about communication with your spouse or partner. 
Instead of thinking about yourself and the disap-
pointment you feel for him/her not having dinner 
ready for you, think about him/her and the potential 
day he/she had and how tired he/she may be. Com-
municate with each other and see what can be done 
so things can be accomplished. Remember, expec-
tations are our own, and we can’t put our expecta-
tions on someone else. We need to communicate to 
better understand rather than get angry. A conversa-
tion amongst couples can help shed light on the sit-
uation. Are there things that can be done prior to or 
done together to assure dinner gets done? Does one 
person need help more than the other? By commu-
nicating your thoughts, feelings, and emotions, you 
are removing your own expectations and starting to 
learn to be open to others’ needs and to communi-
cate with them.

Step 3:  What are your present fears  
in life?

Begin by looking at your life as a big picture. What 
fears are the strongest? Slowly begin to think more 
specifically.

For example, what is your biggest fear regarding 
your kids? Does any of your stress come from fear? 
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Our first step is to take a good look at your fears and 
how they tend to originate from the unknown. For 
instance, how will your child do in school? How will 
your child adapt to new environments? Will your 
child be safe as he/she gets older and moves to new 
schools? What happens once your child turns 18? Will 
your child be able to work and live on his/her own?

Here is where Step 3 begins. Fear tends to start with 
the unknown. For you to combat the unknown, you 
must work on getting informed. As you get informed, 
you build confidence and reduce your fears. When 
you reduce your fears, you tend to focus more on the 
important things in life. If you feel worried about the 
unknown of school and your child, then you can in-
form yourself about the policies the school has on 
parents visiting the school and classroom. If at any 
point you feel uneasy, you know that as parents, you 
can pop in and pay a visit to the school. If you are 
afraid of the future and your child being able to live 
on his/her own, then you can prepare by seeking re-
sources regarding employment placement for indi-
viduals with special needs. You can start looking into 
housing for adults with special needs. You can work 
with organizations and social workers within your 

community to inform yourself of the resources and 
programs available to you and your child. Prepare for 
things you have control over so the unknown is less 
scary. Prepare for the benefit of your child, so your 
stress levels stay low. Become an advocate for your 
family by informing yourself of what you can plan 
for, so you feel better prepared.

The American Psychological Association defines stress 
as the feeling of being overwhelmed, worried, or run-
down. Stress can affect people of all ages, genders, 
and circumstances and can lead to both physical and 
psychological health issues. Our biggest weapons 
against stress are our own minds, our own perspec-
tives, and our own psychological wellness.

Alfred Chavira is the Wellness Services Pro-
gram Director for Any Baby Can of San An-
tonio, Inc. For the last nine years, Alfred has 
worked on adapted fitness, nutrition edu-
cation, family wellness, and advocacy and 

inclusion for individuals on the autism spectrum.

Websites: achavira@abcsa.org, 
        www.anybabycansa.org

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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A
fter getting a diagnosis, parents often ask 
me how they should tell their child that he/
she has autism spectrum disorder (ASD). 
Many people struggle with how outsiders 
will view their child, worry the information 
will be confusing or upsetting, fear their 
child might use ASD as a crutch, or sim-

ply wonder just how useful (or potentially limiting) 
knowing the diagnosis will be. Most parents express 
they want their child to know, but don’t know when 
to tell him/her or what words to use.

Parents know their children better than anyone and 
recognize the most meaningful ways for them to 
best process information about themselves. There 
is no right way or single answer. Yet, over time, I 
have seen some parents frame their child’s autism in 
beautiful ways, allowing their kids to take ownership 

and pride in their differences while recognizing their 
unique challenges.

Here are five points to consider when trying to help 
your child understand and develop acceptance for 
who he/she is: a valuable member of the autism 
spectrum.

Developmental Readiness
Age and cognitive development matter when 
deciding when and how to share your child’s 
diagnosis. In my son’s early childhood years 
(ages two to four), we didn’t feel this knowl-
edge would be useful for him. I know other par-
ents who were open and direct with their child 
as soon as they got the diagnosis, but this was 
not something we felt would help our son. ASD 

How Can I Explain an Autism  
Diagnosis to My Child? 

By Emily DANIELS, MSW, RP, Med

1.
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was something we kept between teachers, ser-
vice providers, close friends, and family.

As soon as he entered primary school, we mon-
itored our son’s readiness for self-understand-
ing. When he entered kindergarten, we began 
to notice the developmental gaps between 
him and his classmates. This was when we 
started talking to him about his unique brain. 
We pointed out his strengths and abilities, and 
empathetically supported the things that were 
more challenging for him. We emphasized that 
all kids are better at some things than others. 
While some may need extra help with math 
or reading (which he didn’t), others (like him) 
benefited from support with speech and un-
derstanding emotions. 

In 4th grade, we noticed that not only was he 
ready to understand his diagnosis, but the vo-
cabulary could serve him as he related to others. 
It is hard having an ‘invisible’ disability, and we 
wanted to provide him with tools to help him 
navigate his world (and help others know that 
just because he was the spelling bee champ, 
doesn’t mean he could easily tie his shoes). He 
became the voice of his autism and helped ed-
ucate classmates through presentations and 
self-advocacy.

In adolescence, self-awareness becomes even 
more critical. Having the right vocabulary is 
very affirming at a time when life feels so fragile. 
This can be tricky, as teens don’t want to stand 
out or appear different. Yet, when framed well, 
significant relief can come from realizing their 
struggles are not their fault. Moreover, this can 
be an affirming way to make sense of their ex-
perience of the world.

Many young adults come to me after receiving 
a later diagnosis. Not one has ever said they 
are glad their parents withheld information or 

didn’t get an evaluation earlier. Similarly, they 
were all relieved to have an explanation for 
their differences and struggles and could now 
begin the process of healing years of self-be-
ratement.

Strengths-Based Focus
The folks I meet with who have the most posi-
tive, optimistic outlook for their child with ASD 
have always viewed autism as a remarkable 
strength that comes with some challenges. 
They value their child’s amazing brain, which 
allows the child to focus on his/her enthusiasm, 
observe the world through a unique perspec-
tive, dismiss the confines of social norms, and 
develop brilliant thoughts and ideas. These 
parents also teach self-compassion about 
challenges, helping their kids understand that 
some things that seem easy for their peers 
might be hard for them (though the reverse is 
also often true). They also recognize that ASD 
makes some things MUCH harder, like process-
ing sensory information, reading social cues, 
flexibility of thought, maintaining reciprocal 
relationships, managing anxiety, and anything 
related to executive functioning. And as these 
challenges are significant and difficult, parents 
help their children recognize they can ask for 
support with things that don’t flow as well. 
They can receive therapy, get accommodations 
at school or work, advocate for themselves with 
others, and help those around them learn how 
to be supportive. They can find others on the 
spectrum (and their families) who get it, who 
understand the meltdowns and idiosyncrasies, 
and where they can safely be themselves.

Time and Place
It’s helpful to think about a comfortable sce-
nario for telling your child. Where does he/she 
feel most at ease? What time of day is your child 

2.

3.

In adolescence, self-awareness becomes even more critical. 
Having the right vocabulary is very affirming at a time when  

life feels so fragile. This can be tricky, as teens don’t want  
to stand out or appear different. 
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most receptive to receiving information and 
having conversations? Are there upcoming 
events where sudden knowledge may lead to 
stress or anxiety? Parents have described differ-
ent scenarios about how they’ve successfully 
shared the diagnosis. One family talked to their 
daughter right before bed and after storytime. 
Another shared the information on a morning 
walk around the neighborhood. A third did it 
in their therapist’s office, knowing their son 
would grasp it better with a professional to 
help answer questions. While the initial discus-
sion may seem especially important, it is also 
good to remember autism self-awareness is a 
life-long process that changes over time and 
that the conversation is open-ended.

Language 
So, what language do you use? How do you help 
your child fully understand the complex diagno-
sis that is autism? What is going to make sense?

Focus on strengths: “You know how you’re real-
ly good at…?”

Describe behaviors: “It can be hard for you 
when schedules change…”

Provide vocabulary: “Lots of people on the au-
tism spectrum have repetitive behaviors like 
flapping their arms. It’s called stimming…”

Address who might benefit from knowing: 
“Who do you think ought to know?”

Let him/her ask questions: “Is there anything 
you want to ask me about autism?”

Use Examples
Role Models 
I have also seen families help their children see 
their strengths through the eyes of others who 
have accomplished much before them. Would 
your child be wowed by learning that the cre-
ator of Pokemon, Satoshi Tajiri, is on the spec-
trum? Might your animal lover be inspired by 
Temple Grandin’s contribution to large animal 
welfare? Or how about knowing that Dan Har-
mon, co-creator of humorous, cult TV shows 
like Rick and Morty and Community says ASD 
has helped his writing? Having successful ex-
amples of people on the spectrum can be em-

powering and open minds to the infinite possi-
bilities that lie ahead.

Some families have also introduced their chil-
dren to other people on the autism spectrum 
in their community. Social groups, slightly old-
er mentors on the spectrum, and community 
events can be helpful in ‘normalizing’ the diag-
nosis, learning from the experiences of others 
with ASD, and helping kids find people who 
they can identify with well.

Books

Stories help kids make sense of the world. Books 
can be especially helpful for understanding the 
meaning of autism and allowing kids the op-
portunity to learn from the experiences of oth-
ers. There are numerous stories for children of 
all ages that present different perspectives of 
autism. It’s helpful for young people to know 
these examples share one view of autism and 
that their experience may be different.

Psychoeducation

Knowledge is power. Use local agencies and 
online ASD support sites to find information 
that will connect with your kid. Many of my lit-
eral thinkers appreciate a direct explanation for 
autism, and the resources are out there.

Finally, I would say, trust your gut. Don’t rush it. Don’t 
slow down too much. Expect to keep this conversa-
tion open and repeat often. Just help your child un-
derstand, accept, and celebrate who he/she is in a 
way that feels right for him/her.

Emily Daniels, MSW, RP, Med, is a 
psychotherapist and social worker 
in private practice in Fort Collins, CO, 
who supports families with children 
with disabilities. Emily runs groups 
for young people on the spectrum 

and provides individual, sibling, parent, and part-
ner counseling using a strengths-based approach. 
In addition, Emily is the mother of an 11-year-old, 
super-enthusiastic boy on the autism spectrum.

Websites: www.danielscounseling.com and  
www.thesociallearningproject.com

4.

5.
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GET YOUR FREE COPY OF 
“AUTISM PARENTING JOURNEY” 
BY ALICIA TRAUTWEIN TODAY!  

The Mom Kind offers advice 
from a mom of three autistic 
children who has been there 
before and knows what you 
are going through!  What 
you’ll get:

•	Free Resources & 
Parenting Tools

•	Expert Advice

•	Product Reviews & 
Recommendations

•	Personalized Autism 
Parent Coaching

•	Podcasts & Videos

•	And So Much More! 

EVER WISH YOUR AUTISM PARENTING JOURNEY WAS JUST A LITTLE 
EASIER, SO YOU HAD MORE TIME TO ENJOY WITH YOUR CHILD?

https://www.themomkind.com/


Dear Jenny,

T
his problem of children with sensory issues 
not being able to sleep on their own is a 
common one among children who have 
sensory differences. Sleeping is one of the 
physical tasks of self-regulation, and when 
any one or combination of a child’s sensory 
systems is not working efficiently or effec-

tively, sleep is likely to be disrupted.

One of the most common ways sensory differenc-
es impact sleep is from what we call tactile/touch 
processing differences. Some children need more 
touch input so they can feel where they are in space 
(their own body awareness is poor), and other chil-
dren have touch sensitivities (their sense of touch 
is over-responding). In both cases, having a parent 
close to them offers the warm, firm pressure that 
helps to calm touch sensitivities OR it gives them 
the added feedback about their own position so 
they can rest and relax into sleep. The other factor 
that can contribute to these challenges from a sen-
sory standpoint is that many children with sensory 
differences have a dysregulated nervous system. 
Parents are typically the “safest” relationship a child 

HELP:  
My Child With Sensory Issues 
Won’t Sleep In His Own Bed

By Kelly BEINS, BA BHScOTR/L

My six-year-old son won’t sleep in his own bed, so we have been letting him sleep 
with us. How can we work on moving him back to his own room?  
He has sensory issues and always wants to be near me. 

—Jenny

SLEEP
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has, and this sense of safety supports a more regu-
lated nervous system, which helps the child rest and 
fall asleep. Touch plays a significant role in self-regu-
lation from birth onward, and touch from a parent, 
even passively received while sleeping, can support 
a child remaining in an even state of arousal that al-
lows for sleep.

Some sensory strategies to support a child sleeping 
in his/her own bed include:

 Touch inputs such as warm towels (warmed 
from a dryer before sleep time), a body pillow, 
positioning stuffed animals around him/her, 
or use of compression sheets or certain fabrics 
he/she likes around him/her (fleece, flannel, 
fuzzy soft pillows, etc.).

 Visual inputs such as ambient lighting (white 
Christmas lights, a soothing projector on the 
wall, nightlight(s), or glow in the dark star stick-
ers).

 Auditory inputs such as a white noise machine, 
soft music, or use of the iLs Dreampad pillow 
that plays calming music while a child falls 
asleep (www.integratedlistening.com).

 Cozy spaces are sometimes helpful for children 
with sensory differences because these help 
them feel more secure. Cozy spaces can limit 
visual input, help children feel more secure in 
their bodies, and create a warmer space while 
they sleep. Some parents I have worked with 
purchase a bed-tent, a canopy, or create a tent 
on bunkbeds by hanging a blanket down the 
side from the top bunk. I had one child sleep 
with a giant cardboard box at the head of the 
bed to place the pillow in to feel more secure.

 Avoid the use of screens within at least an hour 
before bedtime. Many children with sensory 
differences are hyper-responsive to visual in-
put and thus may be more hypersensitive to 
the impact of screens. A child may look calm 
and relaxed while watching a screen or while 
scrolling through YouTube, but the brain is far 
from quiet. Studies show some children are 
more impacted by active screen-use than oth-
ers and that scrolling has a stronger impact 
than simply watching a TV show. Being se-
lective about the type of screen-time and the 

timing of it may play a large role in supporting 
better sleep.

Working with an occupational therapist (OT) to ad-
dress any sensory challenges that may be complicat-
ing your child’s ability to self-calm is highly recom-
mended. An OT may recommend specific strategies 
in addition to the above that could be helpful, but 
he/she may also look more comprehensively at how 
to calm your child’s nervous systems overall, not 
just at sleep time. OTs will also make suggestions for 
environmental, activity, and routine modifications 
to support better self-calming and independence 
around bedtime. 

Finally, sometimes tackling sleep difficulties may need 
a combined approach of sensory support and coun-
seling because there can be social-emotional diffi-
culties contributing to sleep troubles, or parents may 
need help in managing the push-back that comes 
with bedtime for some children. There are private 
sleep consultants who may also be beneficial.

If sleep and falling asleep become an ongoing chal-
lenge, it is worth discussing with your child’s pe-
diatrician to make sure all physical causes of sleep 
difficulty are ruled out, and then some of the above 
solutions may be helpful.

Kelly Beins is a seasoned therapist 
with over 25 years of experience 
in occupational therapy. Kelly re-
ceived her BA in Psychology and 
her Bachelor of Health Sciences 
in OT from McMaster University 
in Ontario, Canada. She received 

her certification in Sensory Integration in 2005, and 
has an extensive clinical background combining 
OT and sensory integration with behavioral health 
interventions. Kelly is a published children’s author 
of a book series about a young sheep with sensory 
processing disorder (www.ovisthesheep.com) and 
she approaches her work with an intuitive, em-
pathic, and playful style while implementing the 
most evidence-based interventions available. Kelly 
co-coordinates the Screen-Free Frederick Initiative 
and also owns and operates her own group private 
practice in Frederick, MD, where she lives with her 
husband and two daughters.

Website: www.otc-frederick.com

SLEEP

Autism Parenting Magazine  |  Issue 95 |    23

https://integratedlistening.com/
https://www.asensorylife.com/sleep-challenges.html
https://www.sleepsolutionsbychristine.com/
https://www.sleepsolutionsbychristine.com/
http://www.ovisthesheep.com
https://www.facebook.com/screenfreeFrederick/?modal=admin_todo_tour
http://www.otc-frederick.com
http://www.autismparentingmagazine.com


A destination mindful  
of all your senses.

Proud to be the World’s First Autism Certified City.

Discover the world’s first Autism Certified City!  
Mesa, Arizona is your newest place to play and experience 
authentic Arizona fun with confidence knowing your needs come first.

https://www.visitmesa.com/autism-travel/?utm_source=AutismParentingMagazine&utm_medium=MagazineAd&utm_campaign=VisitMesaAutismWinter2019&utm_content=MagazineAd


P
arents of children with autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD) often use physical devices 
like gates, locks, and helmets as ways to 
keep their kids protected. But an increas-
ing number of parents are also turning 
to smart tech to help. In fact, today’s ASD 
parents have plenty of options for keeping 

their children safe. Here are five smart tech ideas to 
try if you have a kid on the spectrum.

 Smart Sensors
Many children with ASD wander, bolt, or run away 
from safe spaces (known as “eloping”). Eloping puts 

children at a higher risk of bodily injury. And nearly 
half of children with ASD engage in eloping, so it’s a 
big concern for parents.

But today, parents are using smart home sensors for 
doors and windows to alert them to any small es-
cape artists. When a sensor triggers, it sends an alert 
to your connected mobile device. An app can notify 
caregivers anywhere—at work, at the store, or while 
mowing the lawn.

You can also connect sensors to other smart devices 
to customize your home’s safety. For example, if your 
child has trouble with light switches, connect your 

Five Smart Tech Ideas  
for Parents With Kids  

on the Spectrum
By Hilary THOMPSON

AUTISM SAFETY

1.
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Smart video cameras are an effective way to track your child’s 
whereabouts inside and outside the home. Most smart cameras 

are self-contained and easy to install. They connect to the 
internet and store data to the cloud, giving you access  

to a video from anywhere at any time.

smart sensor to a smart bulb. It will turn the light on 
when the door opens or when someone enters the 
room. This design can make dark hallways much saf-
er and less scary. Virtual assistants like Amazon Alexa 
also work with door sensors. You can create an Alexa 
Routine with your front door sensor to have Alexa 
announce, “The front door is open.”

Smart sensors range from $15 to $60, depending on 
the features. But the total cost will depend on how 
many sensors you need to cover all doors and win-
dows.

 GPS Tracker
While smart sensors can alert you if your child starts 
to wander away, what happens if he/she is successful? 
GPS trackers are on almost every digital device today, 
from our smartphones to our cars. But some trackers 
are built with children with ASD in mind. The Angel-
Sense tracker has many features that will help locate 
your child in almost any situation. If your child wanders 
into an unfamiliar outdoor location, the AngelSense 
will alert you through a map on your smartphone. 
You can also activate the tracker’s alarm to locate your 
child within a crowd or when he/she is hiding nearby.

The tracker also works at school or daycare. If your 
little one misses the bus or is late leaving school, you 
will receive a late departure warning. The tracker is 
also a one-way and two-way radio, allowing you to 
talk to or with your child for directions or as a com-
forting presence. The AngelSense attaches to your 
child’s clothing, so it works well for children who are 
sensitive to wearables.

Unfortunately, the price for the AngelSense runs 
around $230, and it requires a monthly ($39.99) or 
annual ($400) plan. So, it’s not for every family bud-
get, but it can make a big difference for children 
prone to eloping.

 Smart Cameras
Smart video cameras are an effective way to track 
your child’s whereabouts inside and outside the 
home. Most smart cameras are self-contained and 
easy to install. They connect to the internet and store 
data to the cloud, giving you access to a video from 
anywhere at any time. And most models let you live 
stream from your smartphone, so you can remotely 
monitor your child from work or the next room.

Some cameras also offer night vision, which is help-
ful if your child suffers from seizures, sleepwalking, 
or nightmares. And children with autism are three 
times more likely to experience life-threatening in-
juries like drowning compared to neurotypical chil-
dren, so smart cameras are a must-have for families 
with indoor or outdoor pools.

Smart cameras also help with needs other than safe-
ty. For example, you can record your child’s behavior 
for teachers, therapists, and medical professionals, 
and they can use the footage to inform their diag-
nosis. Video footage can also be an excellent tool for 
monitoring in-home therapy sessions or tracking be-
havior problems. Standalone security cameras cost 
around $100 to $250 each.

 Leak Detectors
Often, children with ASD leave water faucets run-
ning. But the implications are more than a flooded 
home and sky-high water bill. Children can slip, scald 
themselves, or drown in bathtubs. Smart leak detec-
tors alert you when water pools around them. Wa-
ter detectors are internet-ready, so you get real-time 
alerts pushed to your mobile device. Use them 
around bathtubs, showers, kitchen floors, and base-
ments. Detectors will run you anywhere from $30 to 
$70. They’re an inexpensive investment that could 
save you everything.

2.

3.

4.

AUTISM SAFETY

L I F E  A W A I T S . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Relevant, real time life strategies.  

Everyone feels the pressure of social situations.  If these 
pressures become too much to bear, there are people who 
can help. 

At Pasadena Villa, we specialize in guiding individuals on the 
autism spectrum towards fulfilling lives.       

You don’t have to manage alone. If you or a loved one 
needs help, please call 407.391.1937. 

Visit PasadenaVilla.com to learn more about our treatment 
programs for autism and other mental health conditions. 

The Villa Orlando - Florida
The Smoky Mountain Lodge - East Tennessee
Outpatient Center-Raleigh - North Carolina
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 Smart Locks and Doorbells
The front door is a common challenge for parents of 
ASD children. If you have many therapists or caregiv-
ers coming into your home, a smart lock can simpli-
fy your life. Instead of making extra keys, give each 
person a PIN code that will unlock your front door. 
Or if you’re away from home, you can unlock or lock 
your door with your smartphone, which is great for 
forgotten keys or emergencies.

Smart doorbells are another handy device for safety 
and convenience. Smart doorbells have video cam-
eras that detect when someone’s at your front door. 
Certain doorbell models can even learn and recog-
nize faces and announce the person’s arrival. Some 
children with ASD will let strangers into your home, 
thinking they’re being helpful, and deadbolts may not 
prevent this if they know how to unlock them. Smart 
doorbells can announce the name of the person, so 
your child will know if it’s okay to open the door.

Smart locks and doorbells are pricey. Expect to pay 
around $200 to $350 for a lock and $150 to $230 for 
each doorbell.

5.

AUTISM SAFETY

Although these five smart devices alone can help 
protect children with ASD, their real power comes 
when they’re combined. Efficient smart homes have 
central hubs that connect all devices. Use them to 
program your smart doorbell to turn on your lights 
when it identifies your child at the front door. Or if 
your child has a favorite song that calms him/her, tell 
your virtual assistant to play it when he/she attempts 
to open a door or window. It could distract him/her 
long enough to keep him/her from wandering. Con-
nectivity lets you get creative and customize your 
home’s security to your individual needs—a feature 
every parent of a child with ASD can use.
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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

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.
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R
eading advanced books and classical mu-
sic fascinated me. My parents were sur-
prised when, at the age of four, I began to 
play the piano without having had a les-
son. That same year, I began to verbalize 
that my body hurt, especially my tummy. 
They carefully watched my diet, noticing I 

had the propensity to stick to the same foods. Con-
cerned, my mother continued to take me to various 
physicians. I was diagnosed with spastic organs, lat-
er called irritable bowel syndrome (IBS). As far as my 
social skills go, they told her I was highly intelligent, 
just awkward.

School life proved to be significantly challeng-
ing. Throughout elementary, junior high, and high 
school, though I got excellent grades, I found it diffi-
cult to relate to my peers. My entrance to college life 

was easy academics-wise; however, living away from 
the routines of home was overwhelming. I began to 
live a secret life, hiding my anxiety and frustration. 
I struggled with context in conversations, and just 
never felt connected to people like everyone else 
seemed to be.

In order to fund college, someone suggested I enter 
pageants. By this time, I had developed intricate cop-
ing skills to hide my daily struggles. In 1994, I became 
Miss Black Austin Metroplex, with no one having any 
idea of my challenges. Overwhelmed by the social 
requirements of attending a university, I delved into 
the world of music. Music was the one thing that was 
never a struggle, and life moved forward.

I was married in my early twenties, and by the age 
of 36, I had seven children. My mother offered to 
assist me in raising them. The routine she provided 

One Mom and Seven Children  
on the Spectrum 

By Michelle L. MYERS

I was born on a cold winter’s day in 
November. Other than some sleeping 
issues and my being quieter than my 
brother, I was a healthy baby. According 
to the medical community in the early 
1970s, my developmental milestones 
were all met. As I grew, my mother says 
I had a lot of anxiety, preferring to play 
alone or with my sibling only. Though I 
could talk, it was very literal and some-
times sporadic. People often remarked 
I was an unusual child, and sometimes 
I was seen as “strange” for my age. But 
they were always astounded that I was 
intelligent beyond my years.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
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was familiar and welcomed. My first child was qui-
et, with much of her behavior mimicking my own. 
The second child was born premature, and she, too, 
was quiet. Just after my third child was born, my el-
dest daughter went to school. It was then I realized 
how unlike the other children she was, but everyone 
chalked it up to her being extremely shy or like me.

Never had I heard the word “autism” until my young-
est son turned 18 months old. Unlike my two older 
children, he developed significant communication 
issues after a round of immunizations. The very night 
he had them, his face swelled, and he ran a fever of 
103. When I called the nurse line, I was told to give 
him Tylenol.

The next morning, I awoke to behavior I had nev-
er seen. He was rocking, gazing off to the side, and 
seemingly incapable of staying still. Though he had 
no fever, his face was swollen. After evaluation, I 
was told it was a mild reaction to his shots. Over the 
course of a year, my son went from bad to worse, be-
coming nothing like the little boy who smiled and 
giggled.

As the years passed, I had four more children. By 
that time, all of my children were having noticeable 
sensory issues. One day I was crying outside of the 
school building while my son moaned and rocked 
on the step next to me. I had no idea what to do and 
couldn’t understand why some of my children strug-
gled with communication far worse than I did. A very 
benevolent woman walked up and spoke to me. Her 
daughter was in the same special education class as 
my son. She told me about a group of therapists who 
could come into our home and help us figure things 
out.

A neuropsychologist evaluated them all and told 
me they were all on the ASD spectrum. I had no 
idea what that was and was then surprised when he 
asked if it was okay to test me. Though our IQs were 
significantly elevated in some of us, everyone had 
serious social issues. Some of the diagnoses were: 
severe autism, high functioning autism, pervasive 
developmental disorder, Asperger’s syndrome, adult 
attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), at-
tention deficit disorder (ADD), auditory processing 
delay, and social anxiety.

Though the task ahead seemed daunting, occu-
pational therapists, speech therapists, neuropsy-

chologists, and others helped our family. Though 
challenged myself, as an author and composer, I 
immersed my children in literature and music. They 
were constantly read to, taken to studio sessions, 
and given instruments at a young age. For some who 
lacked the ability to verbally express themselves, 
music became their voice and books their passion.

One year, after a vicious virus went through the 
household, one child and I just never seemed to ful-
ly recover. I ended up having a transient ischemic 
attack (mini-stroke), which permanently altered my 
speech. I am one of less than a hundred people now 
diagnosed with foreign accent syndrome. Upon fur-
ther evaluation, doctors discovered we all have a 
rare connective tissue disorder called Ehlers-Danlos 
syndrome.

It has now been 15 years since I first heard the word 
autism. My children are now young adults and teens 
who have progressed significantly. Though I am still 
challenged by some issues in regard to not being 
neurotypical, after a profound encounter I awoke to 
using more of the executive function of my brain.

Often, when families are diagnosed with autism, they 
are only given a poor prognosis. We are a very loving 
family, full of empathy for humanity, and focused on 
achieving our goals. The children aspire to publish 
literature, model, work in media, sing, dance, attend 
college, and more. We hope our story encourages 
others to be confident about the future possibilities 
that exist. We love the way our minds work. Autism is 
a word that does not define us—we define it.

Michelle L. Myers is a single mom 
of seven, residing in Arizona with 
her mom, Grace. She is a published 
author, composer, and inspira-
tional speaker. She wrote about 
her family’s lives in her latest book, 
The Cross of Chronic Pain and The 
Nail of Invisible Illness.

Website: butterfly25.com 
Facebook: www.facebook.com/MiscarriageMat-
terstoMothers 
Instagram: www.instagram.com/shewritesstuff 
Amazon: www.amazon.com/Michelle-L.-Myers/e/
B006M7UGSQ%3Fref=dbs_a_mng_rwt_scns_
share
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League School’s Residential Program 
Providing the Environment That Students With ASD Need to Prosper

At the League School of Greater Boston, it is our job – and our joy – to provide an 
environment at both our residences where growth is always happening. We reach out to our 
students and their families to provide them with the support and skills they need to be as 
happy, productive, and as self-reliant as they can be.  At League School, we offer:

  • Two state-of-the-art on-campus residences serving up to 32 students
  • Life skills learning including self-care, cooking, laundry, and leisure
  • Private rooms with access to game and exercise room
  • 24-hour care with on-call medical supervision
  • Weekly and nightly activities to increase students’ independence and community skills

To learn more about our program, please contact League School’s Admissions Coordinator, 
Gayle Ferland at T: 508-850-3900, X171 or E: gferland@leagueschool.com.

Excellence in Autism Education
leagueschool.org

https://leagueschool.org/
http://tinyurl.com/MakingTheWorldMakeSense


A
ccording to TIME Magazine, “Many peo-
ple with autism have trouble recognizing 
social cues, which makes them awkward 
around others. They also often engage in 
repetitive behaviors and tend to be hyper-
sensitive to environmental stimuli, all of 
which makes kids with the disorder ripe 

targets for bullies.” However, bullies are not always 
other children. From The Courier Mail, “More than 44 
percent of bullying cases against students with au-
tism examined by the Autistic Family Collective were 
found to have been started by the students’ teachers 
and other school staff.” What are some ways to com-
bat this disturbing trend in behavior?

One suggestion is for parents of children with au-
tism to practice emotional connectedness. Emotion-
al connectedness is the state of being appreciative 
of and “in-tune” with the feelings, experiences, and 
perspectives of others.

The practice of emotional connectedness requires 
changing interactions to active questions, set in 

a more positive tone with a focus on progress. It is 
less stressful and thereby produces less cortisol for 
everyone—parents and children. Cortisol is the hor-
mone in our bodies that becomes elevated when 
we are stressed. It can change neural pathways over 
time and prevents neural bundling (connecting the 
two sides of the brain). Changing neural pathways 
and reducing neural bundling can also lead to low-
er myelin sheath levels. Children with autism tend 
to have lower myelin sheath levels than those who 
are typically developing. Myelin sheaths are vital be-
cause they are the cover for neurons in the brain and 
help perform tasks and submit signals efficiently. 
Scientists have recently observed that the fewer my-
elin sheaths an individual with autism has, the more 
difficulties he/she will have with social interactions 

How You Can Help Kids  
With ASD Reduce Bullying 

By Louis CARTER, MA soc/org psychology

Bullying has become a heated issue of 
debate among the autism community. 
When assessing specific types of dis-
abilities, bullying prevalence rates dif-
fer: 35.3 percent of students with be-
havioral and emotional disorders, 33.9 
percent of students with autism, 24.3 
percent of students with intellectual 
disabilities, 20.8 percent of students 
with health impairments, and 19 per-
cent of students with specific learning 
disabilities face high levels of bullying 
victimization (Rose et al., 2012).

BULLYING
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and daily functioning. In children with autism, who 
often already have diminished neural connections, 
increased stress only harms their development. It 
is reasonable to assume active questions promote 
more neural bundling and pruning, eliminating un-
productive neural connections in a neurotypical 
child’s development process.

Developing emotional connectedness requires vig-
ilant work in practicing self-awareness for parents. 
When using active questions, we ask ourselves and 
others: did I do my best today to:

  Help my child find a safe place when he/she 
was feeling or acting atypically?

  Provide teachers with an understanding of 
my child’s trigger points?

  Fully understand how my child experienced 
interactions with “typical” children?

  Find ways to advocate for my child?

 Ensure my child felt safe to communicate 
with teachers and fellow students and to 
actively participate in class?

After 79 studies with 2,537 participants, author of 
What Got You Here Won’t Get You There and Triggers, 
Marshall Goldsmith, created the list of six Active Dai-
ly Questions. In every study, participants were asked 
to use the active daily questions at the end of each 
day. After two weeks, 37 percent of respondents said 
they were better at everything, and 65 percent said 
they had improved on four out of the six questions. 
Only 12 percent didn’t change.

Active daily questions should be posed at first by the 
parent. Then, the questions should be directed to-
ward the child as an activity to build self-awareness. 
The question process will also assist with external val-
idation of positive daily practices. Because of the fo-
cus on positivity, active daily questions form a deep-
er emotional connectedness between parents and 
children, enabling a greater amount of connection 
and performance in school and outside the house. 
With this increase of emotional connectedness, it is 
reasonable to suggest the bullying behaviors men-
tioned above are far more likely to reduce over time.
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Louis Carter, MA soc/org psychology is founder and CEO of 
Best Practice Institute, a research consortium, think tank, and 
advisory company for Chief Talent Officers and Chief Human 
Resources Officers of Fortune 500 and mid-sized companies 
globally. He is the author of 10 books on leadership and or-
ganization development, including Change Champions Field 
Guide and Best Practices in Leadership Development and Or-
ganizational Change. His new book is In Great Company: How 
to Achieve Peak Performance by Creating an Emotionally Con-
nected Workplace.
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The Learning Style Profile©

Help your child with autism engage & connect 
with others, maintain emotional control, 

and play with toys appropriately.

NorthernSpeech.comDo you know how your child learns?

Author, Patrick Rydell, PhD, of
the Learning Style Profile© explains 
why he developed this program. 

Watch The Video

   

https://www.northernspeech.com/
https://charishills.org/
https://charishills.org/program
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ed86xoiwe1U&t=2s


M
any adults aren’t sure how to engage 
with a child who isn’t verbal or doesn’t 
respond to social cues. They might be 
uncomfortable when a child vocalizes, 
jumps, or flaps his/her arms. As a re-
sult, adults often focus on neurotypi-
cal kids instead.

That’s unfortunate. Kids on the spectrum have the 
same feelings as other children, and it hurts to be left 
out. They’re also just as much fun.

Extended family and friends probably don’t realize 
that getting to know a child on the spectrum isn’t 
much different than getting to know any child. By of-
fering some guidance, parents can help adults build 
rewarding relationships with their kids who have au-
tism.

Choose the right time to connect
The excitement and activity of parties can be a lot 
of sensory input for children on the spectrum. So it’s 

How to Help Family and Friends 
Build Relationships  
With Your ASD Child

By Erica CROWLEY, BCBA

Parents often worry friends and extended family don’t spend time getting to know 
their children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) and tend to overlook them at 
gatherings and parties.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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Neurotypical kids usually have a wide range of interests, which 
makes it easy for adults to connect with them. Children on the 
spectrum tend to have more narrow and deep interests, from 

letters to cars, numbers, dinosaurs, or almost anything.

always best to approach a child when he/she is calm 
and comfortable.

Look for a time when a child is playing alone in the 
sandbox, petting the dog, or building something 
with Legos. Try sitting down and saying hi. A gesture 
such as high-five is an excellent way to break the ice. 
Most kids know it and will respond.

Then follow up with a question. It can be as simple as, 
“What are you making?” or “What’s the dog’s name?” 
Or you can offer a comment along the lines of “Nice 
tower you’re building” or “I love dogs, too.”

Don’t worry about your exact words or whether the 
child answers. What’s important is you’re acknowl-
edging the child and including him/her in the party.

If a child seems anxious or agitated, wait a while or 
until the next time you’re together.

Find shared interests with the child
Neurotypical kids usually have a wide range of inter-
ests, which makes it easy for adults to connect with 
them. Children on the spectrum tend to have more 
narrow and deep interests, from letters to cars, num-
bers, dinosaurs, or almost anything.

Ask the parents what interests their child and find 
ways to share it. If a child loves dinosaurs, ask which 
dinosaurs he/she likes and why. Bring a dinosaur col-
oring book and crayons to the next event and spend 
a few minutes coloring together. Find an age-appro-
priate dinosaur puzzle and invite the child to work 
on the puzzle with you or sit and encourage him/her 
while he/she does it. 

The child’s interests may change or expand as he/
she gets older. Or they may not. By asking the par-
ents and making a little effort, you can always find 
fun ways to spend time with a child, regardless of 
whether he/she has autism.

Create a ritual to build a relationship
Doing a special thing each time you see a child is a 
great way to build a relationship. A secret handshake, 
a goofy riddle, or a simple magic trick will delight 
both of you. Creating a ritual helps a child recognize 
you’re interested in him/her and look forward to see-
ing you at gatherings and parties. 

A greeting or hello that’s just between the two of you 
also helps a child feel included. Kids with autism are 
often passed over in social situations and may have 
a hard time identifying cues that help them play with 
other kids or connect with adults. 

Taking the time to engage a child in something fun 
means a lot to the child and his/her parents. It’s also 
an easy way to help a child practice social skills, which 
are usually a priority for kids on the spectrum.

Talking is not needed to communicate
Some kids with autism don’t speak. But that doesn’t 
mean they don’t communicate or that you can’t 
connect or have fun with them. Talk to a child while 
he/she plays or try a gesture game such as rock-pa-
per-scissors. 

Some non-verbal kids communicate by using cards 
with pictures on them called the Picture Exchange 
Communication System (PECS), a voice-output de-
vice, or sign language. Parents can tell you more 
about these methods and how you can encourage 
the child to communicate with them. If a child uses 
sign language, it’s easy to learn to say hi and ask sim-
ple questions.

Keep in mind that kids on the spectrum who don’t 
speak usually do understand. You can help a child feel 
special by telling him/her what you like about him/
her. Compliment the child when he/she does some-
thing well. Let a child know how much fun you’re hav-
ing. Kids with autism rarely hear this kind of praise, 
and they need and deserve it as much as any child.

AUTISM SOLUTIONS
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Parents will also appreciate hearing what you en-
joy about their child. They’ll likely be delighted 
that you’re making an effort and value their son’s or 
daughter’s unique qualities. 

Rocking and flapping are okay
Everyone uses repetitive movements all the time. 
Whether it’s drumming your fingers, sighing loudly, 
tapping a pencil, or biting your nails, these self-stim-
ulatory behaviors help release tension.

Children with autism are no different, although their 
behaviors are often more noticeable. Kids on the 
spectrum may rock, spin, shout unexpectedly, flap 
their arms, repeat a word, and so on. Adults often find 
stimming disruptive, but it’s nothing more than the 
way a child copes with sensory overload or adapts to 
a new place. 

If you’re playing with a child who starts stimming, let 
it go. Offer the child a toy, start a game, or ask a ques-
tion. If the child isn’t hurting himself/herself, there’s 
no need to try to stop or change the behavior.

Start small and recognize success
Don’t get discouraged if a child with autism doesn’t 
immediately respond to your efforts. Most kids need 
time to warm up to adults they don’t see regularly, 
and children on the spectrum often take longer to 
adjust to new people and situations.

Starting small and being consistent will help a child 
get comfortable with you. Over time, if you spend a 
few minutes saying hi, asking about his/her interests, 
and doing your secret handshake, a child will learn 
that you’re a friend and be glad to see you. 

He/She may come up to greet you, smile when you 
approach or even start your special ritual. Maybe a 
child will enjoy spending 15 minutes coloring with 
you instead of 5 or 10 minutes.

Adults expect these behaviors from neurotypical 
kids, but kids with autism usually make progress 
more slowly. Take the time to acknowledge and cel-
ebrate those successes. Praise the child, offer a high-
five or a hug, or tell the child how happy you feel 
when he/she spends time with you.

Accept, connect, and enjoy
Acceptance is essential to building a relationship with 
any child. Most adults don’t think twice when neuro-

typical children have unique personalities, interests, 
and behaviors. Children on the spectrum are the same. 
Kids with autism experience the world differently, but 
they need and deserve the same acceptance.

Equally important, children with autism have the 
same emotions as other children but may not be 
able to express them. Most adults will go out of their 
way to avoid hurting a child’s feelings but may not 
realize that overlooking a child with autism in favor 
of neurotypical kids is hurtful. It’s also unnecessary.

Getting to know a child with autism isn’t much differ-
ent from getting to know any child and is just as re-
warding. Spend time focusing on the child. Engage in 
his/her interests. Celebrate the child’s unique qualities. 
Praise the successes. Those are the keys to building a 
fun relationship that’s a source of joy for everyone.
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Erica Crowley, BCBA, is the manager 
of Invo Behavior & Therapy Services’ 
Belfort Oaks Therapy Center in Jack-
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EDUCATION

I
n the early years of his diagnosis, adulting was an 
unimaginable goal for us to have for him. We be-
lieved he would remain the dependent child he 
was. We even made plans for our basement that 
would accommodate our adult child living with 
us, and I changed my career to one that would 
allow him to work with me someday. We now be-

lieve he won’t even want to stay with us, which is a 
bit frightening, honestly, but positive.

He is nine and capable now of learning to adult even 
if he isn’t aware of it. I’ve settled on four skills to build 

in young kids that will prepare them for adulting 
because they are on my mind right now. There is a 
plethora of them. There are other skills we’ve already 
introduced, and more still that will come as he devel-
ops and shows us what he can handle.

Flexibility
Stop laughing. Or crying. From the ages of three to 
five, our son was rigidly routine-driven, so we became 
the most flexible we have ever been, pulling on stores 
we didn’t know existed. His security depended on 

Teaching Adulting  
to Children on the Spectrum 

By Rita ROEM

Because more adults on the spectrum are giving voice to their experiences now than 
in the past, those of us with younger children on the spectrum are benefiting from 
their wisdom and advice. The biggest take away I have from what I read and see by 
these adults is that being an adult on the spectrum does not look the same as being 
a child on the spectrum, which means I must look to what my child can become and 
start parenting in a way to guide him towards that adulthood.
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routine, having desired behavior depended on rou-
tine, and being able to learn depended on routine. He 
will probably always carry this need for routine with 
him, and it can serve him well, but we are seeing areas 
now where we can ask for and receive flexibility from 
him, and we must nurture that. Areas where we have 
slowly been able to create more flexibility:

 Clothing

 Food

 Leisure activities

 Travel

Volunteering
His older brother needed to log volunteer hours for 
his black belt, and we brought our autistic son along. 
He was happy to pick up the trash on the trail around 
the lake and in the woods. Eventually, he will under-
stand why we are doing these things. He has already 
been on the receiving end of volunteerism and may 
be for the rest of his life, so giving in return is some-
thing we can train to become natural in him.

A job well done
It wasn’t long after our son started to respond to 
Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) that we realized 
if taught how to do it right the first time, he’d do it 
that way every time. With our neurotypical child, we 
often taught and still teach him things in stages or 
with the shortcuts we’ve already learned. However, 
our autistic child can’t understand why some dishes 
that come out of the dishwasher can go straight into 
the cupboard while others must be wiped dry first, 
so we’ve taught him to wipe them all. The result is he 
is the best at this job of anyone in the house.

Taking the initiative
Picture schedules plant the seeds for this. Once our 
son realized what they meant, he often took the ini-
tiative in his day, especially when a preferred activity 
was up next. When we stopped the picture schedules 
at home, we moved to verbal “first, then, then, then” 
schedules and found he would take the initiative. 
When our neurotypical child was three, he came up 
with a system for making friends at the playground: 
introduce himself, give his age, and ask to play. Thus, 
he was never without a playmate. Now that our au-
tistic son’s language can be understood by all, we are 
teaching him to use the same system, but not just for 

EDUCATION

playtime. When he arrives for a therapy session, he 
now greets the receptionist by name, says “Hi,” gives 
his name, and tells the receptionist he’s ready. 

If your child is young, you may not be ready to think 
about adulting. You may still be in the state of won-
dering if he/she will ever just ‘child’ in a recognizable 
manner. Put this in a file for when you are ready be-
cause you will need to start thinking about adulting 
sooner than you expect. You’re doing what’s required 
to make that happen. That you are reading this is 
proof. You’re doing a great job. If your child is older, 
you’ve got this. Help him/her be the adult you’ve be-
come. Awesome.

Rita Roem is a lifetime writer recently 
turned author. She was a high school 
English teacher for 20 years but left 
teaching not long after her youngest 
son was diagnosed with autism. She 

spends her time caring for the whole family along 
with helping other parents of children with autism 
find resources and cope. She lives with her family of 
four in Northern Colorado. 

Website: turninginsideout.weebly.com
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COMMUNICATION

I
t is the wings upon which all change occurs. If 
you want your child or the child you are work-
ing with to learn and grow, this is the place to 
start. It lies in the belief that the love you already 
have for your child does not have to be put aside 
as you begin or continue your journey to help him/
her. Rather, it must be the place you start and 

must fuel every action you take. 

Spiritual leader Matt Kahn began one of his work-
shops asking participants to say these two lines out 
loud:

I see you.

And I like what I see.

Doesn’t that quote bring a smile to your face?

Imagine if our children on the autism spectrum saw 
this smile each time they reached out and looked at 
their teachers, caregivers, and educators. A smile that 
says, “I see all of who you are, and I like it, all of it. I like 
you when you talk me, and I like when you don’t talk 
to me. I like you when you respond to me, and I like 
when you don’t. I like you when you play just like the 
other children, and I like you when you make sounds 
and movements that look very different.”

This accepting and welcoming attitude gives our 
children no reason to move away, and every reason 
to continue to reach out and communicate with us. 
Don’t we all move towards people who delight in us 
and show us they enjoy all of who we are? Unfortu-
nately for our children, their experience of people is 
often the opposite. The people in their lives spend 
the majority of their time looking at them with the 

focus of “fixing,” changing and/or stopping them. 
Although this is done in a sincere effort to help our 
children, you know how this feels when you’re treat-
ed that way. It certainly doesn’t feel like help.

If you implement the four strategies below with an 
attitude of loving acceptance and enjoyment of 
everything your child does and is, the doorways of 
communication can swing open! 

 Love what they love

Making a true connection with our children is a key 
part of inspiring them to want to verbally commu-
nicate with us. Most of us are more likely to connect 
with someone we have something in common with.

Excellent Ways to Maximize 
Language With Your ASD Child 

By Kate C. WILDE

The most powerful insight I have gained during my 30 years of inspiring our beau-
tiful children to verbally communicate is the knowledge that all growth starts with 
acceptance of our children as they are. This cannot be overlooked or bypassed. 

1.
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Whatever your child 
likes, you can like, too. 

Whatever he/she is 
doing, you can do it 
with the child. Make 
his/her interest your 

interest.

For example, wouldn’t you be more likely to gravi-
tate towards a person who wears a T-shirt with the 
name of your favorite band scrawled across it? Our 
children with autism are no different. They, too, will 
gravitate towards people who like what they like. The 
only difference is our children tend to have unusual 
interests not mirrored in our society.

Maybe your child really likes to dangle a piece of 
string or watch something that spins, or talk about 
volcanos or washing machines. Whatever your child 
likes, you can like, too. Whatever he/she is doing, you 
can do it with the child. Make his/her interest your 
interest. If the child likes to talk about washing ma-
chines, become an expert on washing machines! If 
your child likes to line things up, make that your next 
hobby. If trains are popular, numbers, Dora the Ex-
plorer…whatever it is, enjoy it, too. 

In my three decades of working with our children, 
this is the number one connection creator. Love what 
they love. Do what they do.

 Listen to your child

When we think of teaching verbal communication, 
our instinct is to talk more. But the opposite is true. 
The key is to talk less and listen more.

No matter whether your child has yet to say a word 
or is already speaking in sentences, he/she is proba-
bly saying a lot more than you realize. If we are busy 
talking and filling in the silence, we don’t give our-
selves the chance to fully listen to what our children 
are already saying.

When our children begin to talk, they may start by 
whispering and talking under their breath. This talking 
is very hard to hear if we are talking. When our chil-
dren make sounds or say sentences that do not make 
immediate sense to us, we can easily turn off our lis-
tening without realizing this is what we’re doing. Why 
would our children continue to grow their verbal com-
munication skills if we are not listening?

Next time you are alone with your child, experiment 
with listening rather than talking. Cut the amount 
you talk in half. Once you’ve done that, cut it in half 
again. I think you will be surprised at what you hear.

This silence will give our children the chance to prac-
tice talking.

If we are taking up all the space with our talking, we 
are unintentionally telling our children to listen to us 
versus talk to us. But if we are listening (not pretend-
ing to listen—but really listening), we create a lan-
guage space our children can fill.

 Celebrate all verbalizations

It’s important to celebrate our children’s current lev-
el of communication. Celebrate all sounds, all words, 
and all sentences, even if you do not understand 
them and even if you’ve heard it a million times be-
fore.

What we focus on grows. Our celebrations commu-
nicate to our children that we are listening to and 
enjoying what they are saying. This will encourage 
our children to continue to talk to us. That is what 

COMMUNICATION

2. 3.
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Let your child know the power of his/her sounds, words, and 
sentences by responding super quickly to him/her.  

We want the child to know all his/her vocalizations are useful.

we want! The more our children vocalize, the more 
practice they will get, and the more likely it is their 
communication skills will grow. 

The key to celebrating is to be joyful and verbal-
ly specific. For example, when your child makes a 
sound, you could say, “You just said, “mmm,” that’s a 
great sound!” When he/she says a word, you could 
say, “You said “ball” amazingly—when you do that, I 
know what to get you!” When he/she shares a com-
ment with you, you could say, “I really like it when you 
talk to me, I love knowing what you are thinking!” Say 
it in your own way. The thing to keep in mind is to be 
specific about the fact it is his/her verbal communi-
cation you like. That way the child will know what it 
is you like and do more of it. The more we highlight 
what children are saying now, the more they will 
talk. It is impossible to over-celebrate, so become a 
celebrating maniac! Bring on the exclamation marks! 
You will be rewarded with more vocalizations, words, 
and sentences from your wonderful child.

 Respond quickly

Once we have listened and celebrated, it is time to 
take action. An important reason we speak to anoth-
er person is because that person responds and takes 
action based on our words. If he/she didn’t, we would 
find another way to communicate, such as drawing 
or using gestures.

Again, our children are no different. When their ver-
bal communications are not responded to, they use 
crying, pulling people by the arm, and hitting to get 
our attention. Sound familiar?

Let your child know the power of his/her sounds, 
words, and sentences by responding super quickly 
to him/her. We want the child to know all his/her vo-
calizations are useful.

This applies whether your child is saying simple 
sounds, full words, phrases, or paragraphs. The key is 

to respond quickly. Not after you finish cleaning. Not 
after you finish tying your tie. Right now.

If your child says “eee,” run and get him/her some-
thing to eat (or sing him/her a song or slide a stuffed 
animal down a slide). The particulars of what you do 
matter less than doing it with speed and excitement. 
If your child asks what time it is (for the hundredth 
time that hour), enthusiastically tell him/her the 
time! We want to help our children see the connec-
tion between their sounds and us moving.

Of course, these four strategies are not the whole 
story. That would take up an entire book (which is 
why I wrote one). But, if you follow the approach 
here, I think you will be very, very excited about the 
response you get from your child. I know you might 
sometimes feel overwhelmed or lost (don’t we all!), 
but every journey begins with a single step, and now 
you have the first four!

COMMUNICATION

Kate C. Wilde has literally spent all 
her life doing exactly that: thou-
sands and thousands of hours 
working with countless individuals 
and families from all over the world, 
in countless countries. She trained 
with Dr. Rachel Pinney in London, 
who pioneered therapeutic ap-
proaches to children’s development 
in the 1960s. Kate then moved to 
train at the Autism Treatment Cen-
ter of America, where she became 
director of The Son-Rise Program. 
She lives in Suffolk.

The Autism Language Launcher: www.amazon.
com/Autism-Language-Launcher-Parents-Conver-
sations/dp/1785924826
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I
t may take your child hours to get to sleep. Your 
son may wake twenty times a night or start his 
day at 2 a.m. Maybe the only way your daugh-
ter can sleep is by being cradled and bounced 
on a physioball. Do any of these sound familiar? 
Whatever the struggle is for your child, I know 
you’re struggling too. When your child doesn’t 

sleep well, it affects not only his/her attention and 
cooperation but also just how well he/she does in 
therapy and how well the brain absorbs the informa-
tion it is given. Your child is more prone to temper 

tantrums, sensory meltdowns, hyperactivity, a weak-
ened immune system, and more.

Being a parent of a child who has developmental is-
sues presents its own set of challenges. Your child’s 
poor sleep is something so many parents just like 
you are facing. Parents who reach out to me often 
feel they’ve exhausted all possibilities. They’ve tried 
melatonin, weighted blankets, essentials oils, supple-
ments, medications, etc. only to find their child still 
cannot get a good night’s rest. When your child isn’t 

3 Simple Tips for a Restful Night 
For Your Child With Autism

By Melissa DOMAN

It comes as no surprise to the parents and professionals reading this article that many 
children with autism have sleep issues. At least 50 percent, and as many as 80 per-
cent, of children on the spectrum struggle to sleep well1. To have these struggles on 
top of developmental issues can be wearing on any child, parent, or family.

SLEEP
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sleeping, it makes you crankier. You have a harder 
time dealing with stressful situations and controlling 
your emotions. This can cause rifts between you and 
your partner and put a strain on the whole family.

You cannot be at your best when you are defeated, 
overly exhausted, and only getting a couple hours of 
sleep a night. Your child doesn’t deserve this situa-
tion, your family does not deserve this situation, and 
neither do you.

It does not have to be this way. In learning about sleep 
training, I had a profound realization. Children with 
autism did not have difficulties resting well solely be-
cause of their diagnosis, which is so often assumed. 
They could not sleep well because they had never 
been given a chance to develop good sleep habits. It 
was the child’s diagnosis professionals would use as 
an “excuse” for why a child slept poorly.

So, what to do? How do you start righting the ship? 
Here are my top recommendations and the founda-
tion of what I teach all of my families:

  Get your child to bed earlier
  If there is one thing you do, getting your child 

to bed earlier will make a big difference. Here’s 
why: our energy goes up and down through-
out a 24-hour cycle. This is called the circadian 
rhythm. The lowest dip in energy happens at 
night, and this is our “window of opportunity” 
when it comes to getting a great night’s sleep. 
Mother Nature is giving us a little nudge, but 
we often ignore her. When we miss that win-
dow, it will take longer to fall asleep, we will 
wake up more frequently during the night, and 
will wake feeling out of sorts.

  For children under the age of eight, this dip in 
energy happens around 7 to 8 p.m. Take advan-
tage of that window! When kids are put to bed 
too late, they become overtired. Overtiredness 
makes kids do the total opposite of sleeping at 
night. Research has shown the areas of the brain 
that dictate sleep get completely disorganized 
when sleep deprived. Unfortunately, this same 
area of the brain also controls sensory percep-
tion, behavior, balance, coordination, and lan-
guage. For a child with autism, overtiredness is 
a double whammy.

  If your child is between the ages of eight and 
15, my recommended bedtime is anywhere 

between 8:30 pm-9:30 p.m. For older teens, a 
10 p.m. bedtime would be appropriate. Even if 
you cannot stick to these ideal bedtimes con-
sistently, a simple 30-minute adjustment can 
make a big difference.

  Teach your child to sleep on his/her 
own
This is a little easier said than done (I know!), 
but this shift will make a “night and day” differ-
ence in the quality of your child’s sleep. All of 
us have our own way to go to sleep. You need 
your pillow and blanket, you might flip to your 
left side, you may need your arms curled up 
to your chest. You may need to listen to white 
noise. Whatever it is, you have your own way of 
getting to sleep.

For the majority of kids I’ve worked with, the 
root of a child’s sleep issues lies in that initial fall-
ing asleep for the night. Why? Because he/she 
is still dependent on mom or dad in some way. 
He/She doesn’t have his/her own strategies to 
get himself/herself to sleep. And, your child 
will keep looking for that help during the night 
when he/she wakes up. Over and over again. 
This will affect the quality of his/her sleep, and 
everyone will wake up tired the next day.

If your child needs patting, rocking, cradling, 
someone lying next to him/her, a drive in the 
car, etc. to get to sleep, it’s time to give him/
her the space he/she needs to figure it out on 
his/her own. Once he/she knows how to do it 
without you, he/she can use those strategies to 
get himself/herself back to sleep at night. This 
will make it faster for him/her to settle again, 
and those long wake-ups at 2 a.m. will get sig-
nificantly shorter.

 Reduce bright light exposure
For many children on the spectrum, they are 
much more sensitive to light exposure than we 
might think. Your child is experiencing lights 
much more intensely. This can delay the dump 
of melatonin in the system leading up to bed-
time and can trick your child’s brain into think-
ing it’s still daytime.

My recommendation would be to first cut 
screens at least 1 hour before bed, and even ear-
lier if you can. Many children on the spectrum 

1.

2.

3.
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might find watching videos before bed com-
forting, but it will affect their overall sleep quali-
ty. The strong, blue light from screens will delay 
the release of melatonin in the system and will 
cause middle of the night disturbances too.

In the afternoon, do your best to limit your 
child’s exposure to strong, artificial light (fluo-
rescent lights, for example). You might consid-
er putting “blue light blocking bulbs” in certain 
fixtures around the house, as well. And, lead by 
example—if your child can’t have screens an 
hour before bed, make sure you follow the no 
screens rule too.

I was recently contacted by a mother whose 
child was sleeping terribly. After attending one 
of my seminars, she got rid of screens before 
bed, took away the nightlight, and reduced light 
exposure in the evening. In three weeks, her 
child was not only sleeping through the night, 
but he was sleeping independently. With good 
sleep, her child started to try new foods, stopped 
toe walking, and began saying words. Look how 
great an impact some simple changes made!

These are just some of the strategies I teach my fami-
lies to help their children sleep well. For a child on the 
spectrum, a careful look at sleep hygiene as well as 

factoring in physical activity, nutritional recommen-
dations, and more, can pave the path to sleeping great 
for years to come! Any change, big or small, takes time 
to adjust to. However, with consistency and a little pa-
tience, your child can make these changes. Your child 
with autism has all the potential in the world to defy 
his/her diagnosis and sleep great.

Sources:
1Lamm, Carin. Establishing Good Sleep Hygiene. Re-
trieved from https://www.autismspeaks.org/sleep

Melissa Doman is a pediatric sleep con-
sultant, specializing in sleep training for 
children with special needs. She has a 
decade of experience teaching parents 
of children with a variety of diagnoses 

and uses this knowledge to enhance her sleep train-
ing programs. She is passionate about empowering 
parents with the knowledge to help children reach 
their full potential. Melissa has worked with children 
diagnosed with cerebral palsy, trisomy 21, autism, 
ADD/ADHD, developmental delays, and more. She 
loves coaching parents to get their kids sleeping well 
and independently.

Website: www.melissadomansleepconsulting.com

SLEEP

• 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.

• Discreetly cues the user with 
a vibration on the wrist. 

WATCHMINDER FEATURES

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.

www.watchminder.com

IMPROVE YOUR CHILD’S FOCUSING 
AND THINKING AT HOME

Call 800-886-4228 (or +1-502-228-0605 outside US) or 
Skype us at peakachievement for information after 

checking www.socializeace.com.

Training your child’s brain at home with the Socialize ACE 
can be as easy as watching their favorite video.  They con-
trol it with their brain: Positive feelings or learning makes it 
bigger and brighter if they are focusing their attention.  Pub-
lished 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.

https://www.autismspeaks.org/sleep
http://www.melissadomansleepconsulting.com
https://www.watchminder.com/
http://www.socializeace.com


S
uppose there are two women, one named 
Sally and one named Anne. Sally puts a 
rock in her basket and goes off somewhere 
else, leaving the basket. While she’s gone, 
Anne opens the basket, takes the rock out, 
and puts it in her own box. In this presen-
tation, it’s very clear Sally did not see Anne 

move the rock. So when Sally returns, there are two 
questions. Where is the rock now? And where will 
Sally look for the rock? The first question is easily an-
swered correctly by anyone who was watching. But 
the second question is one most autistic children get 
wrong. It’s a question I would have gotten wrong. If I 
saw Anne put the rock in her box, I would have said 
that’s where Sally would look for it. If your autistic 
child fails this test, it means he/she doesn’t under-
stand Sally’s point of view. So this brings up a third 
question. What else does your autistic child not un-
derstand?

The Sally Anne Test is well known in the autistic com-
munity because it reveals how misunderstanding we 
can be. There is a colossal number of symptoms of 
autism. Some symptoms cannot be cured and are 
better left accepted, but some can be overcome. 
Which one is this? I don’t have a simple answer for 
you. The fact I can pass the Sally Anne Test doesn’t 
mean I understand other peoples’ perspectives. For 
instance, one time I put my girlfriend’s coffee mugs 
on the top shelf of the cabinets, even though she’s 
almost a foot shorter than me. She asked me to bring 
them down. I laughed because I had forgotten I was 
dating a female Frodo Baggins; she laughed too and 
then told me to shut up. While putting the dishes 
away, I hadn’t put myself in her shoes. And this is an 
issue not just for those of us who have autism. Some-
times, even neurotypical people cannot understand 
another person’s point of view. For instance, politics, 
but let’s not spend much time on that. Because we in 

the autistic community don’t understand other peo-
ple as well as we should, we can come across as un-
caring or even rude. One time in school, I was giving 
a speech, and I was asked to slow down because the 
other students had to write down all of the informa-
tion I was providing. There will be times when your 
autistic child will accidentally be rude with some-
thing that he/she says as well.

So, what’s the solution to this? I think your autistic 
child can understand people better by reading books 
and watching movies and TV shows. A TV show can 
work very well because there’s far more time for 
character development that can be analyzed than in 
a movie. I don’t have a list of which shows your fam-
ily should watch. But if you just talk to your autistic 
child when he/she doesn’t understand why one per-
son said this and another did that, then I think that’s 
time well spent.

Let me repeat, every person in the world fails to un-
derstand another person’s perspective from time to 
time. But for those of us with autism, it is more of an 
issue that needs to be addressed. By being open and 
honest, you can teach your son or daughter how to 
relate to other people better, which is imperative to 
having a happy and successful life. And if your autis-
tic child isn’t there yet, I guarantee you one day he/
she will understand Sally will look for the rock in her 
own basket.

Understanding Perspective  
With ASD:  

The Sally Anne Test
By Ryan LARSON

Ryan Larson lives in the Des Moines area. He grad-
uated from Iowa State University in chemical en-
gineering and works at Wells Fargo, helping cus-
tomers over the phone. In his spare time, he loves 
to read, write, put jigsaw puzzles together, exercise, 
and spend time with friends and family.
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The only book you need for
AAC implementation

Written by a SLP with more than 45 years
working with nonverbal children with
autism. Available on Amazon.

https://amzn.to/2PTNq8g

Social Recreation and 
Respite for the Whole 
Family 

Visit the Kinark Outdoor Centre’s website 
for more information: www.koc.on.ca

https://www.amazon.com/Make-Connection-Practical-Practitioners-Communicate/dp/1945533013/ref=as_li_ss_tl?_encoding=UTF8&qid=1543117586&sr=8-2&linkCode=sl1&tag=susanberkowit-20&linkId=6bd511bfe9660f1d7103cb155842d826&language=en_US
https://www.amazon.com/Make-Connection-Practical-Practitioners-Communicate-ebook/dp/B07HRGT5W6
https://www.kinark.on.ca/koc/
https://www.facebook.com/AutismParentingMagazine
https://twitter.com/AutismParentMag
http://www.pinterest.com/autismparentmag/
https://instagram.com/autismparentingmagazine/
https://omberrycbd.com/


AUTISM NEWS

ASD MARKETPLACE

Product: Building Bridges Media: Concise video les-
sons for parents of children with autism.

Cost: $4.99/month

Building Bridges Media, LLC is a video toolbox for 
parents seeking help with their children on the au-
tism spectrum. Parents can access short video les-
sons presenting techniques rooted in Applied Be-
havior Analysis (ABA) and implement them at home. 
Whether families are awaiting services or interested 
in supplementing current therapy, the content in the 
videos at autismparentlearning.com can help par-
ents and their children now.

Building Bridges Media was created by Building 
Bridges, a Portland-based ABA therapy clinic. The 
content was created by Dr. Melissa Gard, BCBA-D, 
LBA, and Emily Kearney, BCBA, LBA, in collaboration 
with Building Bridges.

“Wonderful videos to help support parents at home 
with autistic young children,” one Facebook member 
says.

The content of each video segment is built upon 
proven behavioral programs developed through 
more than 20 years of one-on-one therapy with chil-
dren diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder. Each 
video lesson is short and concise. The library is orga-
nized progressively so parents can easily determine 
the best place to start with their child.

New Videos Offer Parents 
an Opportunity to Provide 
ABA Techniques

For $4.99 a month, parents can conveniently stream 
clips from the video library. A wireless internet con-
nection provides the best streaming product. Every 
month new videos are added to the library for par-
ents interested in developing a supplemental, at-
home program.

    Links: $4.99/month  
    at www.autismparentlearning.com 
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A
ll three of us are parents (each of us has 
two kids) and educators who are aware of 
the need for guidance when posting about 
parenting on social media. We have all 
found social media helpful when attempt-
ing to connect with others (e.g., family, 
friends, other parents) but have also been 

hurt by posts from other parents and caregivers. As a 
result, we have put together a list of concerns around 
social media posts parents with children on the au-
tism spectrum may have and how to address them. 
The three of us have a complicated relationship with 
social media in terms of our parenting and discussed 
some of the issues parents face, especially as Betha-
ny and Maggie worked on their chapter about bet-
ter babies contests (early 20th century) and develop-
mental milestones (e.g., crawling, talking, walking, 
pincer grasp, etc.) as documented on social media. 
Dan relates to social media challenges specifically as 
the parent of an autistic child. We believe this is a list 
you could share with people in your life who do not 
parent a child with autism.

 Language is constantly changing and fami-
lies approach language in various ways: Our 
personal language choice of “autistic” is in sup-
port of the preferences of many (but not all!) 
in the autism community, who emphasize that 
“autistic” acknowledges autism as intrinsic to 
an individual’s identity. “Child with autism,” on 
the other hand, separates the disability from 
the person in a way that often stigmatizes it. 
There are ongoing debates on this subject, 
and some parents may prefer “child with au-
tism” or similar constructions. We are also us-
ing the word “neurotypical” throughout the 
rest of this list. For us, “neurotypical” does not 
mean “non-autistic,” and it is not derogatory. It 

means performing in a way that fits with dom-
inant standards for “normal” neurological and 
cognitive functioning. In emphasizing the ex-
periences of parents of autistic children, we 
do not intend to speak for the experiences of 
autistic individuals themselves. Relationships 
between autistic persons and their parents or 
caregivers are subject to ongoing debate and 
are ultimately too complex and diverse to be 
captured in a single article. What words do your 
friends and family use to describe the people 
they love? How do they frame their experi-
ence? Consider this carefully before posting 
during “Autism Awareness” weeks or months. 
Not everyone wants to “light it up blue,” and 
that is okay.

5 Tips for Posting  
About Special Needs Parenting 

on Social Media
By Margaret M. QUINLAN, PhD, Dan GRANO, PhD, 
and Bethany JOHNSON, MPhil, MA

1.
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 Parenting Challenges: Parenting challeng-
es are a frequent topic of social media posts. 
They have the potential to build community 
around the shared difficulties and worries of 
raising a child. They can also unintentionally 
alienate, isolate, and exclude your friends with 
autistic children. To be clear, this shouldn’t be 
a competition of “who has it worse,” and it isn’t 
possible to always “get” or account for the ex-
periences of your friends or family members 
with autistic children. But a good guideline for 
posting about your own parenting problems 
is to consider a taken for granted factor that 
comes with the difficulties of raising neurotyp-
ical kids. For example: managing after-school 
schedules, being pulled away to birthday par-
ties on weekends, or taking your children out 
to dinner can all involve legitimate frustrations.

Compare this, however, with what it might be 
like to have children with motor planning or so-
cial challenges that limit their participation in 
sports, to never being invited to birthday par-
ties, or dealing with stares and snickering from 
other children when you go out for pizza. When 
you post in an effort to commiserate with other 
parents, consider the benefits of building com-
munity with parents of neurotypical children 

against the costs of possibly alienating your 
friends with autistic children; is this a problem 
your friends with autistic children would “love” 
to have (e.g., “My child talks all the time!”) or is 
it perhaps one they can sympathize with (e.g., 
a scare at the doctor’s office)? Your friends with 
autistic children probably recognize you have 
legitimate struggles, but if you do the work of 
weighing and comparing what you face and the 
daily struggles they face, that work will show.

 Developmental milestones: We live in a de-
velopment-obsessed culture, where challeng-
es like autism are often represented as reali-
zations of parents’ worst fears. This is largely 
because autism is treated as a medical pathol-
ogy rather than as a diverse and legitimate way 
of being in the world. For this reason, some 
neurotypical parents of autistic children be-
lieve they must “fix” their children, while others 
try to un-learn associations with pathology to 
embrace autism as inherent to their person-
hood. Wherever parents of autistic children are 
in the process of addressing or accepting their 
child’s disability, posts celebrating develop-
mental milestones like first steps, first words, 
or graduations can often bring up feelings of 
loss over abilities or accomplishments they 

3.

2.

Parenting challenges are a frequent topic of social media 
posts. They have the potential to build community around the 
shared difficulties and worries of raising a child. They can also 

unintentionally alienate, isolate, and exclude your friends 
with autistic children.

We live in a development-obsessed culture, where challenges 
like autism are often represented as realizations of parents’ 

worst fears. This is largely because autism is treated as a 
medical pathology rather than as a diverse and legitimate 

way of being in the world. 
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may never experience. For autistic children 
deemed “high functioning” (more on this as 
a problem below), the outside appearance of 
typical development may leave you unaware 
of substantial challenges around sensory sen-
sitivities, communication difficulties, or pres-
sures to appear “normal” to prevent bullying 
and stigmatization. Many parents of autistic 
children face the prospect of never having a 
conversation with their child or have to worry 
about serious injuries due to motor planning 
challenges. Remember: framing helps. Frame 
the announcement as something particular 
to your kid and acknowledge individuals are 
different with a range of experiences. Even a 
quick nod to the broader issues can help dis-
pel some of the tension of milestone culture. 
For example, is your sweet kiddo walking now? 
That’s amazing! Maybe a post with a caption 
like, “There are lots of different kids with differ-
ent bodies and different ways of being. Today 
our kiddo took his/her first steps!”

 Diagnoses, jokes, and stereotypes: Increased 
awareness of autism has also brought about an 
increase in the use of popular but sometimes 
problematic terms and images. For example, 
parents with autistic children are often asked 
whether their child is “high functioning” or “low 
functioning.” This is very common language; 
doctors and therapists use it frequently when 
talking to parents of autistic children, and some 
parents may use it themselves. Just be aware 
these labels might reduce unique, complex indi-
viduals down to a list of what they can and can-
not do. In addition, autistic individuals labeled 
“low functioning” are often underestimated, 
while autistic persons labeled “high functioning” 
are often denied necessary services and support. 
“High functioning” and “low functioning” belong 

to a longer list of common terms to be aware 
of when posting on social media. Glossaries of 
problematic and preferred terms and guides for 
language use are available online.

It is also important to be aware of stereotypes, 
especially as autism is being represented more 
and more in popular culture. Common pop cul-
ture stereotypes include savantism, social awk-
wardness, lack of empathy, inability to commu-
nicate, and behavioral instability. Unfortunately, 
increased awareness of autism has also made 
these stereotypes popular. People often de-
scribe socially uncomfortable coworkers as “on 
the spectrum,” or joke that people exception-
al in math must be autistic. Such jokes are not 
merely limited to uninformed people; they’re 
remarkably common and hurtful and should be 
avoided. For kids, try the book When Charlie Met 
Emma by Amy Webb on Amazon and check out 
her tips at the end of the book for navigating 
issues of bodily and social difference in public 
spaces with your children. Reading up on these 
problems doesn’t guarantee you’ll always use 
terms “correctly.” Generally speaking, we advise 
trying to learn what terms are problematic so 
you can avoid them. Or, you can try to avoid la-
bels and armchair diagnoses altogether.

Here are some tips you can share with caregivers 
who do not have a child on the autism spectrum:

 Before you post, pause!

 Follow, like, and comment on accounts that il-
lustrate and celebrate neurodiversity

 Unfollow accounts that do not celebrate neu-
rodiversity

 Be aware some parents of children with autism 
may feel isolated

 For some parents without children with autism, 
parenting “gets easier.” However, some parents 

4.

It is also important to be aware of stereotypes, especially 
as autism is being represented more and more in popular 

culture. Common pop culture stereotypes include 
savantism, social awkwardness, lack of empathy, inability to 

communicate, and behavioral instability. 
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have increased needs like more meltdowns, 
stronger bodies, and/or lack of accessibility, so 
it may be easier to stay home

 While some parents go out on dates (pay 
babysitters) or adult-only vacations, parents of 
special needs children spend a lot of money on 
medical bills

Margaret M. Quinlan, PhD, is an asso-
ciate professor in the department of 
communication studies at the Univer-
sity of North Carolina at Charlotte.

Dan Grano, PhD, is a professor in the 
department of communication stud-
ies at the University of North Carolina 
at Charlotte.

Bethany L. Johnson, MPhil, MA, is an instructor in history 
and an associate member to the graduate faculty and 
research affiliate faculty in the department of commu-
nication studies at the University of North Carolina at 
Charlotte.

Twitter: https://twitter.com/JQ_Research 
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/JohnsonQuin-
lanResearch/ 
Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/johnsonquin-
lanresearch/ 
Website: https://johnsonquinlanresearch.com

Dan Grano: https://communication.uncc.edu/people/
full-time-faculty/grano-dan

https://cdcshoppingcart.uchicago.edu/Cart2/Cart?-
PRESS=rutgers&ISBN=9780813593784

30 percent discount available: 02AAAA17

 Be aware some kids are not invited to birthday 
parties, etc.

 Some complaints are difficult to hear, like “My 
kid talks all the time!”
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Broad spectrum CBD products  are  great  for  those who are  looking 
to  benefit  f rom the  ef fects  of  a  fu l l  spectrum product  but  want  
to  min imize  the  chances of  hav ing THC in  the i r  system.  

Our  products  have a lso  received the  Aut ism Approved seal  
f rom the  Aut ism Hope Al l iance ®!

USE COUPON CODE PARENT20 AT CHECKOUT 
FOR 20% OFF OF YOUR ENTIRE PURCHASE!
VISIT RELIVEEVERYDAY.COM OR CALL US AT 1-877-790-9549

https://twitter.com/JQ_Research
https://www.facebook.com/JohnsonQuinlanResearch/
https://www.facebook.com/JohnsonQuinlanResearch/
https://www.instagram.com/johnsonquinlanresearch/
https://www.instagram.com/johnsonquinlanresearch/
https://johnsonquinlanresearch.com
https://communication.uncc.edu/people/full-time-faculty/grano-dan
https://communication.uncc.edu/people/full-time-faculty/grano-dan
https://cdcshoppingcart.uchicago.edu/Cart2/Cart?PRESS=rutgers&ISBN=9780813593784
https://cdcshoppingcart.uchicago.edu/Cart2/Cart?PRESS=rutgers&ISBN=9780813593784
https://reliveeveryday.com/
https://www.missionsjc.com/


PERSONAL NARRATIVE

K
itted out in his riding hat, the boy eagerly 
awaits the allocation of his horse. Gabri-
el is with Tansy today, with Lillian leading. 
“Yes!” exclaimed a jubilant Gabriel, jump-
ing on the spot and raring to go. He is in 
high spirits as he goes with the leader to 
collect his pony, but he doesn’t run or walk 

on the grass or do anything that will frighten the 
horses. In fact, he subsumes the calmness of the sta-
bles. Tansy is a fifteen-year-old grey mare, very gen-
tle and docile, who is well used to the many different 
children who have learned to ride at the stables. The 
description of each horse is posted on their stable 
door along with any awards they have won. Gabriel 
strokes her coat and very carefully mounts his pony. 
“Walk on!” he says in an authoritative voice, feeling in 
control of his mount. He is now calm and controlled, 
ready to practice all the exercises he has been taught 
over the past few weeks.

What a transformation from the first lesson, when 
he ran in shouting, “What a catastrophe. It stinks in 
here!” Gabriel is now in proud possession of a first 
level star card, which sits in pride of place on his 
mantelshelf. He can now perform a rising trot, turn 
left and right, and, among other things, always re-
members to thank the staff—mainly volunteers who 
have given up their time to help him. He says riding 

The Joys of Horse 
Riding for A Boy With Autism 

By Jackie MOORE and Olive PIH

Running, running, running, with a huge 
smile on his face. His eyes are focused 
on the door he opened with the flick 
of a switch. Ponies safely in their sta-
bles ignore the boy, more interested in 
chewing the hay. It is a hazy, lazy sum-
mer’s day, where the cares of the world 
are forgotten.

is “awesome.” He knows the names, ages, and heights 
of all the horses, but Tansy is still a favorite.

For an autistic child, horse-riding is certainly worth 
a try. He has learned independence, how to follow 
instructions, personal safety features, and how to 
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treat animals with respect. Gabriel’s confidence has 
grown, and he now talks to all the volunteers and 
other children with differing abilities and challeng-
es. For example, one friend is a boy in a wheelchair 
who has lost the ability to speak. Gabriel talks to him 
and makes him smile. They end their conversation 
with a ‘high five.’ Parents and carers can watch the 
riding or take a welcome coffee and chat with others 
in similar situations to themselves. The staff is excel-
lent, knowledgeable about horses, and aware of the 
difficulties children may face. They help the children 
to overcome their fears and tailor lessons to fit the 
group dynamics.

Gabriel’s sister Olive watches her brother and some-
times goes with the group on their country walks. 
Here are her observations about the Chigwell Rid-
ing Trust, which was the first riding center for people 
with special needs in the world.

Olive’s thoughts on Gabriel’s riding
I watched Gabriel ride Toto, enthusiastically taking 
in all the sights and sounds of the environment. His 
name had just been called to ride in the gymkhana 
competition, and he was beaming with excitement. 
Toto walked proudly into the ring, Gabriel sitting 
confidently on his back. One of the workers read out 
Gabriel’s interests. “This is Gabriel, he is eight years 
old tomorrow and his favorite horse is Toto, outside 
of riding he enjoys watching Teletubbies.” Gabriel 
rode Toto round and round the ring, doing countless 
different tricks. He ended up finishing 5th and was 
voted Most Improved Rider. He won two rosettes 
and a giant cup, which we are going to get his name 
engraved onto!

I’ve loved seeing Gabriel’s confidence grow through-
out the time he has been here at the riding school, 
which caters specifically to disabled riders. It is a reg-
istered charity and an asset to the community, but 
is wholly dependent on that community’s goodwill, 
the members of which volunteer in numerous ways 
to improve the lives of many people. The horses are 
chosen carefully. In selecting one, the leader of the 
school says, “We always look for kind eyes as this re-
flects their character, rather like people really.” I asked 
the leader what her most memorable experience was 
of teaching disabled children to ride. She explained 
one little boy could not walk, but the motion of the 
pony was very much like walking, and through this, 

he was able to learn. For her, it was magical to watch 
him take his first few steps. In his time here, Gabriel 
has learned discipline, independence, and best of all, 
he has taken up a skill he will carry forever.

While I was talking to Gabriel about winning the cup, 
he told me this story:

Gabriel has the final words: “Horse-riding is awe-
some!”

Jackie Moore is married and lives in London. Her 
teaching career took her and her family to different 
parts of the UK and to Africa, which she describes as 
unforgettable. She divides her time between look-
ing after her grandchildren and their dog, writing, 
and research. She relaxes by swimming or going for 
long walks in the country and contorting her body 
with yoga and Pilates. She lives life to the fullest and 
enjoys a challenge.

Olive Pih lives in Essex with her family. She is just 
eleven and is excited about going to secondary 
school, although she will miss her friends. Though 
she wanted to become an author, she now has de-
veloped a keen interest in drama and loves to act 
in theatre productions. She even starred in one! 
Her leisure activities take her into the countryside 
where she takes part in cross-country. She finds it 
energizing but exhausting at the same time!

Once upon a time, there was a shy boy called 
Shy Guy who loved reading books. Shy Guy 
went to Shy Guy Falls often and went horse-rid-
ing every day. His horse is called Toto. He rode 
Toto in a horse competition called “The Horsey 
Competition.” He wanted to win a rosette and 
collect it. After racing against Roshi, a green 
dragon, Shy Guy came in first. He was still a lit-
tle bit shy but managed to collect the rosette 
because it was for Toto. He had a big grin on his 
face. Toto makes him feel less shy because he 
must look after Toto.
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F
or most, a lock is something found on the 
door of your home. These door locks are used 
to keep your home, your valuables, and you 
safe late at night after the world has gone to 
bed. Otherwise, they are used to keep oth-
er people out of your home when no one is 
present.

If you think about it further, though, locks are found 
everywhere. On bank boxes and diaries, bikes and 
computers, cell phones, and cars. Door locks are just 
what we have socially accepted to be a lock’s main 
purpose. If you come to my home, you will find locks 
doing so much more!

Living in a world run by my son’s autism, we have 
found ourselves locking everything and anything 
he can use (or come in contact with): the oven, the 
fridge, the toilet, the cabinets, the doors, the win-
dows, and, in some cases, desk and dresser drawers.

Lately, I have found even our Christmas tree has 
come under attack from his obsessions and com-
pulsive behaviors; its hiding place in the back of the 
storage closet is no longer keeping it safe from his 
tiny fingers. We now must lock down the door that 
holds our year-round holiday gear behind it. I can’t 
help but laugh and think to myself as I lock the door 
of how evil those elves must be…and you never 
know about that Easter bunny…we just better lock 
this one up!

As it is, my son’s autism typically is “new” to most peo-
ple as it is not something usually encountered daily 

Safety and ASD:  
Locked Down Like Fort Knox 

By Kristina RADICIA

How many locks can one household hold? The answer for my household would take 
too many fingers and toes! 

I can say now after spending years working with locks of all sorts that I used to 
underestimate a lock’s ability. I would look at the basic use of a lock, and my mind 
would stop there, not taking into consideration the true power it holds. 
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or seen as a norm. When people are in my home and 
notice the uncanny amount of locking mechanisms 
we have on everything/everywhere, there is usually 
a discussion to be had!

We have a phrase that is stated quite often through-
out my house by us, our patrons, and our family and 
friends: “Locked down like Fort Knox!” Every time you 
need to use something you have to unlock it first. 
That action in itself can catch anybody off guard. As a 
grown adult it is hard to retrain the eye to see some-
thing in a different light than usual, like a lock on a 
toilet bowl or dresser drawer.

I have other children and I cannot tell you how many 
times I have seen them run into my front door! They 
turn the handle, pull the door, and go to walk...but run 
right into the door! As they bounce off sighing and 
giggling to themselves, you can hear them mumble 
“Locked down like Fort Knox!” Then they look up and 
release one of the four (on bad days it’s sometimes 
all four) locks that help hold my front door closed.

We laugh and we giggle at moments like those be-
cause they’re funny and we can’t help but notice the 
irony. Sometimes I think it is easier to pay attention 
to those things; if we look at the real reason those 
locks are placed, we will be reminded of a worrying 
truth.

My doors NEED locks: my son is a wanderer and if 
he got outside unsupervised who knows what could 
happen. At six years old he is not street trained. I 
don’t even think he understands cars drive down 
the street we walk across. If a car came driving in his 
direction, I believe he would stop and stare blankly, 
slowly processing the situation but still not compre-
hending it enough to move. My son is also a runner. 
If he got outside, I don’t know where he would go, 
but I know for sure he’d run. I have had too many 
scares where I ended up panting while clasping him 
tightly after finally catching him and his fast feet. My 
son is hyperactive and impulsive. He would dart ev-

ery which way with no pattern, making him hard to 
trace and hard to keep safe.

My drawers NEED locks. In the kitchen there is a 
drawer of knives—those are locked. There is a bed-
room dresser with a pocketknife and change (he 
puts it in his mouth and chokes)—that is locked. In 
the desk drawer there are small trinkets and glass. 
We lock that one too.

My fridge NEEDS to be locked. Imagine egg car-
tons full of eggs smashed around the house while 
you chase the culprit down (he always seems faster 
in these moments). He has the carton and is play-
ing raw egg Russian roulette! The glass bottles of 
Worcestershire sauce, soy sauce, jelly, jam, and lem-
on juice get thrown and smashed, shattered glass 
covering wherever the episode occurs. A whole bot-
tle of strawberry syrup will be dumped all over the 
living room floor, where your other older, neurotypi-
cal children will giggle over the stain and draw chalk 
body outlines.

The list goes on and on—I could go through them all 
and every day adds more. As we grow, we learn this is 
the only way. Some of the locks keep our things safe 
while the other locks keep him safe. It’s baby proof-
ing for a baby who no longer exists—physically. It’s 
treating my house like a detention facility. Every-
thing is accounted for and has a place and is always 
put back. It is giggling at strangers who cannot open 
my toilet after they excuse themselves and I forget to 
mention the toilet is locked. It is knowing he is safe 
and for that, I will do anything, even if means being 
“Locked down like Fort Knox!”

We have a phrase that is stated quite often throughout my 
house by us, our patrons, and our family and friends:  

‘Locked down like Fort Knox!’ Every time you need to use 
something you have to unlock it first. 

Kristina Radicia is a mother of three, with her young-
est being on the autism spectrum. She has received 
her bachelor’s degree in human relations and cur-
rently lives in Lincoln, Nebraska.

PERSONAL NARRATIVE
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Kenna J. Josephene wrote this poem after scoring high on an 
online Asperger’s syndrome screening quiz in 2007. Seeing 
herself on the autism spectrum enabled her to stop trying to 
be “normal,” which created room for a huge amount of joy. 
Email: verygoodmedicine@gmail.com

PERSONAL NARRATIVE

Poetry Corner

Laughing 
is all I hear 
and my tummy 
feels amazing 
and who knows 
what my face is doing? 
this movie is so funny

I am here 
alone 
and feeling happy

not that alone 
is better than with 
oh no

this is fun 
sometimes leaning forward 
sometimes touching my face 
sometimes squirming with pleasure

nobody cares, 
especially 
not me no 
not anymore

I am here alone 
and I am happy 
not that alone is 
better than with, oh no

but if someday 
I am with  
ever again,  
I hope it’s with an Aspie 
like me

By Kenna J. JOSEPHENE

I Like It Now
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Poetry Corner

The Princess and the Pea,  
Just Let Me Be Me
By Jayna Morgan ROBINSON

Jayna Morgan Robinson grew up in a small town in Lauderdale County, Mississippi; she 
graduated high school with honors and completed college with a Bachelor of Science 
Degree in Business Administration from Mississippi State University. She is married with 
two children and currently employed with a local school district in metro Atlanta, GA.

Academically, school was never an issue. 
But socially, she felt like she didn’t have a clue.

Being especially bright, she began to find a way to 
fit in. 
She camouflaged her interests and joined right in. 
Life was never easy, always pretending to be… 
She began to get sick and wondered, “What is 
wrong with me?”

It wasn’t until much later in life that she began to 
get an answer. 
ASD/High Functioning Autism—also known as 
Asperger’s… 
Since the diagnosis, she could finally feel free. 
“Aha! I can finally be me!” 
For, you see, the “Princess” IS really me.

There was once a little girl who longed to be 
like you. 
She longed to be like others but was mistaken 
to be aloof. 
She struggled and struggled when it was time 
to go to sleep. 
Every little sound, every little peep; why, oh 
why couldn’t she go to sleep?

Ah, but there was relief! Routine brought com-
fort. 
And as long as it was there, she could repeat to 
her retreat. 
Her mother referred to her as “The Princess 
and the Pea,” 
Because she also knew about her sensitivity.

The world could be pretty demanding. 
Growing up and conforming seemed pretty 
challenging. 
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AUTISM ADVOCACY

An Exclusive Look at AUTISM 
with Chad R. MacDonald

T
oday’s AUTISM Interview is with Chad R. Mac-
Donald, who is a writer, speaker, and autism ad-
vocate in New York who once stopped a crime 
in a superhero suit. 

  is for Awareness—When and how did you 
first become aware that something was dif-
ferent?

Liam had delayed speech. When he still wasn’t speak-
ing after he turned two, our pediatrician at the time 
referred us to speech therapy.

But even before then, I’d had more than an inkling 
something was up. Liam had (and still has) a habit 
of flapping his arms when looking at, say, a ceiling 
fan, or moving water, and sometimes would double 
over while flailing his arms. I didn’t see this behavior 
in any other children.

I now know this is the phenomenon called “stim-
ming” and why he does it. But at the time, it was this 
behavior that inspired me to press for further analy-
sis, even when my family, my friends, and even our 
doctor kept assuring me I was worrying about noth-
ing.

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

Liam was super focused on the wheels of vehicles 
and was reluctant to engage in imaginative play or 
to socialize. I used my love of superheroes to draw 

him out of that, as the bright and colorful characters 
were impossible to ignore. And once he discovered 
how a cape would fly out behind him when he ran, 
Liam immediately became enamored with pretend-
ing to be a superhero.

So we became superheroes together. From the ages 
of three through five, Liam either had to be taken 
somewhere for therapy or stay at home while a ther-
apist visited. That left us exactly one afternoon, on 
Wednesdays, for him to have free time to play. We 
both loved superheroes, so we would go to Central 
Park in full regalia, capes, masks, accessories, the 
whole bit. There, we would run and play and just 
have Dad and son time.

To this day, Central Park remains an Event Day for us, 
whenever we decide to go. Now other factors get 
involved, like baseball or stomp rockets, but we still 
break out the capes once in a while.

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

This depends upon where you are, of course, but 
here in New York, there is so much available to par-
ents. Mind you, it takes patience and persistence to 
deal with the red tape, but if you stick to it and stay 
organized, the rewards are tremendous.

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, entre-
preneurs, and other leaders in the field.

A

U

T
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Liam received speech therapy at home, as well as Ap-
plied Behavior Analysis (ABA) therapy. He met with 
occupational therapists to improve his core strength 
and fine motor skills. He would attend sessions at Ed-
ucational Alliance on the Lower East Side with other 
children to help his socialization and to fine-tune his 
speech and ABA therapies.

As a result, when Liam reached pre-school and then 
Kindergarten, he hit the ground running. He was al-
ready used to the structure of a classroom and per-
fectly comfortable with listening to and respecting 
the instructions of his teachers. That meant he actu-
ally had a leg up in school and has even been a star 
student.

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

What inspires me is that he’s happy. There is no 
greater measurement of success for me than to see 
him happy. He loves his life. He loves where we live. 
He loves his family. He loves going to school, or to 
camp, or swimming or skating. He creates art. He 
plays sports. He reads comic books. He builds robots!

Before Liam came along, I could measure my growth 
as a person by inches every year.

Now, I can see myself grow by miles every day.

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

Helping Liam would have been impossible if I hadn’t 
transitioned to a stay-at-home Dad and then a work-
at-home Dad, to ensure he made all of those thera-
pies and was ready for his visitors.

As a result, for a long time, I had a difficult time deal-
ing with the fact I wasn’t the primary breadwinner in 
my family. While I’m perfectly aware this is a gender 
stereotype, it would bother me that I wasn’t contrib-
uting more financially.

Also, Liam craves motion and speed. Because of this, 
he’s incredibly active, and always needs something 
to do, or to be occupied with. He has not napped 
since he was two years old, and even then, he fought 
naps tooth and nail, and he’s always on the go. He lit-
erally runs circles around other children. He has three 
cousins, and he outlasts them all every time we get 
together. At the playground, other parents marvel at 
how he is in perpetual motion.

I try to walk with him everywhere, and he usually 
runs ahead of me, runs back for a high five, and then 
runs ahead of me again. Repeat ad infinitum. I nor-
mally have him wear a backpack full of snacks and 
toys, and it does absolutely nothing to either slow 
him down or tire him out.

It. Is. Exhausting.

Still, the decision to stay home with Liam remains 
the best one I’ve ever made in my entire life. I would 
do it again.

  is for Manage—What keys to success can 
you leave with parents so they can better 
manage their day to day efforts?

Organization is key. Nobody likes homework, but in 
this case, you need to have it done. This is where my 
wife has been amazing.

Review your files often, and with your partner. Take 
the expression “get on the same page” quite literally. 
When it’s time for a therapy session, a meeting, or a 
doctor’s appointment, you’ll be ready.

Create files for everything pertaining to your child, 
documents in a cabinet, and files on your computer. 
Put chalkboards or whiteboards up somewhere—
have a weekly schedule and a daily schedule. This 
will not only help your child adjust to transitions and 
feel more confident about the day’s plan, but it will 
boost your own confidence as well.

Because if you miss some of these meetings, or are 
unprepared for them, you will set your child’s prog-
ress back immensely. It will be your fault he/she isn’t 
getting the help needed.

AUTISM ADVOCACY
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Derrick Hayes is an author, motivational speaker, and para-
professional in the Muscogee County School District in Co-
lumbus, Georgia. Book or Interview Derrick Hayes the “en-
TIEtainer” now by visiting derrickhayes.com/entietainer/.

Website: derrickhayes.com/entietainer 
Email: info@derrickhayes.com 
Phone: 706-615-1662

Connecting with Chad R. MacDonald  
Website: www.gcandu.com 
Facebook: www.facebook.com/chad.macdonald.19 
Twitter: twitter.com/ChadMac19 
Work: citydadsgroup.com/nyc/2017/06/superheroes-cen-
tral-park
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WHAT'S NEW ON THE BOOKSHELF?

Charming Story Sends Powerful 
and Loving Autism Message

ADVERTISEMENT

I’m a Little Big Brother
By Meshell BAYLOR

T
he book highlights the importance of un-
conditional love, yet demonstrates how au-
tism can impact siblings within the home. 

It sends a powerful message to parents, 
professionals, and children in the world of 
autism: siblings understand and feel the 
changes within the home environment 

when a child is diagnosed with any disability. This 
book gives the reader insight on how two little 
brothers have the greatest adventures and how the 
youngest sibling learns what autism really means 
and how love can come in many shapes, forms, and 
sizes, even in the size of a younger sibling!

Having spent the last 10 years serving the special 
needs community, Meshell tells the story of two 
brothers who have magical adventures when the 
youngest sibling begins to ask questions about his 
older brother. The book covers an introductory way 
of introducing autism to a younger age range of chil-
dren to help them comprehend what autism is.

Having read this book, children will walk away with 
a fun-loving understanding and warmth about fam-
ily. It has a precious innocence and an altogether 
important message surrounding the roles of family 
members and how they can vary from the typical or 
ordinary. Its tone of tenderness makes it an ideal and 
easy way to communicate its concept to young chil-
dren just beginning to learn what it means to be part 
of a family.

Meshell Baylor has over 10 years of experience 
serving the special needs community. She current-
ly works as a case manager and community ad-
vocate helping those impacted by developmental 
disabilities. She obtained a Bachelor of Science 
Degree in Human Services from Springfield Col-
lege. In 2016, her piece Entering the World of Oz 
With Justin was selected as the Editor’s Choice by 
LA Parent Magazine in which she highlights how 
parents learn about navigating their way through 
the special education system through her person-
al journey with her son.

Amazon: https://www.amazon.com/LITTLE-BIG-
BROTHER-Meshell-Baylor/dp/179567704X 
Goodreads: https://www.goodreads.com/book/
show/43789187-i-m-a-little-big-brother 
Website: https://www.imalittlebigbrother.com/
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WHAT'S NEW ON THE BOOKSHELF?

New Book Bridges the Gap  
Between the Classroom  
and Home for ASD Parents

ADVERTISEMENT

MAKING THE WORLD  
MAKE SENSE 
A Parent’s Guide to Helping  
Their Child with Autism
 
By Kathryn SMITLEY

M
aking the World Make Sense is designed 
to support parents as they guide their 
child with autism through the chal-
lenges of school, home, and the world 
around them. With this book, Kath-
ryn Smitley focuses on managing 
the unique challenges autism brings 

through instructive fun and creative learning activ-
ities at home.

As a veteran special education teacher, Ms. Smitley’s 
strategies have been inspired and honed during her 
decades teaching children with autism as well as 
working with—and listening to—their families. She 
believes it is vital to connect and communicate with 
parents and caregivers who are on the frontlines of 
autism.

Building bridges between classrooms and home 
and connecting efforts at each end is a central tenet 
of this book. Spanning this gulf is increasingly im-
portant as new programs and approaches require 
schools to ask teachers to manage more adminis-
trative work, a trend that often takes them from the 
classroom to the conference room. Time teachers 
once spent working individually with children has 
been passed on to paraprofessionals. As this trend 
continues, teachers increasingly recognize the im-
portant contribution of parents at home.

With Making the World Make Sense, Ms. Smitley reach-
es out to families. She offers enjoyable and instructive 

management strategies and activities that dovetail, 
behaviorally and academically, with many classroom 
goals. Additionally, she designs games and stories 
that help children with autism to enhance their com-
munication skills and enable them to feel more com-
fortable in classrooms and social settings.

Now at Amazon:  
http://tinyurl.com/MakingTheWorldMakeSense

Kathryn Smitley earned her MEd in Special Educa-
tion at George Mason University in Fairfax, Virgin-
ia. She has spent 35 years in the autism classroom 
working with and learning from autistic children 
and their families. As a long-time writer on the sub-
ject of autism, her articles have been published in 
Asperger’s Digest. She brings to Making the World 
Make Sense compassion, insight, and innovative 
methods to structure a successful and comforting 
learning environment at home.
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FINANCIAL PLANNING

Will Monetary Gifts Affect  
My ASD Child’s Government  

Benefits?
By Ryan F. PLATT, MBA, ChFC, ChSNC

Y
our question has multiple layers to it, and 
unfortunately, cannot be answered with 
a simple “yes” or “no.” Let me first begin by 
saying I am glad you are thinking about 
and being cautious regarding how to pro-
tect your son’s eligibility for government 
benefits. The government benefits you will 

be applying for when he reaches age 18 will help 
provide him with a monthly income, health care, 
long term support and services, and possibly hous-
ing; however, you must stay within the rules. One of 
those rules is a maximum allowable resource allow-
ance, which continues to be quite low. Your son will 
lose access to most, if not all, the benefits listed above 
if he is found to have more than $2,000 in non-allow-
able resources. These resources can include the sum 
of checking, savings, investment, custodial, CD’s, and 
even retirement accounts (if he has been working at 
all). Although this number is low, there is hope.

If the gifts your son receives will total more than 
$2,000 but will be less than $15,000, then you should 
consider using an ABLE account. ABLE stands for 
Achieving a Better Life Experience and is an account 

Question:  
As the holidays are upon us, my son will be receiving cash as holiday gifts from 
grandparents and aunts and uncles. We are currently preparing to ensure he can 
receive government benefits as he will be turning 18 in February. Will these gifts be a 
problem for him being able to qualify for government benefits?
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that is allowable in the eyes of the government. This 
means your son can have more than $2,000 in his 
name as long as it sits in an ABLE account. Please be 
aware you will not be able to open an ABLE account 
at any and every financial institution. The legislation 
that made it law requires individual states admin-
ister their own state ABLE account. The legislation 
that created the account does, however, allow you 
to use any ABLE account from any state regardless of 
where you live. Each state’s program offers benefits, 
and you will need to determine which one has the 
design that best suits the needs of your son.

CAUTION: It is critical to understand the distribu-
tion rules of an ABLE account to ensure that when 
your son uses money from the account it qualifies 
as a disability expense. If it does not, it is possible 
the account (and/or the distribution) will lose its ex-
empt status and be counted as income or as an asset 
against your son and place his qualification for cer-
tain government benefits in jeopardy.

If your son’s gifts total more than $15,000, you will 
not be able to use the ABLE account for any gift 
amounts over $15,000. The ABLE account has an an-
nual contribution limit of $15,000, which means the 
maximum contribution in any calendar year can only 
be $15,000. If this is an issue, then you will need to 
turn to a tool called a Special Needs Trust. This tool 
will require the services of a qualified attorney to 
design, write, and create this unique trust, and then 
once created, you are able to open an account at a 
financial institution to deposit money for your son’s 
benefits.

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 en-
dorsement of any products.

If your son’s gifts total more than $15,000, you will not 
be able to use the ABLE account for any gift amounts over 

$15,000. The ABLE account has an annual contribution limit 
of $15,000, which means the maximum contribution in any 

calendar year can only be $15,000. 
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