
1Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

autism through many lenses

“What’s 
Autism, 
Daddy?”

THE WAY SHE SEES IT An interview with Temple

IEP…
Don’t 
Sweat It!
Say Bye-Bye to 
Sleep Issues

FALL 2014



2

Cover Photo courtesy of Rosalie Winard. 

For submission/writing guidelines, please review the information on our web-
site.

For our Media Kit, advertising information, questions or comments, email us at 
ZoomAutism@gmail.com.

Zoom Autism Magazine LLC, its founders, directors, editors and contributors 
are not responsible in any way for the actions or results taken by any person, or-
ganization or party on the basis of reading information, stories or contributions 
in this publication, website or related products. This publication is not intended 
to give specific advice to your specific situation. This publication should be 
viewed as entertainment only, and you are encouraged to consult a professional 
for specific advice. 

No part of this publication may be copied in any form or by any means without 
written permission from Zoom Autism Magazine LLC.

FALL 2014

3

CONTENTS

COVER STORY: The Way She Sees Autism
An Interview with Dr. Temple Grandin

Don’t Sweat the IEP 
(And Other Tips on Surviving the School System)

10 Ideas to Make Bedtime Easier

Avoiding School’s Hidden Sensory 
and Social Minefields

5 Books You Should Have on Your Autism Shelf

In Every Issue:

From the Editor
Close Up
ZOOM In
Balance 
Inbox Question
Spotlight on Siblings
Milestone Snapshots

Features: 

4
8
20
32
35
38
52

15

24

42

47

28

mailto:mailto:ZoomAutism@gmail.com
mailto:ZoomAutism@gmail.com


2

Cover Photo courtesy of Rosalie Winard. 

For submission/writing guidelines, please review the information on our web-
site.

For our Media Kit, advertising information, questions or comments, email us at 
ZoomAutism@gmail.com.

Zoom Autism Magazine LLC, its founders, directors, editors and contributors 
are not responsible in any way for the actions or results taken by any person, or-
ganization or party on the basis of reading information, stories or contributions 
in this publication, website or related products. This publication is not intended 
to give specific advice to your specific situation. This publication should be 
viewed as entertainment only, and you are encouraged to consult a professional 
for specific advice. 

No part of this publication may be copied in any form or by any means without 
written permission from Zoom Autism Magazine LLC.

FALL 2014

3

CONTENTS

COVER STORY: The Way She Sees Autism
An Interview with Dr. Temple Grandin

Don’t Sweat the IEP 
(And Other Tips on Surviving the School System)

10 Ideas to Make Bedtime Easier

Avoiding School’s Hidden Sensory 
and Social Minefields

5 Books You Should Have on Your Autism Shelf

In Every Issue:

From the Editor
Close Up
ZOOM In
Balance 
Inbox Question
Spotlight on Siblings
Milestone Snapshots

Features: 

4
8
20
32
35
38
52

15

24

42

47

28

mailto:mailto:ZoomAutism@gmail.com
mailto:ZoomAutism@gmail.com


4 Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

would like to welcome you to our inaugural issue 
of ZOOM. When we were thinking of the feel or 
theme we wanted this premiere edition to embody, 

a quote kept popping into my head: “One step must start 
each journey” (author unknown). My head is still reeling 
from all the steps we have taken over the last few months 
to arrive at this point. Deciding to start a magazine is no 
easy task. I am so grateful to have had two wonderful co-
founders, Jodi Murphy and Sharon Cummings, join me 
on this roller-coaster ride. It has been quite the journey—
one filled with mostly ups and, thankfully for my stom-
ach, not too many loop de loops! 

Even so, as we were about to push 
publish on this very first issue, I could 
not help but be reminded of seventh 
grade. I know, strange, right? Seventh 
grade was the year I left the comfort of 
my neighborhood school and entered 
a special performing/visual arts mag-
net program across town. I can vividly 
remember how nervous I was. A mil-
lion thoughts spun through my head 
as I walked through those front doors. 
What if I am not talented enough to be 
here? What if nobody likes me? How 
ironic is it that I was consumed with 
these same types of thoughts as I embarked on this jour-
ney years later? What if nobody reads us? What if they 
don’t like it? What if …? You get the idea. I happened to 
express these concerns out loud, and my sweet 11-year-
old daughter Grace reminded me of the advice I repeat 
to her and her 13-year-old brother, Jay, every day as they 
exit my car before entering the doors of their middle 
school: “Make good choices and BE YOURSELF!” 

So here I am, ready to practice what I preach, ready to 
make good choices about the content we will include, 

I
FROM THE EDITOR

Jodi, Me (Sharon F.) 
and Sharon C.
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ready to always be true to myself and to you the reader!  
The stories, regular sections and features of this issue do 
just that. From Jess Wilson’s personal essay 
“Welcome to the Club” that reminds us we 
are not alone to our informative features like 
Julie M Green’s “Don’t Sweat the IEP” or 
Cynthia Kim’s “10 Ideas To Make Bedtime 
Easier,” we stay true to our mission state-
ment: to inspire, answer questions, ease 
minds, focus on positive solutions and 
recognize autistic individuals and the 
family members who support them 
on their journeys.  We chose to high-
light exceptional people like Temple 
Grandin and the brilliant, also autis-
tic, Conner Cummings who inter-
viewed her. We have real experts 
offer their advice to our featured 
question: How Do I Make Morn-
ings Go More Smoothly? Who 
are our experts? They are autistic 
individuals who have already walked a mile 
in your child’s shoes. While the brands and sizes they 
wear may differ from your loved one, perhaps these in-
dividuals can offer insight and understanding as to how 
they fit and why they feel the way they do. 

“One step must start each journey.” This inaugural issue is 
indeed just that—our first step. We hope you will contin-
ue to walk with us and share this journey. Don’t worry. I 
promise to hold your hand during the loop de loop parts 
if you hold mine!

Until next issue,

Sharon Fuentes, Editorial Director/Founder 
zoomautism@gmail.com

My kiddos: Grace 
and Jay on their 1st 
day of 6th and 8th 
grade, respectively
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WHO’S WHO at ZOOM
Editorial Director/Co-Publisher | Sharon Fuentes brings her professional experience as 
an award-winning writer, special needs advocate and public speaker to her position as 
editorial director. Her feature articles, essays, humor pieces and interviews have appeared 
in numerous magazines, newspapers, websites and books, including Chicken Soup for the 
Soul, The Washington Post and Parenting.com. She is also the co-author of the book, The 
Don’t Freak Out Guide to Parenting Kids with Asperger’s, which won the 2014 Expert’s Choice 
Award for Best New Special Needs Parenting Book by About.com. Additionally, Sharon 
brings her first-hand knowledge of being the mother of a charismatic autistic son and a 
dynamic daughter who, while not autistic, does have a few of her own learning challenges. 
But most of all, Sharon will bring a straightforward, hopeful, conversational style of writ-
ing with a sense of humor to ZOOM simply because we all can use a good laugh!

Business Affairs Director/Co-Publisher | Sharon Cummings brings her strong busi-
ness, human resource, writing and marketing skills background to ZOOM. She is also the 
CEO/President of SLC Inc., where she has received many accolades over the past 22 years, 
including  Top Washington Woman by Washington Woman Magazine. Sharon serves on the 
Board of Directors for the Autism Society of Northern Virginia and is very active with the 
ARC of Northern Virginia, the National ARC and the National Autism Society. Sharon is 
the proud mother of an autistic adult son and a neurotypical daughter.  Her love for and 
dedication to her son led her into public speaking and advocating for autism acceptance. 
Sharon, and her son Conner write on their popular Facebook page, Conquer For Conner. 
They are both working to change a poorly written parental support law for disabled and 
special needs adults age 18 and over. This bill, Conner’s Law, is up for vote in 2015.

Creative Director/Co-Publisher | Jodi Murphy brings an artistic eye and a gift for story-
telling to her position as the creative director for ZOOM. She is the founder of Geek Club 
Books, 501c3, autism storytellers through mobile apps and empowerment programs for 
awareness, acceptance and understanding. Her mission is to use the art of storytelling 
and technology to entertain and educate for the social good. The Mighty League, Vol.1: The 
Terrible Taunting, her first autism story app, which features the voice of Jodi’s son (winner 
of 2014 Temple Grandin Award), is available on iTunes, Amazon and Google Play. Mighty 
League, Vol. 2 is in the works. Jodi is a positive autism advocate, lifestyle journalist, mar-
keting specialist and mother to an awesome autistic adult son and an equally awesome 
neurotypical daughter. She is also the innovative genius behind the videos on ZOOM’s 
website and Facebook pages. Jodi invites you to join her at Geek Club Books. 

Copy Editor  | Jennifer Gaidos brings over 10 years of proofreading and editing to her 
position as copy editor of ZOOM. Jennifer was a high school English teacher but gave up 
the chalkboard and hall passes to stay home with her children. ZOOM is excited to have 
Jennifer crossing our t’s and dotting our i’s, and we thank her kiddos for allowing us to 
borrow their mommy from time to time. 

Website Designer/Webmaster | Elizabeth Roy MPA, is thrilled to be a part of Zoom 
Autism! When she’s not helping the ladies of Zoom with their website, she is the Devel-
opment & Communications Associate at the Autism Society of Northern Virginia. She 
received her Master’s in Public Administration from George Mason University. Elizabeth 
spends her spare time hiking, running, reading and trying to keep her cat and dog out of 
trouble.
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CLOSE UP

I am so sorry for your 
pain. Don’t worry. No 
one else sees it. I prom-
ise. To the rest of the 
world, you’re fine. But 
when you’ve been there, 
you can’t miss it. I see it 
in your eyes: that awful, 
combustible mixture of 
heart-wrenching pain 
and abject fear. I remem-
ber the fear. I see it in the 
weight of that invisible 
cloak that you wear. I 
remember the coarseness 
of its fabric on my skin—
like raw wool in the middle of the desert. 
You see, it was mine for a time.

I know that it feels like it’s permanent, 
fixed. But one day down the line you will 
wake up and find that you’ve left it next 
to the bed. Eventually, you’ll hang it in the 
closet. You’ll visit it now and then. You’ll 
try it on for size. You’ll run your fingers 
over the fabric and remember when you 
lived in it, when you couldn’t take it off. 
But soon days will go by before you wear 
it again, then weeks, then months.

I know you are staring down what looks 
to be an impossibly steep learning curve. 
I know it looks like an immovable moun-

tain. It is not. I know you don’t believe 
me, but step by step you will climb until 
suddenly, without warning, you will look 
down. You will see how far you’ve come. 
You’ll breathe. I promise. You might even 
be able to take in the view.

You will doubt yourself. You won’t trust 
your instincts right away. You will be 
afraid that you don’t have the capacity to 
be what your baby will need you to be. 
Worse, you’ll think that you don’t even 
know what she needs you to be. You do. I 

My Dear Friend,

Welcome to the Club

By Jess Wilson

Jess, Luau, Brooke and Katie 
(Photo by Connerton Photography)

9Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

“This is not an easy road, but 
the rewards are tremendous.”

 

http://www.connertonphotography.com
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promise. You will.

You will find people in your life who get 
it and others that don’t. You’ll find that 
some will want to get it and some just 
never will. You’ll find comfort and relief 
with friends who speak your new lan-
guage. You’ll find your village.

You will learn to ask for help. You’ll have 
to. It won’t be easy. You’ll forget some-
times. Life will remind you. 

You are so much stronger than you think 
you are. Trust me. I know you. Hell, I am 
you.

You will blame yourself. You’ll think 
you missed signs you should have seen. 

You’ll be convinced that you should have 
known, that you should have somehow 
gotten help earlier. You couldn’t have 
known. Don’t let yourself live there for 
long.

You will neglect yourself. You will sud-
denly realize that you haven’t stopped 
moving. You’ve taken care of everyone but 
you. You will forget how important it is to 
take care of yourself. Listen to me. If you 
hear nothing else, hear this: You MUST 
take care of yourself. You are no use to 
anyone unless you are healthy. I mean 
that holistically, my friend. HEALTHY. 
Nourished, rested, soul-fed. Your children 
deserve that example. 

You will never, ever take progress for 

“You will get to know yourself as 
you get to know your child. ”

11Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

granted. Every milestone met, no matter 
what the timing, will be cause for celebra-
tion. Every baby step will be a quantum 
leap. You will find the people who under-
stand that. You will revel in their support 
and love and shared excitement.

You will encounter people who care for 
your child in ways that restore your faith 
in humanity. You will cherish the teach-
ers and therapists and caregivers who see 
past your child’s challenges and who truly 
understand her strengths. They will feel 
like family.

You will examine and re-examine every 
one of your own insecurities. You will rec-
ognize some of your child’s challenges as 
your own. You will get to know yourself 
as you get to know your child. You will 
look to the tools you have used to mitigate 
your own challenges. You will share them. 
You will both be better for it.

You will come to understand that there 
are gifts in all of this: tolerance, compas-
sion, understanding—precious, life-alter-
ing gifts.

You will worry about your other children. 
You will feel like you’re not giving them 
enough time. You will find the time. Yes, 
you will. You will discover that the time 
that means something to them is not big. 
It’s not a trip to the circus. It doesn’t in-
volve planning. It’s free. You will forget 
the dog and pony shows. Instead, you will 
find fifteen minutes before bed. You will 
close the door. You will sit on the floor. 
You’ll play Barbies with your daughter or 
Legos with your son. You’ll talk. You’ll lis-
ten. You’ll listen some more. You’ll start to 
believe that they’ll be OK. And they will. 

“You will think 
you can’t handle 

it. You will b e 
wrong.”
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enough time. You will find the time. Yes, 
you will. You will discover that the time 
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It’s not a trip to the circus. It doesn’t in-
volve planning. It’s free. You will forget 
the dog and pony shows. Instead, you will 
find fifteen minutes before bed. You will 
close the door. You will sit on the floor. 
You’ll play Barbies with your daughter or 
Legos with your son. You’ll talk. You’ll lis-
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“You will think 
you can’t handle 

it. You will b e 
wrong.”
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You will be a better parent for all of it.

You will find the tools that you need. You 
will take bits and pieces of different theo-
ries and practices. You’ll talk to parents 
and doctors and therapists. You’ll discover 
a world of autistic adults who generously 
share their stories, and you will come to 
understand that they are the true experts. 
You’ll take something from each of them. 
You’ll even find value in those you don’t 
agree with at all; in fact, sometimes that’s 
where you’ll find the most value. From the 
scraps that you gather, you will start to 
build your child’s quilt—a little of this, a 
little of that, a lot of love.

You will think you can’t handle it. You 
will be wrong.

This is not an easy road, but the rewards 
are tremendous. Its joys are the very 
sweetest of life’s nectar. You will drink 
them in and taste and smell and feel every 

With Love,
J ess

last drop of them.

You will be OK.

You will help your sweet girl be far bet-
ter than OK. You will show her boundless 
love. She will know that she is accepted 
and cherished and celebrated for every 
last morsel of who she is. She will believe 
in herself as you believe in her. She will 
astound you. She will teach you far more 
than you will ever teach her. She will fly.

You will be OK.

Beach photos courtesy of Pixabay

Jess Wilson can 
typically be found at 

Diary of a Mom, where she 
writes about life with her 
husband, Luau, and their 

daughters, Brooke, 11, 
and Katie, 13.

Do you have an inspirational story to share about your 
journey as an Autism parent? Send your 800 words or 
less first-person essay to zoomautism@gmail.com with 
“Close Up” in the subject line for consideration.
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IEP, 504, BIP… If you’re 
anything like me, you took 
one look at those terms and 
thought, “Great, a bunch 
of gobbledygook designed 
with the sole purpose of 
disarming parents.” Ac-
ronyms tend to make this 
mama break out in a cold 
sweat, and, unfortunately, 
the school system loves 
them. I’m here to tell you 
that with each passing year 
and with the right prepara-
tion, the process doesn’t 
have to be painful. Here 
are some tips to get the best 
out of your child’s educa-
tion without losing your 
mind. 

First, the Jargon

IEP stands for Individual-
ized Education Program, 
which is essentially a cus-
tomized list of what your 
kid needs in order to reach 
his academic goals. It cov-
ers the kind of placement 
your child will have for 
the coming year, be it in a 
regular class setting with 
direct/indirect support 
or in a special class with 
integration. The IEP will 
also allow for any physical 
adaptations your child may 
need, such as any special 
software, and modifica-
tions in what your child is 
required to perform, such 
as completing a limited 
number of answers. 

The IEP is a joint docu-
ment, meaning that while 
it’s not your responsibility 
as a parent to draw it up, 
you are a joint author or 
collaborator when it comes 
to content. Also worth 
noting is that the IEP is a 
working document; that 
is to say that it’s not set 
in stone. You are free to 
review and consult with 
school staff about any as-
pect of the IEP at any point 
during the academic year.

The Magic Formula: What 
Makes for a Good IEP?

The most crucial ingredi-
ents in an IEP are specific-
ity and practicality. Before 
you sign your child’s IEP, 
ask yourself the following 
questions:

1. Are the goals specific and 
measurable? 
2. Are the goals realistic 
and achievable?

Unfortunately, in addition 

to jargon, IEPs tend to rely 
on stats to measure prog-
ress. Where possible, try 
to use specific end goals. 
Instead of saying “X will 
improve in math and nu-
meracy,” which is far too 
general to be meaningful, 
try “X will be able to per-
form two-digit addition 
and subtraction with 90% 
accuracy.” 

Be realistic about the prog-
ress that is achievable with-
in a given year. We all want 
leaps and bounds for our 
children in terms of gains, 
but Rome took a while to 
build. It is far better to take 
your cues from what your 
kid achieved in the previ-
ous year than to set the bar 
too high and risk disap-
pointment.

Keeping Relationships 
Sweet

It may be cliché to talk 
about building a positive 
rapport with your child’s 

“the Iep IS A WORKING 
DOCUMENT; THAT IS 

TO SAY THAT IT’S NOT 
SET IN STONE.”
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teacher, but it’s cliché for a 
reason. Creating that all-
important bond should 
start even before the first 
day of school by setting 
up a brief appointment for 
you and your child to meet 
her new teacher. Now, I 
don’t suggest buttering up 
your child’s teacher with 
croissants from your fa-
vorite bakery (though that 
wouldn’t necessarily hurt) 
or sacrificing your dignity 
in any way. You don’t have 
to stoop to outright brown-
nosing, but it is in your 
child’s best interest to keep 
the “teach sweet.” Too 
many parent-teacher rela-
tionships have soured be-
fore the end of the year. As 
parents, we strive for that 
delicate balance of being 
friendly without becoming 
a pain in the asteroid. 

At my son’s first meeting, 
the board superintendent 
commended the principal, 
teacher, and me on how 
well we had worked to-
gether. Too many parents 
and teachers lose sight of 
the fact that they want the 
exact same thing for the 
child in question: a happy, 
successful learning experi-
ence. 

No one is served when 
parents and school officials 
lock horns. Always keep 

10 THINGS TO BRING TO YOUR IEP MEETING

' A draft copy of current IEP with notes of items you 
would like to discuss

' The previous year’s IEP to compare

' Copies of new medical reports, private testing, 
progress reports, etc.

' A list of questions you want to ask (in case you 
get emotional and forget)

' Legal guidelines and laws of your rights (in the 
event that you need to refer to them)

' A friend or advocate, someone to back you up 
if needed

' A picture of your child to remind everyone of why 
you are there

' Paper and pens for notes

' Baked goods (It can’t hurt and makes a great 
peace offering.)

' A positive attitude and smile!
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Bring in the 
Reinforcements

If you are likely to feel 
overwhelmed, or even 
bullied, at any point dur-
ing the IEP meeting, bring 
along an ally in the guise 
of a therapist, neighbor, 
friend, relative or spouse—
someone who knows and 
has a vested interest in 
your child. Just be sure to 
clear it with whoever is of-
ficiating the consult before-
hand. Some people recom-
mend recording meetings. 

By all means bring along a 
pen and paper, but I per-
sonally feel that using an 
audio recorder may put 
others on the defensive and 
create an antagonistic at-
mosphere. 

Come armed with high-
lighted copies of the previ-
ous year’s IEP, any reports 
or assessments to which 
you may wish to refer and 
your legal rights (just in 
case). Take scrupulous 
notes of who said what 
during the meeting, and 

“BE REALISTIC ABOUT 
THE PROGRESS THAT 
IS ACHIEVABLE WITHIN 

A GIVEN YEAR.”

your child’s strengths and 
talents at the forefront. 
Some parents strategically 
plant a photo of their kid 
on the table during the 
IEP meeting. If that feels a 
little too staged, then by all 
means keep calling your 
child by name and drop 
in the occasional personal 
anecdote so that everyone 
remembers who they are 
there to discuss: a highly 
valued, one-of-a-kind per-
son.

19Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

note any issues that may 
require a follow-up.

Whatever you do, don’t 
sign off on anything then 
and there. Thank every-
one for their time, and tell 
them you need time to 
review everything that was 
brought to the table. I don’t 
know about you, but I can’t 
think straight with all the 
nerves flying around. 

DON’T Sign on the 
Dotted Line

Set the IEP aside for at least 
a full day and then go back 
and review it with a clear 
head. Some red flags may 
crop up that you hadn’t 
noticed in the heat of the 

“IF YOU ARE LIKELY TO FEEL 
OVERWHELMED, OR EVEN 
BULLIED, AT ANY POINT 

DURING THE IEP MEETING, 
BRING AN ALLY. ”

moment. You may also 
wish to have a third party 
review the draft. Return the 
(unsigned) IEP to school 
with questions/notes. If 
necessary, call a follow-up 
meeting to address any 
new concerns. 

Tame Your Inner Shark

Most crucial of all in the 
IEP process is your at-
titude. If you go in like a 
shark, you are likely to end 
up in shark-infested wa-
ters. Be calm, and conduct 
yourself professionally at 
all times. If you do so, not 
only will you get back what 
you give, but also, your 
child will reap the rewards 
in the year ahead.

Julie M. Green is a Toronto-based writer who 
regularly contributes to The Huffington Post, 
The Globe and Mail, and Today’s Parent. She 
blogs about having a young autistic son at Other 
Side of the Coin. Follow her @juliemgreen or 
juliemgreen.ca.School photos courtesy of Pixabay  

 
  

http://juliemgreen.ca
http://www.yummymummyclub.ca/blogs/julie-green-the-other-side-of-the-coin
http://www.yummymummyclub.ca/blogs/julie-green-the-other-side-of-the-coin
https://twitter.com/JulieMGreen
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ZOOM IN Spontaneity, Transitions & Doing Nothing 
By Kate Goldfield

just had the loveliest couple hours 
doing nothing. I should add that I 
almost never do “nothing.” Ever. 

Doing nothing is usually very scary. Usu-
ally I am so bombarded by sensory and 
emotional stimuli from the world that I 
have to find a way to DO stuff just so I 
can drown out the negative stimuli. It gets 
to be a war in my body. Negative stimuli 
comes in, I try to balance it with an equal 
amount of output, and a war of input and 
output ensues. I did not quite realize that 
one of the reasons I think I am such an 
intense person is because I am so sensitive 
to sensory, emotional and physical stimuli 
and because I take in SO MUCH. The only 
way I can regulate myself (which I do 
quite unconsciously) is to create an equal 
stream of output. The reason I talk, write, 
emote and express so much, probably 
even the reason my body moves and fidg-
ets so much, is to create a stream of output 
equal to the input so as to be balanced and 
regulated.

But the last three days I have found my-
self doing nothing for the longest stretches 
of time and not having it be unpleasant. 
It’s an extremely weird, foreign, strange 
feeling, and I can’t quite figure out what 
to think about it. How can I describe this 
feeling when I am hardly aware of one? 
How can I exist if I am not feeling any-
thing? How do I even know how to de-
scribe what I am guessing is a feeling of 

peace or calm? Will it last? Can I trust it? 
Will it happen again? These thoughts I 
keep thinking, among others. 

But then, spontaneously, I grabbed the 
book that was on my bed, lay down and 
started to read, which might not sound 
like anything special except that I never 
do anything spontaneous. I haven’t been 
relaxed enough and calm enough to focus 
on reading a book in two months, and I 
never do anything without a careful calcu-
lation of all the possible risks and benefits 
involved, a careful planning out of every 
aspect of it, and without first reassuring 
myself of all the things I will do after it 
and reassuring myself that whatever I did 
before it went okay and oh, before you do 
that can you please solve this problem, 
and that problem, and find a solution for 
world peace while you’re at it? 

There is so much damn THINKING in-
volved in switching between activities, 
and my life in general, no wonder I have 
trouble with transitions. That’s a big thing 
in autism—trouble with transitions. I 
couldn’t tell you why, but I could definite-
ly tell you I have that particular trait.

I also can tell you why transitions make 
me so fraught. When the world feels so 
dangerous with sensory hypersensitiv-
ity and every other sort of sensitivity that 
exists, you are preparing yourself for war 

I
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I have to find a way to DO 
stuff just so I can drown 
out the negative stimuli.
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every time there is a transition, even if 
you’re not consciously aware of it. You 
don’t know what is coming next, and 
you have to get your battle on. Even if it’s 
something you’ve done a million times, 
it’s not likely to be something without 
danger because, 
let’s face it, almost 
everything we do 
out in the world 
has a barrage of 
sensory informa-
tion and feels like 
overload even if 
it’s something we 
like—and it’s usu-
ally not. Our minds 
are very good at 
focusing on the small details and terrible 
at the big picture. So, focusing from one 
detailed activity to another means a lot of 
change in focus and a lot of anxiety. When 
you FINALLY get your mind focused on 
doing something, having to stop and go 
through all that again to do another activ-
ity can feel like murder, so no wonder we 
like to hyper focus on one activity for a 
long period of time. 

Almost everything we do 
out in the world has a 

barrage of sensory 
information and feels 

like overload.

Other people seem to have this built-in 
understanding of so much. A built-in 
understanding, for example, of how their 
actions, thoughts, feelings will impact oth-
ers. A built-in understanding of things I 
can’t quite grasp yet but was always able 

to articulate were 
missing. How can 
I tell you what’s 
missing when I 
don’t know what it 
is? 

I know I need to 
try to give myself 
the enormous cred-
it I probably de-
serve for somehow 

coming up with this instead of chastising 
myself for my way of thinking, doing, 
coping and being as different from others. 
My brain is autistic. It’s not going to work 
the same way as other brains no matter 
how much I want it to. I will learn that 
eventually. 

Do you have an informative story about what it is like 
to be YOU, an autistic person, that you would like to 
share? Send your 800 word or less first-person essay 
to zoomautism@gmail.com with “Zoom-IN” in the 
subject line for consideration.

Kate Goldfield is a freelance 
writer living in Portland, Maine. 
Her writing has appeared in the 
Baltimore Sun, the Autism As-
perger Digest, and the Hartford 
Courant. For more on her writing, 
visit her blog, Aspie from Maine.
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The majority of autistic children have 
some sort of sleep difficulties, and as a 
kid, I was no exception. I was usually 
the last one in the house to fall asleep. 
My parents would put me in bed at eight 
o’clock, but that was just the start of a long 
bedtime ritual. I’d spend hours reading by 
the glow of my night light, making mul-
tiple trips to the bathroom for a drink of 
water or one last pee.

My difficulty falling asleep when I was 
younger has grown into full-blown in-
somnia as an adult. Some nights I wake 
up a half dozen times; others I wake up at 
3:00 AM, feeling like it is the middle of the 
afternoon. I can hit the ground running 
at 5:00 AM with a cheeriness that seems 
to annoy most people. Maybe once every 
few weeks I get a blissfully uninterrupted 

eight hours of sleep and wake up feeling 
like I’ve won the lottery.

Signs of Insomnia

The prevalence of insomnia in autistic 
children is surprisingly high. Forty to 
eighty percent of kids on the spectrum 
experience some sort of sleep problem. 
While we often think of insomnia as 
something that occurs in adults who are 
stressed, depressed or ill, the sleep prob-
lems that make up insomnia can also 
be a primary condition—one that isn’t 
associated with any other health condi-
tion. This seems to be the case in many 
autistic individuals. Several studies have 
linked autism with decreased melatonin 
production, meaning that we experience 
sleep problems simply because our bodies 

10 Ideas 
to Make 
Bedtime 
Easier
By Cynthia Kim
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Snuggling under a weighted blanket can be 
very calming for anyone on the spectrum 
who likes deep pressure. Weighted blan-
kets come in a variety of sizes. If your child 
doesn’t need a lot of deep pressure, a small-
er weighted lap pad might be enough. If you 
decide to purchase a blanket, you’ll need to 
find the right size and weight. Size depends 
on how your child will use the blanket—to 
sleep under or just to cover the legs or tor-
so. The weight is calculated by taking 10% 
of the child’s body weight (weight in pounds 
x 0.10) and adding 1 or 2 pounds. Most 
weighted blanket companies have size/
weight charts on their websites and will be 
happy to talk you through the process.

Choosing a Weighted Blanket

aren’t producing enough 
of this sleep-inducing hor-
mone.

Common signs of 
insomnia:
• prolonged time to fall 

asleep
• decreased time asleep com-

pared to time spent in bed
• reduced total sleep time
• reduced sleep duration and 

continuity
• night awakening character-

ized by of long periods of 
time awake

If you’re the parent of an 
autistic child who experi-
ences even one of the above 
sleep problems, you’re 
probably wondering what 
you can do to help. In addi-

tion to the usual sleep ad-
vice, here are 10 strategies 
that are especially helpful 
for autistic individuals.

1. Plenty of exercise. Tired 
bodies are sleepy bodies, 
and studies show that ex-
ercising early in the day is 
especially helpful in boost-
ing melatonin production.

2. Heavy blankets. Some 
autistic children prefer to 
sleep with a traditional 
weighted blanket while 
others prefer a heavy com-
forter or multiple heavy 
blankets.

3. A cool room. An es-
sential part of falling into 
a deep sleep is decreased 

body temperature, and 
our autistic bodies seem to 
work against us. Combine 
difficulties with body-tem-
perature regulation and the 
need for heavy blankets, 
and a cool room becomes 
an essential part of getting 
to sleep.   

4. Comfortable clothes. 
This might mean snug-
fitting pajamas for some 
kids and no pajamas for 
others. Sensory sensitivities 
can play a big role in get-
ting comfy enough to fall 
asleep.

5. Sensory-friendly bed-
ding. In addition to the 
weight of the bedding, the 
fabric can make a big dif-

Photo courtesy of CozyCalm.com 

 

http://CozyCalm.com
http://CozyCalm.com


24 Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

The majority of autistic children have 
some sort of sleep difficulties, and as a 
kid, I was no exception. I was usually 
the last one in the house to fall asleep. 
My parents would put me in bed at eight 
o’clock, but that was just the start of a long 
bedtime ritual. I’d spend hours reading by 
the glow of my night light, making mul-
tiple trips to the bathroom for a drink of 
water or one last pee.

My difficulty falling asleep when I was 
younger has grown into full-blown in-
somnia as an adult. Some nights I wake 
up a half dozen times; others I wake up at 
3:00 AM, feeling like it is the middle of the 
afternoon. I can hit the ground running 
at 5:00 AM with a cheeriness that seems 
to annoy most people. Maybe once every 
few weeks I get a blissfully uninterrupted 

eight hours of sleep and wake up feeling 
like I’ve won the lottery.

Signs of Insomnia

The prevalence of insomnia in autistic 
children is surprisingly high. Forty to 
eighty percent of kids on the spectrum 
experience some sort of sleep problem. 
While we often think of insomnia as 
something that occurs in adults who are 
stressed, depressed or ill, the sleep prob-
lems that make up insomnia can also 
be a primary condition—one that isn’t 
associated with any other health condi-
tion. This seems to be the case in many 
autistic individuals. Several studies have 
linked autism with decreased melatonin 
production, meaning that we experience 
sleep problems simply because our bodies 

10 Ideas 
to Make 
Bedtime 
Easier
By Cynthia Kim

25Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

Snuggling under a weighted blanket can be 
very calming for anyone on the spectrum 
who likes deep pressure. Weighted blan-
kets come in a variety of sizes. If your child 
doesn’t need a lot of deep pressure, a small-
er weighted lap pad might be enough. If you 
decide to purchase a blanket, you’ll need to 
find the right size and weight. Size depends 
on how your child will use the blanket—to 
sleep under or just to cover the legs or tor-
so. The weight is calculated by taking 10% 
of the child’s body weight (weight in pounds 
x 0.10) and adding 1 or 2 pounds. Most 
weighted blanket companies have size/
weight charts on their websites and will be 
happy to talk you through the process.

Choosing a Weighted Blanket

aren’t producing enough 
of this sleep-inducing hor-
mone.

Common signs of 
insomnia:
• prolonged time to fall 

asleep
• decreased time asleep com-

pared to time spent in bed
• reduced total sleep time
• reduced sleep duration and 

continuity
• night awakening character-

ized by of long periods of 
time awake

If you’re the parent of an 
autistic child who experi-
ences even one of the above 
sleep problems, you’re 
probably wondering what 
you can do to help. In addi-

tion to the usual sleep ad-
vice, here are 10 strategies 
that are especially helpful 
for autistic individuals.

1. Plenty of exercise. Tired 
bodies are sleepy bodies, 
and studies show that ex-
ercising early in the day is 
especially helpful in boost-
ing melatonin production.

2. Heavy blankets. Some 
autistic children prefer to 
sleep with a traditional 
weighted blanket while 
others prefer a heavy com-
forter or multiple heavy 
blankets.

3. A cool room. An es-
sential part of falling into 
a deep sleep is decreased 

body temperature, and 
our autistic bodies seem to 
work against us. Combine 
difficulties with body-tem-
perature regulation and the 
need for heavy blankets, 
and a cool room becomes 
an essential part of getting 
to sleep.   

4. Comfortable clothes. 
This might mean snug-
fitting pajamas for some 
kids and no pajamas for 
others. Sensory sensitivities 
can play a big role in get-
ting comfy enough to fall 
asleep.

5. Sensory-friendly bed-
ding. In addition to the 
weight of the bedding, the 
fabric can make a big dif-

Photo courtesy of CozyCalm.com 

 

http://CozyCalm.com
http://CozyCalm.com


26 Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

ference. Fabrics like jersey, well-worn 
cotton or flannel seem to be easier to toler-
ate for kids with tactile sensitivities. Using 
unscented detergents, especially for pil-
lowcases, is also a good idea.

6. Familiar surroundings. Even a slight 
change in the sounds, scents or light lev-
els in a bedroom can make it hard to fall 
asleep.

7. A quiet environment or consistent 
noise. While a TV playing in another 
room or the dishwasher running in the 
kitchen downstairs may seem insignificant 
to the average person, to an autistic child 
with hypersensitive hearing, it can sound 
like a deafening roar. While some kids 
might need near-total quiet to fall asleep, 
others might do better with a consistent 
sound, like white noise or a repetitive na-
ture sound (running water, wind, waves).

8. A dark room. For autistic children who 
are light sensitive, the street light seeping 
in around the window shades can feel as 
bright as daylight. Blackout shades and 
closing the bedroom door to block out am-

bient light from the hallway can be helpful 
for older children and adults. However, 
younger children may need more light to 
feel secure sleeping on their own.

9. Routine, routine, routine. This is a 
universal recommendation when it comes 
to good sleep hygiene, but it’s especially 
important for autistic individuals. We like 
to know what to expect, and our routines 
make us feel safe and secure. If possible, 
incorporate some quiet time spent on a 
special interest (reading, looking at pic-
tures, organizing a favorite collection) as 
part of the bedtime routine. Special inter-
ests are relaxing and help us de-stress in 
ways that few other activities can.

10. Natural sleep aids. Both melatonin 
and Epsom salts baths can be helpful for 
those who have difficulty falling asleep or 
staying asleep. Both are available over the 
counter, but as with any supplement or 
medication, it’s important to consult with 
your child’s doctor before starting the use 
of a melatonin supplement, especially if 
your child is being treated for any other 
condition or taking any medication.

Forty to eighty percent of kids on the spectrum 
experience some sort of sleep problems.
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Perhaps the most important thing you can 
do to help your child cope with insomnia 
is to work with them on finding effective 
coping strategies. Often sensory sensitivi-
ties and anxiety can worsen the symptoms 
of autistic insomnia. Looking at a child’s 
sleep environment and bedtime routine 
from the perspective of lessening sensory 
triggers and providing enough time for 
enjoyable sensory integration activities 
is a great place to start. But remember, 
the approach that works for each child is 
different, and it’s unlikely that their sleep 
difficulties will disappear entirely. There’s 
just something about the autistic brain 
that makes sleep harder for us. However, 
we can develop a set of coping strategies 
that minimizes the severity of our insom-
nia and the stress associated with it.

Cynthia Kim blogs at Musings of 
an Aspie and is the author of two 
books: Nerdy, Shy and Socially 
Inappropriate: A User Guide to an 
Asperger Life and I Think I Might 
Be Autistic.
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Editor’s Note: When Dr. Temple Grandin 
was diagnosed with autism at the age of two, 
a doctor actually recommended to her mother 
that she be placed in an institution. Instead, 
Grandin grew up to be a world-renowned 
expert on the humane treatment and handling 
of livestock and perhaps the most accomplished 
and well-known autistic adult in the world. In 
fact, her accomplishments as a public speaker, 
author of numerous bestselling books and au-
tism advocate earned her a place among TIME 
magazine’s “100 Most Influential People in 
the World” in 2010, and her life story was 
the subject of an HBO movie starring Claire 
Danes that won seven Emmy awards and a 
Golden Globe. Not too shabby! 

But perhaps the most important work that Dr. 
Grandin has done and continues to do is of-
fer hope to parents and inspire those who are 
on the spectrum. For that reason, who would 
be better to conduct our ZOOM interview 
with Dr. Grandin than someone who has 
been inspired by her? Conner Cummings is a 
22-year-old young autistic adult who is just 
starting his career as an advocate and a chang-
er of laws. (See Conner’s bio for more informa-
tion about Conner’s Law.)

Conner, who usually can be found behind a 
camera taking pictures, not in front of it con-
ducting interviews, is a man of few spoken 
words, but that doesn’t mean that he doesn’t 
have anything to say. In fact, the questions 
he came up with for Temple were perceptive, 
smart and sincere. We decided to publish this 
interview just the way it was because, well, it 
was perfect that way. On the following page 
are the questions Conner asked Dr. Grandin 
via emails, in his own words, and the wonder-
ful responses that Temple replied with, also 
through emails and in her own words. Her re-
sponses may have been short and to the point, 
but they are filled with so much insight. I am 
both humbled and awed by just how much 
awesomeness (for lack of a better word) 
follows! We think you will be too. 

Dr. Grandin, we thank you so much for 
your time, for sharing with us your expe-
riences, for your advice and for reminding 
us all that it gets easier and easier. We 
cannot wait to read the new book! 

And Conner, you ROCK those Mickey 
Ears my friend! 

Dr. Temple Grandin’s newest book, the revised and expanded 
version of, The Way I See It, Collector’s Edition: A Personal Look 
at Autism and Asperger’s (Future Horizons), hits books store 
shelves October 15, 2014. This 3rd edition contains revisions 
based on her most current autism research as well as 12 ad-
ditional articles, including “Improving Time Management and 
Organizational Skills,” “Which School is Best for This Child?” 
“Teaching Turn Taking and the Ability to Wait” and many more!
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Conner: When did you know or found your 
passion? Who helped you with it?

Temple: I visited my aunt’s ranch and was 
exposed to both beef cattle and the West.

Conner: Change can be difficult for anyone 
and everyone. What did, or do, you do to 
help you get there?

Temple: Gradually change to new things.

Conner: You mentioned (in a different in-
terview) you do not like some clothes that 
are scratchy. What do you do to fix this? 

Temple: I buy clothes that are soft or wear 
soft shirts under scratchy clothes.

Conner: Who or what is your safe zone?

Temple: In my twenties I watched Star Trek 
in the late afternoon for one hour.

Conner: Many people stim or jump when 
they are overly happy. Do you have some-
thing you do? 

Temple: I sit and read.

Conner: When you started advocating, 
were you nervous for words to come at 
first?

Temple: If you keep doing it, it will get 
easier and easier.

Conner: You are on the road traveling a 
great deal and meeting people. Do you 
always like to pose for pictures and shake 
hands? How do you deal with it? 

Temple:  You need to practice greeting 
people. When I was your age, I served as a 
hostess at my mother’s parties.

Temple admiring Conner’s 
published photography at the 

Autism Society’s National 
Convention.

Conner Cummings is a professional 
photographer in the Metro DC area 
as well as a special needs advocate 
and a changer of laws. He writes 
on his Facebook page, Conquer 
for Conner. He and his mother are 
working diligently to have Conner’s 

Law passed, which would replace a poorly written 
child support law in VA that provides a loop hole 
for adults with special needs and other disabilities 
over the age of 18. They hope to take Conner’s Law 
to a national level, similar to what happened with 
the American’s with Disabilities Act (ADA). To learn 
more about Conner’s Law and how you can help, 
visit their change.org page.    
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Dr. Temple Grandin’s newest book, the revised and expanded 
version of, The Way I See It, Collector’s Edition: A Personal Look 
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shelves October 15, 2014. This 3rd edition contains revisions 
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ditional articles, including “Improving Time Management and 
Organizational Skills,” “Which School is Best for This Child?” 
“Teaching Turn Taking and the Ability to Wait” and many more!
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Conner: When did you know or found your 
passion? Who helped you with it?

Temple: I visited my aunt’s ranch and was 
exposed to both beef cattle and the West.

Conner: Change can be difficult for anyone 
and everyone. What did, or do, you do to 
help you get there?

Temple: Gradually change to new things.

Conner: You mentioned (in a different in-
terview) you do not like some clothes that 
are scratchy. What do you do to fix this? 

Temple: I buy clothes that are soft or wear 
soft shirts under scratchy clothes.

Conner: Who or what is your safe zone?

Temple: In my twenties I watched Star Trek 
in the late afternoon for one hour.

Conner: Many people stim or jump when 
they are overly happy. Do you have some-
thing you do? 

Temple: I sit and read.

Conner: When you started advocating, 
were you nervous for words to come at 
first?

Temple: If you keep doing it, it will get 
easier and easier.

Conner: You are on the road traveling a 
great deal and meeting people. Do you 
always like to pose for pictures and shake 
hands? How do you deal with it? 

Temple:  You need to practice greeting 
people. When I was your age, I served as a 
hostess at my mother’s parties.

Temple admiring Conner’s 
published photography at the 

Autism Society’s National 
Convention.

Conner Cummings is a professional 
photographer in the Metro DC area 
as well as a special needs advocate 
and a changer of laws. He writes 
on his Facebook page, Conquer 
for Conner. He and his mother are 
working diligently to have Conner’s 

Law passed, which would replace a poorly written 
child support law in VA that provides a loop hole 
for adults with special needs and other disabilities 
over the age of 18. They hope to take Conner’s Law 
to a national level, similar to what happened with 
the American’s with Disabilities Act (ADA). To learn 
more about Conner’s Law and how you can help, 
visit their change.org page.    

 
 

 

 

 

https://www.facebook.com/conquerforconner
https://www.facebook.com/conquerforconner
http://www.change.org/p/conner-s-law
http://fhautism.com/the-way-i-see-it-a-personal-look-at-autism-and-aspergers-by-dr.-temple-grandin-revised-expanded-3rd-edition-collectors-faux-leather-hardcover.html#.VAJe0mO9ZD8
http://fhautism.com/the-way-i-see-it-a-personal-look-at-autism-and-aspergers-by-dr.-temple-grandin-revised-expanded-3rd-edition-collectors-faux-leather-hardcover.html#.VAJe0mO9ZD8
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BALANCE

s parents or caretakers, we some-
times tend to put our own wants, 
needs and desires last. Let’s face 
it: there are only so many hours 

in a day, and most of them we spend af-
fectionately devoted to our loved ones. 
Being Mom, Dad, Teacher or Caretaker 
requires so much juggling, flexibility, 
creativity and selflessness that it is natural 
to feel overwhelmed and off balance at 
times. This is what this section of ZOOM 
is all about. In each issue we will give you 
quick ideas and tips to help you find your 
balance and to remind you that it is not 
only okay to take “me time” but also es-
sential that you do it. 

Perhaps it has been so long since you have 
done something for yourself that you 
don’t have a clue as to what to do. That’s 
okay. Rome was not built in a day, you 
know. Eventually you will learn how to 
slow down, say “NO” once in a while and 
listen to what your body and heart are try-
ing to tell you. You may even learn how to 
relax and enjoy the moment. But until you 
get there, maybe you can try what some 
of our ZOOM readers are doing for them-
selves. 

We asked you what you do just for YOU, 
and here is what you had to say.

A

Do you have a Finding Balance Tip? Send it to 
zoomautism@gmail.com with “Balance” in the 
subject line.
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I surf the web looking for positive idea projects. I know I 
won’t ever get to do them any time soon, but seeing great 
ideas and tips cheers me up. (Jennifer, USA)

I run on a treadmill 
every afternoon. It 
helps relieve the pent-
up stress. My son says, 
“Mom is working her 
crazy out.” 
(Alesha, Pennsylvania)

I make sure I go to the chiropractor every other 
week. It may not seem like much, but I’ve found 
it so helpful! (Staci, Wisconsin)

I take time to get regular mani/
pedicures. When I feel good, it 

makes a difference in how I relate 
to my two ASD kids and my ASD 

students! (Jeanne, Texas)

I iron my t-shirts that I wear with my comfy shorts, and it lifts 
my spirits to be showered and clean! I always have my coffee 
with French Vanilla creamer, and I deliberately think and read 
positive thoughts every morning. And I pray. And I am the Aspie, 
My son has some traits, but is not an Aspie. (Jane, Alabama)

I think that self-care is a big part of being a respectful parent. 
When we are respecting the family unit, when we are respecting 
our kids, when we are respecting others, we need to respect 
ourselves too. I have tried to always let my kids know in what-
ever way they can understand when I need something specific. 
They have known from a very young age that I need specific 
things that they don’t need, be it an hour with a book alone, or 
a coffee sitting on the back step with the sunshine on my face. 
When I involve my kids in explaining and take time when I need it 
(not too late, but at the time I feel it is needed), it helps all of us. 
(Ally, Australia)

I try to spend an hour each morning 
at the gym, even if it’s to get a chance 
to read— while riding a bike of course.  
(Trish, Pennsylvania)

I spend time in my garden and 
with my chickens. I know it 

sounds silly, but they are always 
happy to see me and love getting 

simple treats like the tops off of 
strawberries or leaves of lettuce. 
I dig in the dirt, pull weeds and 

pour my heart out to God. 
(Beth, Florida)

We have a cat room (since we moved, our cats are 
only allowed in this one big room). When I feel 
myself getting to that point, I go to the cat room. I 
sit and watch them, pet them and play with them. 
(Shawnacee, Ohio)

I run twice a week, and I write 
social stories based on our own 

experiences to help others. 
(Charlotte, United Kingdom)

I see my acupuncturist once a 
week! (EviPete, California)

I send the kiddo to school, even 
though I’m a SAHM with a 
background in education and 
could ROCK the homeschool 
thing. (Katy, Nevada)

When my kids were young, I had a part-time 
job that was my escape. Now I have a plot at 
a community garden. There’s something very 
therapeutic about digging in the dirt, pulling 
weeds and getting rewarded with flowers and 
vegetables. Occasionally, some of my fellow 
gardeners will be there too, and I get to talk to 
some adults for a while. (Nancy, Rhode Island)

I go to girls’ nights, my husband 
and I have very regular date 

nights, and when needed, I lock 
myself in a room when I get 

overwhelmed. (Tonya, Georgia)

I exercise for 40 
minutes a day. 
(Lori, Illinois)

I have a part-time job I love. 
When my guy was little, I 
had to be on standby when 
he was in school to pick him 
up, so I worked every other 
Saturday to be with adults. 
(Jennifer, California)

When I was younger (20’s) it was the tanning bed on my 
lunch hour. Now it is a mani/pedi. I also get up earlier than 
everyone else on school mornings so I can have a few min-
utes in quiet to drink my coffee and watch the news before 
the chaos begins. (Brandi, Texas)

mailto:zoomautism@gmail.com
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• Advocating on State and  
  local levels to ensure  
  quality community  
  based care

• Watching over your loved  
  ones through Virginia’s  
  Guardian of Last Resort  
  program

• Empowering advocates 
  with self-advocacy skills 

• Providing up-to-date  
  Information & Referral  
  services for families 

• Educating families to  
  navigate through  
  complicated systems of  
  care 

• Coordinating services 
  through the Virginia  
  Medicaid Developmental 
  Disability Waiver program

• Helping families transition 
  from school to adult 
  services

• Planning for a secure  
  financial future with our        
  Special Needs Trusts 

The Arc of Northern Virginia  
represents and serves over 16,000 

people with intellectual and  
developmental disabilities  

and their families in Alexandria,  
Arlington, Fairfax, and Falls Church.

To learn more, join us at our Annual Meeting on November 18, 2014, 7pm  
The  Columbus Club of Arlington, The Edward Douglass White Council 2473  

5115 Little Falls Road, Falls Church, VA 22207

The Arc of Northern Virginia 
2755 Hartland Road, Suite 200, Falls Church, VA  22043

www.TheArcofNoVA.org   703-208-1119
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INBOX QUESTION
Editor’s Note: My son’s won-
derful brain is wired differ-
ently than mine, and while I 
try to understand the way he 
thinks, sometimes I am left 
scratching my head, clueless, 
not sure what it is I am sup-
posed to do or say or how to 
react. I am so grateful to have 
many autistic adult friends 
to whom I can turn when 
this happens. They help me 
see things in a different way, 
perhaps even the way my son 
sees them. So when we decided 
to do this magazine, I knew 
that having a Q&A section 
was a must! It’s a place where 
parents can ask questions and 
then soak in the incredible 
insight and advice that people 
who are on the spectrum 
write in response, little bits of 
knowledge that offer answers 
to the whys and what-should-I 
-dos. While every autistic per-
son is different, the answers 
you will find here are smart, 
perceptive and a great start-
ing point for possible solutions 
that will fit your personal situ-
ation and needs.

This Issue’s QUESTION: 

My Child has such a rough time in 
the morning before school. What 
can I do to make our mornings 
go more smoothly?

http://www.TheArcofNoVA.org
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13-year-old Jay speaks 
from experience when 
he talks about how 
easy it is to get upset in 
the morning and what 
helps him not to lose his 
cool. “Have a structured 
routine and try not to 

stray from it. When things change, I can 
get confused, and that is why I get upset. 
And whatever you do, don’t let your child 
play video games in the morning because 
he can easily get engrossed and then not 
want to stop. Believe me, I know!”

Kate says that many 
autistics are just not 
MORNING PEOPLE. 
“For me, mornings go 
more smoothly if I have 
a routine that I can fol-
low and not much stress 
put on me the first few 

hours after I get up. Anything stressful I 
put off until later in the day. I don’t even 
look at any emails that might be emotion-
al until nighttime because my emotional 
regulation takes several hours to get up 
and running, and I overreact a lot more 
when I first get up. I am highly verbal 
most of the time but often can be almost 
nonverbal when I first get up—my brain 
is just not on yet, which frustrates me. It 
makes it hard to be on time to anything 
that actually happens in the morning. I 
have to accept this and schedule things for 
the afternoon when I can.”

Since many autistic 
individuals think in 
pictures, Lydia says to 
use visuals. “Make a 
visual schedule for each 
task in your morning. 
Move each task from a 

‘to do’ column to a ‘done’ column. Know-
ing what to expect will ease your kiddo’s 
stress.”

MAYBE TRY THIS…

Besides having a structured routine in the morning, many of our experts have suggested the 
use of some sort of Visual Timer. Visual timers can come in many forms such as a physical 
clock that can hang on a wall, a wrist watch and now even an app on your phone or IPad. The 
timer displays time as a red disk that quietly gets smaller as time elapses. No more vague 
concepts of what 5 minutes feels like because the autistic individual can see that when the 
red is gone, time is up! There are even apps that have a professional look with lots of features 
that can help autistic adults in the working world make every moment count.  
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Professor Ibby Grace says that whatever you do, don’t 
RUSH your Child. “People might believe that rushing 
someone will make the person speed up, but it is likely 
to have the reverse effect. More than likely, it is prob-
able. Rushing is very stressful and actually causes me to 
be less excellent at thinking, speaking, writing or really 
anything because I am so busy trying not to melt down 
about the stress of being rushed that no resources are 
left open to try to do the thing the rushing person wants 
me to do more rapidly.”

Professor Grace also explains that for many autistics, in-
cluding herself, time is a very vague concept. When we tell our children, for example, 
to hurry up because school starts in 5 minutes, they may not have a clear understand-
ing of what 5 minutes is. Ibby explains what it is like for her. “Time is a thing I do not 
really get properly. It is not that I was never taught how to tell time properly. I was. 
As a matter of fact, I have such a deep and vast knowledge of time-telling pedagogy 
that I can teach teachers how to teach time-telling very effectively to a wide range of 
children, and this is a huge part of my job. Despite the fact that I can appear to “tell 
time,” I am not very rapid at it. I can read to you off an analog or digital watch. I also 
always wear one because the alarms are helpful for me. But I do not feel time elaps-
ing in the proper way, and I am sure this is the case because I have interviewed many 
people about the real way time is supposed to feel. From my perspective, time seems 
arbitrary, fake, like a trick.”

Have a question you want to ask? Are you an autistic 
individual who wants to be an expert and offer advice? 
Email us at zoomautism@gmail.com with “Q&A” in 
the subject line.

 

 

 

 

mailto:zoomautism@gmail.com
http://www.freewebs.com/aspiefrommaine
http://autisticspeaks.wordpress.com/
http://tinygracenotes.blogspot.com/
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SPOTLIGHT on SIBLINGS
What’s Autism, Daddy?

By Darrin Ingram

This issue we focus on how 
our children who are not on 
the spectrum view their sib-
lings who are. We will give 
you a hint: it usually is just as 
a brother or sister. Kids don’t 
see the diagnosis. In fact, 
for many siblings, autism is 
merely a word they hear their 
parents talk about but a con-
cept they know nothing about. 
That is why we love this 
essay, which was beautifully 
written by Darrin Ingram 
from Fathers for Autism. Dar-
rin’s son asked him a three-
word question, “What’s au-
tism, Daddy?” The response 
that Darrin gives is simple 
and sweet and honestly high-
lights the differences between 
his two children in a way that 
respects his autistic daughter. 

But the best part of this piece, 
the part that we want to really 
shine our spotlight on, is his 
son’s response. So innocent, 
so real, so accepting!

*Note: Darrin refers to him-
self as Papa Bear (PB) and his 
son as Handsome Boy (HB).*

ad a conversation with my son last night.
Handsome Boy: “What’s autism, Daddy?”
Wow...where to begin?

His eyes were so honest, so innocent. He truly cares 
about his sister and tries to help all the time. He is fully 
trained in therapies and interventions and has a PhD in 
reverse psychology. 

He’s only 5. He shouldn’t worry about this yet.

H
The Super Hero Team
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Rather than avoid the topic, like I did 
when the word ‘sex’ appeared on Family 
Feud (“it means gender, buddy”), I tried 
to give him a description that would make 
sense to him. He’s earned it.

I sat down on the couch with him, and we 
talked like two old souls playing chess in 
Central Park. He looked at me seriously, 
as only he can, and put his arm on my 
shoulder, his bear firmly tucked under the 
other arm.

Papa Bear: “Autism is different for every-
one, buddy. Some have trouble with their 
bodies, some have trouble focusing, and 
some have trouble with their words...”

HB: “Like, my sister!”

PB: “That’s right. You know how she sees 
things differently than you do? (He nods.) 
Well, there are a lot of other people who 
look at the world the same way she does. 
You look at this rug as something to keep 
the floor from being scratched, but she 
sees all of the patterns, designs and colors 
that make up the rug. They leap out of the 
rug like a 3-D movie.”

HB: “That’s really cool...”

PB: “Yeah, it is, huh? Sometimes, it’s so 
cool that she just wants to look at those 
things rather than the other people in the 
room.”

HB: “I would, too!”

PB: “Yup, it would be pretty awesome. 
But, it also makes it hard for her to focus 
when she needs to talk to us or work with 
her teachers.”

I sat down on the 
couch with him, and 

we talked like two old 
souls playing chess in 

Central Park.
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HB: “Or play with me ...”

PB: “Right. We really want her to come 
out and play. She’s a lot of fun when she 
plays.”

HB: “Yeah ... but, Daddy, why does she 
babble all the time?”

PB: “Hmmm ... what’s your favorite 
song?”

HB: “Umm ... Counting Stars!”

PB: “Have you ever had it stuck in your 
head? Playing over and over again?”

HB: “Yeah. Sometimes it’s stuck there 
forever.”

PB: “Right. Well, she does that with every-
thing she sees or hears. Sometimes, six dif-
ferent things are playing all at once, round 
and round in her head, and she can’t help 
but let them out.”

HB: “Wow ... that’s amazing ...”

PB: “I know, right? Also, she has super-
powers. She can see, hear, touch and taste 
way better than we do. But, it makes her 
super sensitive to everything.”

HB: “Oh! Oh! Like Daredevil doesn’t like 
loud sounds! Is that why she covers her 
ears, Daddy?”

PB: “Yup. That’s also why she has trou-
ble with certain foods, bright lights, and 
scratchy clothes. Her superpowers.”

HB: “Well, I think that’s cool. I have super 
powers, too. I can run super-fast! She and 
I can be a team, right, Daddy?”

PB: “You already are, buddy, you already 
are. I love you so much.”

He hugs me.

HB: “I love you too, Daddy.”

Darrin Ingram is the grateful 
father of an amazing 9-year-old 
autistic daughter and a preco-
cious 6-year-old NT son. He is 
also a freelance writer and the 
lesser half of a happy Yin-Yang 

marriage. Visit his blog, Fathers for Autism, and his 
Facebook page by the same name.

Do you have a sibling who would make a great feature 
in this section? Send your story idea to zoomautism@
gmail.com with “Sibling” in the subject line.
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By M. Kelter

Avoiding 
School’s 
Hidden 
Sensory 

and Social 
Minefields

43Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

If you ask students what 
their least favorite part 
of the school day is, you 
might hear answers like 
“math” or “taking tests.” 
But for those on the autism 
spectrum, the responses 
might sound a little differ-
ent.

I grew up struggling with 
sensory issues and social 
pragmatics. No matter how 
challenging a subject or test 
was, I could at least enjoy 
the relative quiet and sense 
of order that the classroom 
provided. But, if you had 
asked me about my least 
favorite part of the school 
day, I would have given 
the same two answers 
every time: lunch and re-
cess. The periods most kids 
loved and looked forward 
to, I could only think about 
with anxiety and fear. 

With a new school year un-
der way, it’s a great time to 
think about autistic experi-
ences and to try to identify 
potential hidden sensory 
and social minefields that 
your child or student may 
stumble upon. Anticipat-
ing where problems might 
pop up can make it easier 
to create a game plan and 
better manage those con-
sistently stressful moments 
and any possible explo-
sions.

Playing by the Rules 

When I was a kid, I always 
enjoyed the structure of 
school. There was assigned 
seating, students were 
expected to sit still and 
not roam around, and the 
adults were the overseers, 
the enforcers of the rules. 
That structure was impor-
tant to me, not because I 
liked the rules, but because 
it offered a buffer between 
myself and the other stu-
dents. I always found social 
interactions to be deeply 
confusing, so the rules that 
were imposed during the 
classroom hours were a 
relief. 

Cafeteria Chaos 

The problem was that, 
during lunch, the structure 
broke down a bit. There 
were rules—assigned seat-
ing and monitors—but it 
wasn’t enough to change 
the fact that lunch was an 
extremely social experi-
ence. The adults were 
hanging back, leaving the 
kids free to initiate and 
engage in conversation the 
entire period. This was a 
problem since I had a ter-
rible time processing social 
cues. For the life of me, 
I could not navigate the 
structure of a conversa-

tion, no matter how simple 
or predictable it seemed. 
I could not begin and end 
conversations, and I found 
the unwritten rules to be 
mystifying. Forced to sit 
with a group of talkative, 
restless kids, I struggled 
to make my way through 
every single interaction. 
The awkwardness I gener-
ated never failed to elicit 
negative responses. Con-
versations would happen. 
I would pause, think, and 
then offer up seemingly 
random statements. Kids 
would laugh or tease. Bul-
lying was not uncommon. 
Lunch became a daily 
nightmare.

An additional factor that 
did not help was the sen-
sory experience of the caf-
eteria. Kids unleashed from 
the confines of the class-
room spent their lunch yell-
ing, screaming and laugh-
ing, an unruly scene that 
felt like punishment to my 
sensitive ears. Add to that 
the intense food odors, and 
it made for a deeply unset-
tling experience.

Playground Pandemonium

Recess only amplified the 
sensory and social issues. 
At lunch, kids at least had 
to remain in place, which 
made it harder for them to 
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form cliques and roaming groups. On the playground, 
all structure and buffering was gone. Kids were basically 
encouraged to go wild and burn off some of that energy, 
making the social dynamics far more complicated and 
overwhelming.

The primary difficulty—one that is an unfortunate reality 
for many on the spectrum—is that I very much wanted 
to form social connections. I just didn’t know how. My 
best efforts to participate in games and conversations re-
sulted in a long series of rejections. The anxiety was bad 
enough, but these interactions also took a heavy toll on 
my self-esteem. The lack of structure that characterizes 
recess just made it too easy for me to drown in the chaos 
of group play.

I also had a hard time managing my light sensitivities. 
Big playground, full sun. There was nowhere to hide 
from the brightness. Because of all this, I would fre-
quently claim to feel sick and ask if I could just rest in the 
classroom while the other kids played outside. It rarely 
worked, but that didn’t stop me from trying. Any day 
that I could skip recess was a good day.

If You Step on a Mine, Prepare for an Explosion 

In a way, that was really the worst part, the fact that it 
was so difficult to escape those moments. With lunch, for 
example, I was never able to convince anyone to let me 
eat alone in the classroom or in a hallway. I grew up in 
the 80s. Back then, kids were expected to stick to the pro-
gram. There was no willingness on the part of the school 
to make exceptions for issues like sensory pain, since it 
was invisible to everyone else. 

Today, thankfully, I believe it is a little better in schools. 
Ear muffs and headphones that help drown out noise 
are a common sight in the lunchroom. Schools are mak-
ing quiet rooms available to their students who may be 
feeling overwhelmed or need a sensory break in a place 
where they can hang out on a bean bag chair or listen 
to music to calm down. Many schools are even adding 
Buddy Benches to their school playgrounds (see Sidebar) 

Big playground, 
full sun. There 
was nowhere 
to hide from 
the brightness.

45Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

Kids unleashed from the confines of the classroom spent 
their lunch yelling, screaming and laughing, an unruly 
scene that felt like punishment to my sensitive ears.

cr
ea

tiv
e c

om
m

on
s/

w
oo

dl
ey

w
on

de
rw

or
ks



44

form cliques and roaming groups. On the playground, 
all structure and buffering was gone. Kids were basically 
encouraged to go wild and burn off some of that energy, 
making the social dynamics far more complicated and 
overwhelming.

The primary difficulty—one that is an unfortunate reality 
for many on the spectrum—is that I very much wanted 
to form social connections. I just didn’t know how. My 
best efforts to participate in games and conversations re-
sulted in a long series of rejections. The anxiety was bad 
enough, but these interactions also took a heavy toll on 
my self-esteem. The lack of structure that characterizes 
recess just made it too easy for me to drown in the chaos 
of group play.

I also had a hard time managing my light sensitivities. 
Big playground, full sun. There was nowhere to hide 
from the brightness. Because of all this, I would fre-
quently claim to feel sick and ask if I could just rest in the 
classroom while the other kids played outside. It rarely 
worked, but that didn’t stop me from trying. Any day 
that I could skip recess was a good day.

If You Step on a Mine, Prepare for an Explosion 

In a way, that was really the worst part, the fact that it 
was so difficult to escape those moments. With lunch, for 
example, I was never able to convince anyone to let me 
eat alone in the classroom or in a hallway. I grew up in 
the 80s. Back then, kids were expected to stick to the pro-
gram. There was no willingness on the part of the school 
to make exceptions for issues like sensory pain, since it 
was invisible to everyone else. 

Today, thankfully, I believe it is a little better in schools. 
Ear muffs and headphones that help drown out noise 
are a common sight in the lunchroom. Schools are mak-
ing quiet rooms available to their students who may be 
feeling overwhelmed or need a sensory break in a place 
where they can hang out on a bean bag chair or listen 
to music to calm down. Many schools are even adding 
Buddy Benches to their school playgrounds (see Sidebar) 

Big playground, 
full sun. There 
was nowhere 
to hide from 
the brightness.

45Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

Kids unleashed from the confines of the classroom spent 
their lunch yelling, screaming and laughing, an unruly 
scene that felt like punishment to my sensitive ears.

cr
ea

tiv
e c

om
m

on
s/

w
oo

dl
ey

w
on

de
rw

or
ks



46 Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

in an effort to create a more 
inclusive and caring en-
vironment. But even with 
all these efforts, I know 
there are still kids out there 
who are hurting, who feel 
lost in plain sight, who are 
about to step on a bunch of 
mines.

 I should add that everyone 
on the spectrum is differ-
ent. The issues I struggled 
with may not apply to all 
students on the spectrum. 
But the point is to demon-
strate the value of stepping 
back and looking at differ-
ent facets of the school day 
in more detail. With autism 
issues, it’s important to 
consider a student’s unique 
personality and needs and 
then ask if there are any 
settings that may be creat-
ing unnecessary stress and 
anxiety. If the answer is 
yes, then it is time to work 
together, parent, teacher 
and child, to remove those 
minefields.

Can a bench on a play-
ground really reduce 
bullying and foster friend-
ships? Many schools 
seem to think so. At the 
very least, they are will-
ing to give them a try. A 
Buddy Bench, which is 
the most common name 
given to these benches, is 
meant to be a place where 
any student can volun-
tarily sit if he feels lonely 
or upset during recess. 
The hope is that other stu-
dents will recognize that 
someone is on the bench 

and then either ask that person to play or sit down to talk. 
The principals who have installed these benches say that 
they are much more than just decorations; they are a helpful 
way for schools to facilitate “peer support” among students. 
After all, it only takes one child willing to reach out, and soon, 
other children will reach out too.

Buddy Benches:
Making Recess Time More 
Inclusive

M. Kelter writes about life on the autism spectrum at his blog, Invisible Strings. You can 
visit his Twitter and Facebook page, where positive discussions with an active parent 
community are ongoing. He has been a guest contributor for Kate Winslet’s Golden Hat 
Foundation blog and The Thinking Person’s Guide to Autism.
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5 
Must Haves 

for Your 
Autism 

BooKshelf

By Karen Rabinowitz
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hether you are new to the diagno-
sis of Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD) or a seasoned veteran to 
autism’s challenges, the sheer vol-

ume of new information on the subject can 
be overwhelming. Books are a good place 
for stored information that you can keep 
on-hand and reference if necessary. Your 
learning can be enhanced and personal-
ized by highlighting, taking notes and 
marking pages along the way. If you have 
not already begun your autism bookshelf, 
start slowly. Choose just a few books at a 
time. Before purchasing, browse through 
the book to see if the information is rel-
evant to you and written in such a way 
that you will enjoy the reading and learn-
ing experience. If you are still unsure and 
do not know where to begin, these well-
rounded suggestions are the perfect start 
to your autism library and great add-ons 
to an existing one.

W

The Autistic Brain, 
Thinking across the Spectrum 

by Temple Grandin
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt
1st edition (April 30, 2013)

One of the most well-known voices in the autism 
community is Dr. Temple Grandin. An autistic 
herself, she shares from her own experiences 
while informing the reader of remarkable new 
scientific discoveries that aid in understand-
ing the true spectrum of autism. In this book, 
Dr. Grandin takes us on “a tour” of her autistic 
brain, sharing directly from her experiences 
and insights as well as from a scientific point of 
view that the discoveries and data of her many 
brain scans have provided. She addresses long-
overlooked sensory issues linking brain science 
to behavior in a smooth and entertaining way 
that are easy for the layperson to understand. She 
helps to make sense of the complexities of autism 
for all of us.

1
d

Want Karen, our voracious reader, to review a book? 
Email zoomautism@gmail.com with “Books” in the 
subject line.
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Finding Kansas: Living 
and Decoding Asperger’s Syndrome 

by Aaron Likens
Perigee Trade

1st edition (April 3, 2012)

While this is Aaron’s unique story, he writes 
with a style that is easily relatable, insightful 
and humorous. He portrays himself as an aver-
age, every-day man, living in the middle class 
Midwest. He provides amazing insight into his 
day-to-day life, sharing small successes and huge 
breakthroughs, like his self-discovery of build-
ing and maintaining personal relationships. With 
every experience Aaron shares, he reveals how 
his inner thoughts process the incoming informa-
tion and the associations that his brain makes. 
Aaron’s amazing and unique perspective pro-
vides inspiration and hope for a bright future for 
those with autism spectrum disorders such as 
Asperger’s syndrome. 

Ten Things Every Child with 
Autism Wishes You Knew 

by Ellen Notbohm
Future Horizons

1st edition (January 1, 2005)

What makes this book so practical and useful is 
how the whole of autism is concisely broken into 
ten very important and relevant “bullet points” 
and then expanded upon on each of those points 
chapter by chapter. Ten Things enlightens the 
reader on ten characteristics of children on the 
autism spectrum without specifically defin-
ing every child. The material is presented in 
an insightful, compassionate, and sometimes 
humorous way that helps to give us a peek into 
autism from a child’s point of view. In this way 
the reader can glean helpful insight that enables 
a better understanding of autistic children.
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Look Me in the Eye, 
My Life with Asperger’s  
by John Elder Robison

Three Rivers Press
Reprint edition (September 9, 2008)

This wonderfully written memoir paints a unique 
rollercoaster world of a brilliant man who has 
both struggled with and embraced his Asperger’s 
over a lifetime. John Elder Robison is a colorful 
storyteller who takes us on a journey that spans 
his life, childhood through adulthood. How he 
came to terms with his family life is powerful. 
John humorously tells of his odd habits and par-
ticular ways of thinking and speaking. He then 
generously shares his insights, explains what he 
has learned from them, and discusses how he 
utilizes this knowledge to change the way he sees 
himself and others. John’s magnanimous person-
ality is evident throughout this book and is a gift 
to all.

4 5

My Friend Has Autism
by Amanda 

Doering Tourville
Capstone Press 

(February 2, 2010) 

At some point in any journey through the autism 
spectrum, a need will arise for a good children’s 
book that explains autism. Amanda Doering 
Tourville, with illustrator Kristin Sorra, presents 
autism in very basic and accurate terms that 
children of all ages can understand. The story, 
told through the eyes of a young boy, explains 
some of the challenges and rewards of a friend-
ship with someone who has autism. As the story 
moves along, the pages also contain a “Did you 
know?” fact that is being described in the story. 
This book not only teaches tolerance, understand-
ing and acceptance of those who are different 
from us but also illustrates the rewards of such a 
friendship. 

51Zoom Autism Through Many Lenses

Karen Rabinowitz is a fiercely 
passionate mom to three amazing 
children, one with autism, and wife 
to an incredible husband. She’s a 
writer, blogger and jewelry maker 
and has a voracious appetite for 
reading and sweets.

The sheer volume 
of new information 
on the subject can 
be overwhelming. 
Books are a good 
place for stored 

information that you 
can keep on-hand 

and reference if 
necessary.
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MILESTONE snapshots
I have been quilting for over 5 years, and until 
I started on this quilt, my 21-year-old daugh-
ter Melissa had never shown any interest in my 
work. But on this particular day, she started 
watching me sew the rows together. By the time 
I was half finished sewing the first two rows 
together, she was taking the pins out when I 
would stop sewing. When I started pinning on 
the third row, she started handing me the pins 
in true autistic fashion ... blue, yellow, purple, 
blue, yellow, purple. Once again she took out the 
pins and put them in the box as I sewed. When 
I reached the end, she already had the next row 
in her hands and placed it on top with the right 
sides of the fabric together as they needed to 
be and perfectly lined up the ends! She did this 
through all 16 rows! You can see how proud she 
was of “her” first quilt! I believe we have a long 
future of creating together!

This is Sean. At 
age 8 he still struggles 
with letter and phonetic 
recognition. At the end 
of July, he successfully 
sounded out and read 

these words.

Have a milestone picture you want to share? Send it 
to zoomautism@gmail.com with “Milestone” in the 
subject line. Don’t forget to include a caption!
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NONE TOO SMALL 
OR INSIGNIFICANT!

(Micah, age 4) This is the kid 
who would previously scream if 
water was splashed on his head. 
Now we’ve moved on to showers 
instead of baths.

SafetyNetTM Bracelet

WHEN A LOVED ONE 
WANDERS OFF, 
THERE’S A WAY TO HELP BRING 
THEM BACK SAFE AND SOUND.
INTRODUCING 
SAFETYNET™ BY LOJACK®

Nothing could be more frightening than the thought of a loved one with autism or another condition 
wandering away. That’s why LoJack SafetyNet now offers SafetyNet, a simple and convenient service 
that uses proven technology for fi nding and rescuing people at risk who wander and become lost.
 

To learn more about SafetyNetTM 
by LoJack® call 1·877·4·FIND·THEM 

(1·877·434·6384) or visit SafetyNetByLoJack.com.
© 2013 LoJack SafetyNet Inc. All rights reserved. 40 Pequot Way, Canton, MA 02021, 1·877·434·6384
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ZoomAutism.org
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