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UNDERSTANDING THE ISSUES BEHIND THE BEHAVIOR
SENSORY FOCUS

Hello, and welcome to another edition of 
Sensory Focus Magazine. It’s already 
2015, can you believe it? If you are like 

most of us in the US, you are spending lots of 
time indoors, and away from the frigid cold. So 
how do you keep your senses in order? How do 
you keep them (and the kids) at a dull roar when 
outdoor play time is limited?

Beth Aune, OTR/L, and author of the Behav-
ior Solutions book series, offers some great sug-
gestions perfect for these chilly winter months.

Columnist Jennifer McIlwee Myers helps us 
on another important front, Dining Out. She 
gives helpful tips on how to get through the res-
taurant experience with your family intact. This 
information is so necessary if you want to take 
your kids out to eat in public.

Our other favorite columnist, Barbara Sher, 
lists the many positives that autism brings. It’s 
important to remember these things about our 

loved ones with special needs. They ARE people 
with gifts and talents first. The disability is, and 
should remain, secondary.

Rachel Schneider does what most of us 
should consider, as she writes a letter to her 
younger self. This introspective article gives 
great insight into the world of a growing girl 
with sensory processing disorder.

Again, we are happy to have Paula Aquilla, 
OT, back to give us the low down on the all-
important skill of tact. This skill often eludes us 
when we are at wits end, as we end up exclaim-
ing, “Oops! Did I say that?” No worries, Paula is 
here to help us manage our stress, and our tact 
in her new article.

Well, that’s about what you have in store 
this season. It’s time to enjoy your issue. Settle 
back, grab your hot cocoa, and enjoy each article. 
Hope your winter is wonderful, and we will see 
you in the warm(er) spring!

Jennifer Gilpin Yacio
President of Sensory World 

Editor in Chief of Sensory Focus
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One of the most gratifying 
aspects of my profession as a 
pediatric occupational thera-

pist is the opportunity to partner with 
parents and caregivers to develop environ-
mental supports, routines, structure, and daily 
activities to address the unique challenges and 
abilities of their children who have sensory-based concerns. 

What is sensory processing? Sensory processing is the way in which the central nervous system 
(our brain and spinal cord) and the peripheral nervous system (our bodies) manage incoming sensory 
information through our various sensory systems: Vestibular (movement and balance), propriocep-
tive (force and body position awareness), tactile (touch), auditory (sound), visual (sight), olfactory 
(smell), and gustatory (taste).

Indoor Sensory Play for 
These Winter MonthsBaby, 

It’s 
Cold 
Outside!

Beth Aune, OTR/L



FocuS on activitieS

7SenSory FocuS Magazine — Winter 2015

The winter months can be especially problematic because opportunities for outdoor 

games and activities may be limited. Children and parents may inadvertently become 

over-reliant on using technology such as television, computers, and iPads, which don’t 

provide the vital body-oriented and movement options needed to address the sensory 

and behavioral challenges their children experience.

Our brain and body re-
ceive and organize informa-
tion from the environment 
through sensation. We take in 
information through our vari-
ous systems and respond to 
it. When there is dysfunction 
in sensory processing, a child 
will exhibit disorganized or 
maladaptive responses.

Some children are over-
responsive and will have dra-
matic, exaggerated responses 
to typical environmental 
stimuli and may appear fear-
ful, anxious, or in a hyper-
alert state. Other children are 
under-responsive and will 
respond more slowly, or may 
not even respond to sensory 
stimuli and appear lazy or dis-
engaged. Some children can be 
described as “sensory seeking” 
and will appear hyperactive as 
they seek out movement and 
other sensations.

Although there is variation 
in the types of sensory profiles, 

the commonality is that these 
children’s deficits in sensory 
processing affect their func-
tional and active participation 
in the home, and can affect 
the entire family dynamic. 
These challenges in register-
ing, interpreting, and modu-
lating responses to sensory 
stimuli can affect daily func-
tion for children.

They may have meltdowns, 
difficulty sitting still for meals 
and homework, trouble main-
taining attention to tasks, and 
experience sleep disturbances. 
They may also exhibit poor 
motor planning, coordination, 
and dexterity for self-care and 
academic activities. Parents of-
ten ask, “What are some things 
I can do at home for my child 
to help him with his sensory 
issues and to occupy his time?” 

The winter months can be 
especially problematic because 
opportunities for outdoor 
games and activities may be 

limited. Children and parents 
may inadvertently become 
over-reliant on using technol-
ogy such as television, com-
puters, and iPads, which don’t 
provide the vital body-oriented 
and movement options needed 
to address the sensory and 
behavioral challenges their 
children experience.

There are, however, al-
ternatives to explore that are 
fun, inexpensive, motivat-
ing, and therapeutic. A child’s 
primary preoccupation is play, 
and children learn best about 
their world by moving through 
it. Purposeful movement will 
calm and organize the over-
responsive and sensory-seek-
ing child, and will alert the 
under-responsive one. The key 
elements for purposeful, play-
based movement are: to be 
child-directed, motivating, and 
FUN! Here are some sugges-
tions for sensory-based activi-
ties to try at home:
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Calming and 

Organizing Activities 

(“Heavy Work”)

These will aid sleeping, calm a 
child down, prepare the child 
to go out into the community 
and help attain and maintain 
an alert state for schoolwork.

Large Therapy Ball 
Activities and Games:

• Wheelbarrow walk with 
or without assistance: the 
child will lie on his/her 
stomach and walk forward, 
then backward on the 
hands without falling off 
the ball

• Lift ball high above head 
to throw, bounce, or roll to 
parent, sibling, or friend

• “Push, push, push” the 
therapy ball against the 
parent or sibling while in 
a kneeling position, using 
arms, or lying on the back 
using legs

Superman: Lie on stomach; 
hold arms and legs straight out 
and off the floor. Try to hold 
this position as long as possible. 

Rollie Pollies: Lie on back; 
bend knees toward head, 
crunching the trunk up as 
much as possible while hold-
ing legs. Roll back and forth 
and side to side, trying to keep 
head and knees close together. 

Chair Lift-Offs: Sit on a hard 
chair with back straight. Put 
hands on the edges, by hips, 
with thumbs pointing forward. 
Push arms HARD until bottom 
lifts off the chair. Try to hold 
this position as long as possible. 

Sampson: Stand by a blank 
wall, facing forward. Back 
up about 4 or 5 feet and put 
hands on the wall at shoulder-
height. The child will be lean-
ing into the wall, holding the 
body up, and elbows will be 
straight. Keeping the back 
STRAIGHT, pretend to try to 
push the wall down. 

Quicksand: Hold the child’s 
feet at the ankles when he/
she is in a four-point kneeling 
position. Have him crawl to the 
designated “land” and out of 
the “quicksand” while the adult 
provides resistance to make 
the muscles of the legs, trunk, 
and arms really work hard to 
move forward. 

Chin-ups/Pull-ups: Pur-
chase an adjustable chin-up 
bar at a sporting goods store 
to hang in a bedroom or class-
room doorway.

Dog Pile: Take turns lying on 
the bottom of the pile while 
others lie on top. Try to get out 
from beneath the pile.

Note: It is important to let the child 
dictate “how much” and “how long.” 
When you witness a calming effect, 
make a simple comment, such as, 

“Wow, you are really settling down. 
Does this feel good?”

Body Awareness and 

Motor Planning Activities

These activities will help im-
prove balance, coordination, 
and gross motor skills, as well 
as improve sensory registra-
tion and discrimination:

• Walk on a straight or 
curved line, heel to toe 
(use masking tape on car-
pet or floor)

• Stand on sofa cushions or 
bed to play catch. Try it 
again on one foot. 

• Army Crawl: Combat 
crawl under “tunnels” 
made of chairs or over 

“mountains” of sofa 
cushions
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• “Simon Says”

• Jump to targets (e.g., in-
side a taped circle, hula 
hoop from pillow to pillow)

• Jump rope (this can be 
modified from typical 
jump roping to games such 
as “The Limbo” or jumping 
over the rope, starting at 
a low level and increasing 
the height)

• Obstacle courses (use 
furniture, chairs, cushions, 
pillows) 

• Animal walks (Bear, Crab, 
Elephant, Lion, Monkey, 
Snake, etc.)

• Mini trampolines can be 
used inside to help your 
child attend for longer 
periods when he appears 
motor restless or inatten-
tive. Your child can jump 
on it to learn Math facts or 
spelling words, or you can 
play catch with him while 
he is jumping

Fine Motor Activities

These activities will develop 
hand arches, separation of the 
hand, and finger isolation to 
improve manipulative ability 
for self-care and handwrit-
ing. They help improve sen-
sory awareness for the tactile 
(touch) system and will im-
prove fine motor coordination:

• Use tweezers to eat snacks 
such as popcorn or mini-
marshmallows

• Play the “flicking game” 
– put small items on a 
tabletop, curl the fingers 
in and “flick” with index 
and thumb. Make a round 
target on a tabletop (use 
the format of a dart board 
or archery target), using 
masking tape or washable 
marker, and award points 
for accuracy, with the 
highest point for hitting 
the center of the target

• Use the tabletop target 
to blow cotton balls or 
small balls of paper, using 
straws to blow the balls 
to the target. A variation 
of this activity is to make 

“goals” at opposite ends of 
a table and try to blow the 
ball into the goal while 
the opponent “defends” it 
by blowing the balls back 
away from the goal

• Flip playing cards over to 
match/sort by color, suit, 
or number

• Teach your child tradi-
tional card games such as 
Old Maid, Crazy 8s, and 
Go Fish, and board games 
such as Scrabble, Mo-
nopoly, Sorry, Trouble, or 
Candy Land. These games 
develop visual motor 
skills, hand dexterity, and 
social interaction through 
turn taking

• Put stickers on the 
child’s body and have 
the child remove them 
with his “pinchy fin-
gers” (thumb and index). 
Increase the challenge by 
removing them with his 
eyes closed

• Use a squeeze bottle to 
help clean mirrors or play 
with in the bathtub

• Hide coins or other small 
items inside balls of Play-
Doh for the child to dis-
cover with fingertips

• Put shaving cream on 
cookie sheets for sensory 
exploration
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• Make a bin of rice and 
beans and hide small 
items for the child to dis-
cover. Variations are to use 
a blindfold and ask your 
child to guess what the 
item is

• Make a “Feel-and-Find” 
box by cutting a fist-sized 
hole in the lid, place items 
inside the box, and have 
your child locate an item 
and identify it without us-
ing visual aids. A variation 
of this activity is to take 
digital photos or make 

flashcards with the items’ 
names and take turns 
drawing a card and finding 
the matching object

When children engage in 
sensory activities, many won-
derful things occur! Your child 
will learn how to control his 
body movements, improve 
body awareness, increase his 
ability to attend for longer peri-
ods, improve motor, social, and 
play skills, regulate behavior, 
and feel a sense of mastery and 
self-worth. Best of all, these 
activities can include siblings 

and parents and will foster 
family relationships through 
play. Enjoy! 

Beth Aune, OTR/L, currently 
has a private practice as a 
pediatric occupational thera-
pist. She assists children with 
autism spectrum disorders 
and developmental disabilities. 
Beth has presented numerous 
workshops that focus on the 
care and treatment of children 
with disabilities. She is also the 
author of the popular Behavior 
Solutions book series.

“Programs like Joanne’s Autism Movement Therapy offer
opportunities for our kids to develop the necessary and

fundamental skills that benefit all of our kids. Art saved my life!”
       -Temple Grandin, PhD

www.autismmovementtherapy.orgwww.autismmovementtherapy.org

NOW! AMT on-line
Certification Level I
at Future Horizons

https://secure.coursewebs.com/
fhuniversity/list.asp

AMT (2 CEU) Course
pdresources.orgpdresources.org

AMT Certification
Workshops

NYC • Marymount
Manhattan College

Feb. 21st & 22nd, 2015

Los Angeles, CA
March 21March 21st & 22nd, 2015

Temple Grandin & Friends
Club Nokia • LA, CA

May 20th, 2015

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia
May 30th & 31st, 2015

Los Angeles, CA
June 13June 13th & 14th, 2015

Also available at

A proud imprint of                     Sensory Focus, LLC

www.SensoryWorld.com

“Squirmy Wormy 
is a cute and 
funny picture 
book that will 
help elementary 
school children 
understand 
sensory problems.”

— Temple Grandin, PhD
author of The Way I See It 

and Thinking in Pictures

Winner of the 2012 Book of the Year 
Award by Creative Child Magazine $14.95 / Softcover
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LEARNING AND FUN WITH MUSIC!

Fun and engaging for kids ages 3-11, these 25 therapist-created 
Songames offer a world of developmental play activities. 

Includes 53 page book + 2 CDs with 87 minutes of music!

$24.95

Also available at

A proud imprint of                     Sensory Focus, LLC

FH_ad_Songames_(2015,01-14).indd   1 1/14/2015   1:40:53 PM
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Did I 
Say 

That?
Paula Aquilla, OT 

Reg. (Ont.), DOMP
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 ver the years many 
 parents have come 
 into my clinic with 
stories of people who gave 
them unwanted advice and 
comments regarding their 
child. The strategies they used 
to manage the situation ranged 
from liberating to devastating. 
How do you deal with com-
ments from family members, 
teachers and people in the 
community? Is there a stan-
dard response that can stop 
the barrage of unwanted ad-
vice? Is there a look that can 
halt a curious stare? There is 
not one tried and true response 
that can work in every situa-
tion, however there are many 
strategies that parents can use. 
In this article we’ll explore 
strategies and learn how to 
become stronger and more able 
to advocate for our children.

On a flight to Florida, 
a man turned back to say, 
“Excuse me, can you stop 
your child from kicking 
the back of my seat?” I had 
about as much power to 
change my child’s behav-
ior in that situation as I 
had in flying the plane. I 
looked at the man and said, 
“I apologize. My son can’t 
control this behavior. He 
would stop if he could. Let’s 
call the stewardess as ask 

if we can switch him to a 
seat in the bulkhead. The 
man became my advocate 
and seats were changed. I 
think this worked because I 
recognized his frustration, 
apologized, explained and 
then enlisted him to be on 
MY team.

In this situation, this par-
ent handled the situation with 
self-esteem intact and head 
held high. Sometimes there is a 
crash and burn scenario where 
parents can feel terrible for the 
effect of the comment on their 
child and for their response.

I refused to give my 
daughter the candy she 
wanted while standing at 

the check out one day. She 
had a melt down; scream-
ing and kicking. The wom-
an behind me muttered, 
“You should learn to con-
trol your child”. I respond-
ed with “You should learn 
to control your mouth” as 
I picked up my child and 
exited the store. I felt ter-
rible about my inability to 
intervene earlier, before my 
child had a melt down and 
at my response to the lady. 

Parenting a child with spe-
cial needs is a complex process 
as there can be more trauma, 
more worry, more interactions 
with professionals and more 
stress in comparison to a typi-
cally developing child. 

Perception of an event is 
how we frame that event; what 
meaning we give to that event. 
Perception shapes the behavior 

oo

“When parents were 
able to adjust their 
expectations and to 

perceive some control 
over their situation, 
their well-being was 
enhanced and they 

were more inclined to 
cope proactively.” 
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in response to the event. The 
behavior is what we do. Both 
perception and behavior are 
shaped by events we experience 
and are a part of the process 
of parenting. 

The educational as-
sistant became impatient 
and said to me “You are 
spoiling your daughter.” I 
immediately felt defensive 
and wanted to shout back 
“You don’t know what you 
are talking about” when I 
realized that was true. Her 
comment reflected her lack 
of understanding about my 
daughter’s difficulties. My 
perception of the comment 
helped me to stay quiet and 
raise the issue at the weekly 
meeting where it could be 
dealt with more successfully. 

The initial learning that 
your child has special needs 
can be traumatic. The diag-
nosis can be a shock and not 
knowing what is wrong can 
also be full of stress. Everyday 
events that remind parents of 
the limitations their child ex-
periences can also be traumat-
ic as these events can highlight 
their child’s differences (Snell 
& Rosen 1977).

Transitions are very 
difficult for my son. He 
has difficulty leaving a 
place and entering another 
place. I know that it has to 
do with understanding and 
planning. I use visuals and 
social stories to help with 
his understanding and it 
really works. Sometimes 
though, I’m out of milk 
and I want to stop by the 
store on the way home to 
pick some up. I don’t have 
the visual. One day, this 
happened so I decided to 
make the transition fun 
and walked with my child 
‘mooing’ my way into the 
store. My son was having 
fun and was distracted by 
my silliness. He made the 
transition successfully. 
A woman, who was exit-
ing the store, said “She’s 
as crazy as her son.” I felt 
such fury but I needed to 
keep up the act to enable 
my son’s success. I chose to 
ignore the woman.

There are many studies in 
the literature that focus on the 
negative impact of a child’s dis-
ability on a family. These stud-
ies describe the higher levels of 
stress, disruption in routines 
of daily life, isolation, cost and 
time commitments parenting a 
child with special needs. De-

spite all of the negative as-
pects, there are many families 
who grow through the process 
and become stronger. These 
families focus on the strengths 
of their child. Families who 
can focus on what IS working 
can make use of the strengths 
(Kazak & Marvin 1984).

My nephew is able to 
hear my instructions if I 
sing them. The rhythm of 
the song helps with pro-
cessing. I was singing in the 
movie theatre and another 
patron told me to shh and 
‘be quiet!’ I sang back, “My 
singing helps my nephew to 
listen and I hope my sing-
ing helps you understand 
and be kind”. The surprise 
at my response shushed the 
fellow movie patron.
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Successful families do not 
seem to define themselves or 
their child by the disability. 
They seem to see the disability 
as a part of the child. How do 
they do that?

Snell and Rosen (1977), in 
their study, Parents of Special 
Needs Children, Mastering 
the Art of Parenting outlined 
characteristics of families who 
were successful at parenting 
children with special needs. 
The first characteristic is fam-
ily congruence. Everyone in the 
family shares similar values 
and goals and are on the same 
page. There is strength in a 
unified front and an identity as 
a family unit. 

On the public tran-
sit my husband and I sat 
across from one another as 
our son ran back and forth. 
He needs to move con-
stantly in order to regulate 
himself. Some passengers 
smiled and appreciated 
our efforts while others 
scowled and communicated 
their displeasure. We chose 
to focus on the smiling 
passengers and ignore the 
scowling ones. We found 
comfort in knowing we 
were on the same page; a 
unified team in supporting 
our son. 

The second characteristic is 
cognitive coping. The meaning 
we give to a situation enables 
the creation of strategies to 
manage. Cognitive coping en-
ables parents to see themselves 
in control; capable of parenting 
their child.

Our daughter is con-
stantly tapping on objects. 
We have asked everyone 
on our team the reasons 
for this tapping as it can 
be irritating. We learned 
that she may be using it 
to discover density of the 
object or to help her focus 
on something to screen 
out something else, like an 
irritating sound, for ex-
ample. When my mother 
questioned this behavior 

at Thanksgiving dinner, I 
felt empowered as I had 
answers!

“When parents were able to 
adjust their expectations and 
to perceive some control over 
their situation, their well-being 
was enhanced and they were 
more inclined to cope proac-
tively.” (Affleck & Tennen 1993).

Defining boundaries is the 
third characteristic described 
by Snell & Rosen. Families 
who were able to define who 
were inside and outside their 
family system contributed to 
a higher sense of control and 
a lower sense of stress. So-
cial support systems can be a 
support to a family and they 
can also be a burden if the 
people in the support system 
make demands on the fam-
ily’s stretched resources. Some 
parents described the inability 
for family, friends and commu-
nity to support them as more 
damaging than the impact of 
the disability. Family congru-
ence can be the anecdote! 

At our company holiday 
party, our son received a 
gift from my co-worker, 
who he adores, and my 
boss, who he doesn’t know 
well. We asked him to say 
thank you for the gifts and 
he gave my coworker a big 

“Empowering parents 
can enable them to be 
resilient when people 
make comments on 

their child or on their 
parenting. There is no 
standard response to 
comments; there are 

many responses!”

http://www.sensoryparenting.com
http://www.sensorypathways4kids.com
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hug and said thank you to 
my boss but wouldn’t give 
a hug. My boss said that 
he was hurt that he didn’t 
receive a hug. We support-
ed our son’s decision and 
explained that he is affec-
tionate only with those he 
knows well and polite to all! 

The final characteristic is 
the ability to establish a man-
agement style that contributes 
to the child’s well being. There 
are many people the child with 
special needs connects with in 
the medical, school and thera-
peutic community. Parents can 
confront professionals, follow 
the advice of professionals 
without question or enter man-
aging partnerships where they 
work with the professional and 
assume the role of team player. 
The better the parent under-
stands their child’s needs, the 
more competent they feel at 

parenting, the better they can 
deal with situations and deci-
sion about their children.

The principal at my 
son’s school continu-
ally told me that my son’s 
behavior was inappropri-
ate and that we need to 
reinforce better behavior 
at home. I felt he was at-
tacking my parenting and 
blaming me for what he felt 
was inappropriate behav-
ior. I am a great parent 
and I know it! I arranged a 
meeting and had my team 
explain my son’s behaviors. 
The principal had no idea 
so many capable people, 
including me, were a part 
of my son’s team. 

As professionals in the 
fields of medicine, education or 
therapy, we can support fami-
lies in their ability to parent and 
advocate for their children by:

1. Establishing a support-
ive relationship where 
parents are regarded as 
the experts in their child 
and an important part of 
the team. We can recog-
nize and reflect back to 
parents the strengths in 
their parenting style.

2. We can build on the 
strengths of parents; 

asking them for their 
input and strategizing 
with them to come up 
with solutions for chal-
lenging situations

3. We can support their 
unique situation and 
respect where they are 
coming from. We can 
help them reconcile 
where they are and 
where they want to be

4. We can offer them a safe 
place where they can feel 
accepted, appreciated 
and comfortable.

5. We can help them see 
the journey as a process. 
They will have victories 
and we can celebrate 
these with them and they 
will suffer defeats and 
we will support them.

Empowering parents can en-
able them to be resilient when 
people make comments on 
their child or on their parent-
ing. There is no standard re-
sponse to comments; there are 
many responses! The percep-
tion of the situation guides the 
response to the situation. Some 
responses will be great and 
some, well, not so great. We 
can learn from them all.

It is a privilege to work 
with families and witness 
the evolution of many types 
of parenting. I have learned 
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Why Does My Kid Do That?Why Does My Kid Do That?
10 Common Signs of 

Sensory Processing Disorder
 1. Extra-Sensitive to Touch – They don’t like to be touched 

or can’t be touched enough. 

 2. Sensitivity to Sounds – They may cover their ears when 
the same noises don’t bother others.

 3. Picky Eaters – They will only eat one or two familiar foods.

 4. Avoidance of Sensory Stimulation – They won’t put 
their hands in anything messy such as glue, clay, or mud. They 
only wear certain clothes. 

 5. Uneasiness with Movement – They fear amusement park 
rides, playground equipment, or being turned upside down.

 6. Hyperactivity – They can’t be still during the day or get to 
sleep at night.

 7. Fear of Crowds – Crowded areas bother them to the point 
of frequent public meltdowns.

 8. Poor Fine or Gross Motor Skills – They have trouble 
with handwriting or kicking a ball.

 9. Excessive Risk Taking – They may be unaware of touch or 
pain, which can appear as aggressive behavior.

 10. Trouble with Balance – They may be accident-prone 
or fall more often than others and have a preference for 
sedentary activities.

as much from my families as 
they have learned from me. 
It’s a process! 

Bibliography

Affleck, G., & Tennen, H. 
(1993). Cognitive adaptation 
to adversity. In A. Turnbull, J. 
Patterson, S. Bahr, D. Murphy, 
J. Marquis & M. Blue-Banning 
(eds). Cognitive Coping fami-
lies and disability (p 135-150). 
Baltimore: P.H. Brookes.

Kazak, A. E., & Marvin, R.S. 
(1984). Differences, difficul-
ties and adaptations: Stress 
And social networks in fami-
lies with a handicapped child. 
Family Relations, 33, 67-77.

Snell, S. A., & Rosen, K. H. 
(1977). Parents of special needs 
children—mastering the Job of 
parenting. Contemporary Fam-
ily Therapy, 19 (3), 425-442.

Paula Aquilla, OT Reg. (Ont.), 
DOMP is a pediatric occupa-
tional therapist in Toronto, 
Ontario, Canada. She is the 
co-author of Building Bridges 
through Sensory Integration, 
now in a new edition. She was 
also the founding executive 
director of Giant Steps in To-
ronto, an innovative program 
of intensive therapies and sup-
port services for children with 
autism spectrum disorders.



18 19SenSory FocuS Magazine — Winter 2015 SenSory FocuS Magazine — Winter 2015

Growing Up with Sensory Issues
by Jennifer McIlwee Myers, Aspie At Large

Usually eating out with a child with SPD is much like a game of Rus-
sian roulette, without the bullets (Yay!) but with the potential for 
a giant public meltdown (Boo!). While there is no one sure way to 

make sure a family meal out will be a good experience for one and all, 
there are things you can do to increase your chances of (eventual) success.
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Fast-food restaurants 
are not usually ideal sensory 
environments, but they are 
(usually) quiet enough that 
they give parents a place to 
start. One great advantage 
you have in a fast food place is 
that it is not all that unusual 
for parents to have to extract 
screaming, protesting young-
sters—or drag a child who has 
completely shut down—from 
the premises. 

The other thing about fast 
food restaurants is that they 
are ubiquitous, which can 
make them vital to long-term 
survival strategies for those 
of us with SPD. We can have 
difficulty with new or strange 
foods that lasts for our whole 
lives, and knowing which 
chains have something toler-
able available is incredibly 
helpful. If you know that the 
only thing you can have at Mc-
Donald’s is orange juice, you 
can find orange juice in any 
town in the USA. Simply being 
able to find any Starbucks and 
get oatmeal there has saved 
my nutritional hide on many a 
business trip.

One of the most vital things 
my parents taught me in my 
childhood was to order my 
own food. When you need 
your food to meet very spe-
cific parameters, practice is 
vital to learn to mix the right 
amount of clarity with the 

right amount of friendliness 
and politeness. 

I can’t tell you how impor-
tant it is to make those first 
steps from “Agggghhh, they 
put a tomato on my burger, I 
can’t eat tomato, no you can’t 
just take it off I can taste it, 
you have to get me a new one 
right now!!!” to “Excuse me, 

my order isn’t right, can you 
please help me fix it?”

My parents made me or-
der my own food from a very 
young age, because they fig-
ured, rightly, that I needed 
practice. Lots of practice.

And they had me and my 
sister work our way up the food 
chain, so to speak. Inexpensive 
family places were training 

grounds for us. My parents got 
to find out a lot about potential 
problems cheaply that way. 
We were expected to use good 
manners as well, and were 
extracted from the situation if 
we failed to. 

We also had eating-out 
practice at home. Instead 
of eating in the kitchen, we 
would eat in the dining room 
to practice our eating-out 
manners. We were introduced 
to specific forms of food that 
way. Fondue is weird enough 
that it was vital to go through 
the process at home before 
trying to face a menu in a 
fondue-centric restaurant. 

Manners, though, are not 
the main concern when eat-
ing out with a child with SPD. 
The noises, smells, and general 
overwhelming atmosphere of 
many restaurants is more than 
slightly sensory challenging, 
and can lead to a child getting 
seriously wound up or seri-
ously breaking down.

One vital issue is that res-
taurants, especially those of 
the chain sit-down variety, are 
not designed with us SPuD-
sters in mind. For example, 
they often use loud music as 
a way to make more money. 
Loud music makes conversa-
tion difficult and brief, which 
means customers finish and 
leave quickly, meaning that the 
same table can be used more 

You are not simply 
trying to eat food, 
you are testing a 

process, learning as 
you go, and getting 

new data about how 
your child works 

and how your family 
works as a team. 
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times in one night. Loud music 
in the bar does an even more 
important job: when people 
can’t have any but brief and 
simple conversations, they 
don’t necessarily leave, but 
they do drink a lot more.

This kind of gambit hap-
pens even at places that are 
supposed to be family-friendly. 
I have eaten dinner at the 
Rainforest Café only once. 
They had the best fish ’n’ chips 
I ever had. I will not go back, 
because it was so noisy that my 
brother (who has SPD and au-
tism) and I could barely stand 
to be there at all. 

In a world where all of 
that is true, what is a parent 
to do? First, as always, plan 
ahead. Check to make sure 
the place you are going has 
something your child will 
eat, and ask around about the 
atmosphere there. Facebook 
and other social media sights 
are good places to get info 
from other parents.

Second, set your child up 
to succeed. Don’t take him to 
a nice restaurant where he 
needs to be well behaved if he’s 
spent the whole day cooped 
up at school and in his room 
because of bad weather. If he 
can’t burn off energy (or get 
his senses engaged) with heavy 
work and play, then he won’t 
be in a good position to pull off 
good behavior.

Third, be prepared. Bring 
sensory toys (or whatever helps 
her calm down). Bring emer-
gency snacks. Bring something 
beloved that helps her feel good 
when things are rough, like a 
favorite toy (you have no idea 
how much nerd stuff I carry in 
my bag when I go out).

Fourth, get your child used 
to the eating out process at 
times and places where it won’t 
be personally or financially 
disastrous if you have to just 
bail. You should always have an 
escape plan. You never know 
when a restaurant is going to 
wind your kid up into a frenzy 
or reduce her to tears, and that 
means you have to be able to 
bail out. 

And don’t forget the fact 
that eating out is a great place 
to learn self-advocacy. It’s that 
whole thing where my parents 
made me order my own food 
from a young age: it taught me 
how to ask for what I needed 
clearly and politely, and how to 
get problems corrected when 
they arose.

I learned useful phrases 
like, “I would like a plain 
hamburger, just the meat and 
the bun, nothing else. Lots of 
ketchup on the side, though.” 
And, “I’m definitely going to 
need some extra napkins.” 
And, “I would like my quesa-
dilla plain, just the chicken and 
the cheese inside, nothing else, 

because I am really just terri-
bly, terribly white.”

Another aspect of eating 
out with children, any chil-
dren, is that it is experimental. 
You are not simply trying to 
eat food, you are testing a pro-
cess, learning as you go, and 
getting new data about how 
your child works and how your 
family works as a team. As 
Adam Savage of Mythbusters 
fame has said, “In the spirit of 
science, there really is no such 
thing as a ‘failed experiment.’ 
Any test that yields valid data 
is a valid test.”

Yes, I am telling you 
straight out that every failure 
in this process is a step to-
wards success. I am also telling 
you straight out that failure is 
part of this process. You and 
your child will get there, but 
I can’t guarantee when. The 
information I’ve given you here 
is intended to give you the best 
chance of reaching success in 
a non-insane amount of time. 
You can do it. 

A woman with Asperger’s 
syndrome, Jennifer provides 
countless tips to improve the 
lives of those with sensory 
difficulties. She is the author 
of Growing Up with Sensory 
Issues (Sensory World, 2014) 
and is a regular columnist for 
Sensory Focus.
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Dear Rachel,
Look at you, beautiful girl. 
I see you staring back at me 
through the annals of time, 
past the thin gauze of seconds 
and memories you have yet to 
make into a future you can’t 
even begin to fathom. It’s as 
simple as our features, really. 
Your blush lips are my lips and 
your pert nose is my nose. I am 
you, and in time, you will grow 
up to become me. 

Your glassy-eyed gaze is 
all too familiar. I feel an un-
usual weariness in your bones, 
even at the young age of five: a 
nameless and ceaseless ex-
haustion paired with the elec-
tric march of energy resonating 
from the base of your spine—a 
cycle that you cannot regulate 
for the tiny life of you. It is 
there, nonetheless, that drowsy 
peek outward that I still mimic 
years later, much to your future 
husband’s tender amusement, 
when I cannot process another 
single sound or sight without 
first surrendering to salty, full-
bodied sobs. 

You’re drained, more than 
most, from this special day 
at Disney World with Mom, 
Dad, and your baby sister, who 
watches in awe as the world 
unfurls before her, beckoning. 
You’re waiting for the mono-
rail or perhaps entrance to the 

Tiki Room, pressing your arms 
downward against the prickly 
wooden posts used to corral 
tourists into some semblance 
of an organized line, always 
leaning. I remember that 
candy-colored star necklace we 
insisted on wearing as a tiara, 
the plastic and elastic serv-
ing a dual purpose: deeming 
you princess for the day and 
providing pressure against the 
scalp. Even the protective tuck 

of our chin behind the curve of 
our shoulder, the slight shrink 
away from the brighter, louder 
world that looms, will remain 
characteristic as you—we—
grow up.

There’s something you 
should know about yourself—
about us. It’s something that 
we won’t learn for another 
twenty-one years, so listen 
closely. Press your ear against 
the viscous, insurmountable 
wall of moments and murmurs 
that keep us separated in time. 

Even the echoes of these words 
that I whisper to you from the 
future won’t register in the 
past as more than a gut feeling 
that you are, indeed, different 
from your peers—but, as you 
would agree, it is always better 
to expect and suspect than to 
be taken by surprise. 

We have Sensory Process-
ing Disorder. 

It explains everything, 
doesn’t it? Your boundless 
love of Leo, the stuffed lion 
whose velveteen nose and 
cobalt painted eyes continue 
to be rubbed away by your 
hungry, active fingertips. The 
blanket you drape around your 
face every night like a poorly 
wrapped turban, in spite of 
summer’s seemingly endless 
heat, causing you to wake up 
in the wee hours of the morn-
ing, drenched in sweat. Your 
need to jump high in the air 
again and again as if the world 
is your trampoline as Dad pans 
his sizeable video camera past 
you. Your loss of footing in the 
playground at age three, when 
you fell backwards off the 
metal rungs of the slide and 
broke your leg. You are—and 
will remain—the most inflex-
ible person that you have ever 
met, with an inflexibility that 
is non-negotiable. Hard-wired, 
one might say. 

In a year’s time, you will 
sing so hard, so loud, and so 

There’s something you 
should know about 
yourself—about us. 
It’s something that we 

won’t learn for another 
twenty-one years, so 

listen closely.
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often that you will do per-
manent damage to our vocal 
chords, forcing you to stay si-
lent in music class for months, 
save for the gentle ping of the 
triangle you will be handed 
in lieu of your voice. You will 
continue to be covered in 
bruises, completely oblivious 
to the myriad of table edges, 
finials, and doorjambs waiting 
in your midst. By age fourteen, 
equipped with our signature 
deep, gravelly voice, you will 
begin having attacks fraught 
with palpable anxiety where 
you will feel disconnected from 
your surroundings. The lilt of 
sounds will trigger a hurt deep 
within the casing of our skull 
(a feeling that, I’m sad to say, 
still eludes us in words to this 
day), and the crisp detailing of 
busy and unfamiliar environ-
ments will cause your visual 
comprehension to all but cease. 

Little girl, things are go-
ing to get a whole lot worse 
before they get better. But 
here’s the good news: things 
will get better. 

You will learn the mean-
ing of unconditional love when 
Mom presses your face into 
her stomach after your first, 
noteworthy sensory shutdown 
in August 1997, giving you 
a much-needed tether in an 
otherwise groundless moment. 
It will feel the same way when 
Dad leads you a decade later, 

nearly blind, through the wind-
ing streets of Athens and back 
to the hotel hours after land-
ing in Greece—your ability to 
process visual input temporar-
ily absent due to the extensive 
travel and pervasive fatigue. 
It’s what will accompany you 
as your sister keeps pace with 
your swift, pounding strides on 
trips to Boston and Chicago— 
you, always so desperate to be 
off of the sidewalks and safely 

indoors, she, always so willing 
to stand by your side. 

You will learn how to dis-
cern friends from foes, and 
you will witness the kindness 
of the human spirit. You will 
joke with one in your inner 
circle that when you get old, 
she— prematurely arthritic—
will be your eyes and ears 
and you will be her arms and 
legs; a friendly Frankenstein’s 
monster cobbled together 
from your collective best bits 
and pieces. You will cast aside 

those who blatantly misun-
derstand your patterns and 
unique requirements, those 
who think that malice and 
overindulgence are the driv-
ing force behind your unusual 
requests instead of neurologi-
cal anomalies. You will press 
materials, explaining your con-
dition into the palms of others, 
ever a believer in peoples’ abil-
ity to access their best selves, 
to make space for the things 
they have yet to comprehend. 

You will become the stron-
gest person you know—the 
most headstrong, the most 
genuine, the most raw and 
sensitive soul. In 2010, what 
seems like eons away from 
your day at Disney World, a 
wise psychologist will help you 
find the kindest occupational 
therapist, and she will hand 
down the verdict of your diag-
nosis. In an instant, the bur-
dened bundles you carry will 
unfurl, the edges will untuck, 
and you will comb through the 
rubble of your troubles and 
laugh that full-bellied laugh 
of ours. The things you always 
suspected, deep within the 
marrow of your bones, will 
finally be the truth. 

You will become bold, then. 
You will start a blog about 
your experiences to reflect 
upon as you desperately seek 
another being like you who 
understands you in what seems 

Little girl, things are 
going to get a whole lot 
worse before they get 
better. But here’s the 
good news: things will 

get better.
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like a desolate landscape. You 
will find one, and you will be 
relieved. He will answer your 
questions, reassure you that 
you’re in good company, and 
put you on a path that you will 
set ablaze by your passion for 
this disorder. You will make 
deep, meaningful connections 
with authors, researchers, 
educators, and advocates much 
like yourself. You will innovate 
new ways to reach adults like 
you, those eccentrics who are 
hidden from your sight right 
now but who are somewhere in 
your midst, also growing up. 
They will be your soul friends; 
they will be the ones to vali-
date your experiences. 

People will ask you then 
what motivates you to blog so 
openly about our journey and 
advocate so fervently for this 
cause. You will tell them it’s 
complex. You write for those, 
like us, who find themselves 
diagnosed in adulthood and 
mistakenly think that they’re 
alone in the wilderness of 
new terminology and tech-
niques. You write for parents 
whose children are not unlike 
you, too young to select the 
phraseology to best explain 
the inner workings of their 
private sensory struggles. You 
write for occupational thera-
pists, psychotherapists, and 
physical therapists whose pro-
fessional passion it is to help 

people like us create a happy, 
integrated future. 

But honestly, little girl, we 
will do this all for you. You, the 
truest underdog, scrappy and 
brave. I believe in you and the 
path our life will take, however 
uncertain, for it will lead you 
here. And it is here that I leave 
you, but only in the words I 
write on this very page, even 
as we once again morph into 
a single being, timeless and 
ageless, age five and thirty-one 
and every year in between. 

Life is going to hand you a 
bushel of lemons. Stay calm. 
Be bold. Make lemonade. 

With all my love,

Rachel 

Rachel S. Schneider, MA, 
MHC, is a mental health pro-
fessional and advocate for 
adulthood SPD. She authors 
the blog “Coming to My Sens-
es” at www.comingtosenses.
blogspot.com, maintains a 
website on adulthood SPD at 
www.rachel-schneider.com, 
and leads a Facebook support 
group for adults with SPD at 
https://www.facebook.com/
groups/SPDAdultSupport. 
She frequently blogs for the 
Sensory Processing Disorder 
Foundation, was featured on 
the SPD Parent Zone Podcast 
in September 2014, and will 
be featured in Carol Kranow-
itz’s next book. Rachel lives in 
Queens, NY, with her husband.

The author, age 5 The author today, age 31



by Barbara Sher, MA, OTR, 
The Gameslady

The Upsides of Autism
I have been working almost exclusively with 

children on the spectrum for the last 14 
years of my 40-year career as a pediatric 
occupational therapist. Part of my job is to 
help identify which children fit the criteria 

of someone with autism. Although no two chil-
dren are alike, and children with autism are no 
exception, the syndrome has a few obvious red 
flags that can be any where from mild to profound. 
These trademarks have to do with their lack of 
interest or inability to be socially engaged and to 
communicate, their need for order and consisten-
cy and their sensory sensitivities.

At first my goal as a therapist was to “fix” them, 
to increase their social awareness, to integrate 
their sensory system, to encourage language and 
make them more like everyone else.

But as the years passed and the number of 
children enlarged, my awareness also grew. I still 
see ways to be helpful but now I see the many 
gifts of autism and how people on the spectrum 
serve an important role just the way they are; in 
fact, precisely the way they are.

The Upsides of Autism
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by Barbara Sher, MA, OTR, 
The Gameslady

Computer 
Savvy 

The first way has to do with 
their love of the computer. 
Although many children love 
screen time, it is often com-
mon for the child on the spec-
trum to be particularly quick 
on finding their way around a 
computer. It’s not unusual for 
therapists and parents to use 

“computer time” as an incen-
tive; the reward given after 
their children do a required 
task. It’s called the “If … Then” 
technique. If you do this, Then 
you can do this. For some 
children it’s toys or treats, for 
children on the spectrum it is 
almost always the iPad.

I think of people whose job 
is working for long hours on 
their computers in small cubi-
cles with limited time for social 
interaction. Many kids on the 
spectrum would love that job! 
Innovative ideas, analysis com-
putation, data compiling can 
come out of people willing to 
spend hours focused on their 
computer. We need people 

with these skills and many 
people on the spectrum who 
prefer order and consistency 
naturally have them.

Early Smarts 
 I’ve noticed that children 
diagnosed with autism are 
often more skilled at noticing 
details from a very early age. 
Children I have worked with in 
Head Start Pre-school Centers 
are almost consistently ahead 
of the curve on their ability to 
know colors and shapes and 
to identify letters and num-
bers. Their social skills are 
often underactive but not their 
academic ones. This makes it 
difficult when they go on to 
elementary school and teach-
ers may not have the time to 
individualize their lesson and 
they are being taught some-
thing they already know. It’s 
frustrating to go over and over 
something already known 
when novelty and intellectual 
stimulation are what’s needed. 
Boredom leading to behavior 
problems is understandable.

Not People 
Pleasers

They are faulted because they 
aren’t noticing what others feel 
and there is truth to having 
some difficulty reading body 
language and verbal cues. But 
I can see that as a good thing! 
What I see is that they are NOT 
People Pleasers. As someone 
who grew up with the condi-
tioning that nothing was more 
important than being popular 
and getting people to like you, 
I envy their disregard for my 
opinion. Doing their own thing 
has a higher priority than do-
ing my thing. We could all gain 
from learning to be a little less 
concerned about people pleas-
ing and more concerned about 
zeroing in on what is interest-
ing to our own unique self.

Aspie Pride 
Many of the adults who have 
the Asperger’s form of autism 
call themselves “Aspies” and 
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there is an Aspie Pride Move-
ment. Aspies are typically ex-
tremely well versed in subjects 
we might think of as esoteric. 
I know a kid who knew ev-
erything there was to know 
about elephants in Africa and 
it turns out there’s a lot. Albert 
Einstein, Wolfgang Amadeus 
Mozart and Lewis Carroll are 
thought to have been “Aspies.” 

I can imagine the highly 
intelligent and esoteric conver-
sations Aspies must have and 
suspect they see us non-Aspies 
as less fortunate. Just as deaf 
people using animated sign 
language with expressive facial 
features may pity the often flat 
deliveries of the rest of us. 

Complex 
Interactions

I read about some of the com-
puter “games” Aspies play and 
have no clue what they are talk-
ing about. But they do and there 
are people all over the world 
who do. Maybe there are people 

with autism who don’t socialize 
like we are used to, but they can 
have elaborate interactions with 
like-minded people. 

Diversity 
R Us

People with autism make a ma-
jor contribution to what I see 
as the lesson of our time: Ac-
cepting diversity. Diversity, we 
are learning, is not something 
to be tolerated but rather ap-
preciated and even celebrated. 
We needed a Stephen Hawking, 
the physicist; before we got it 
that someone with cerebral 
palsy who has difficulty with 
speech can be brilliant. 

Prejudices about the color 
of our skin, our sexual orienta-
tion, and cultural and religious 
differences are being outlawed 
and many young people are 
growing up with this accepting 
awareness. It may seem that 
little by little, we are making 
gains in our acceptance but 

actually there has been a huge 
change since the 50s when I 
grew up where people of color 
and women had limited rights 
and gays were shunned. 

Now the contributions 
by minorities of all types are 
gaining recognition, including 
an acknowledgement that their 
contributions are often reflec-
tions of the very aspect that 
makes them different. Google 

“Famous people with autism” 
and the list are filled with 
people who have revolution-
ized our lives. In this present 
age of diversity, we are at last 
learning that different is not 
less than but just different. 
Successful people with autism 
help round out this awareness. 
Eventually accepting diversity 
will extend to include even the 
quirks and differences of the 
people in our own families! 

Sensibilities
Instead of pitying the mom 
whose child with autism is 
having a melt down in the 
grocery store, we could instead 
have an appreciation for their 
sensitivities. We aren’t notic-
ing, like they are, the over-
whelming aspects of the store: 
the bright lights, the product 
packaging screaming to grab 

Diversity, we are learning, is not 
something to be tolerated but rather 

appreciated and even celebrated. 

(continued on page 30)
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our attention, the overwhelm-
ing choices, the smells from 
the deli, the squeaky wheels 
of a passing cart, etc. These 
aspects affect us all and put 
many of us into sensory over-
load and in a bad mood.

We might instead put the 
blame on waiting too long in 
the checkout line—which is 
annoying too—and not put 
the awareness on the over-
whelming situation that we 
put ourselves in. People who 
are listening to the informa-
tion from their sensory system 
can have problems fitting into 

our society. But maybe that is 
a problem in society that we 
need to recognize.

In no way do I want to 
lessen the awareness of the 
challenges of raising a child 
with sensitivities, I more want 
to emphasize a larger aware-
ness that their sensitivities 
bring to our understanding. In 
a world full of common sen-
sory pollution such as the ear 
splitting noise of leaf blowers 
and noxious smell of diesel 
fumes, we need to be aware of 
what’s too much before we can 
change it.

Playfully 
Accommodating 
There is a place for autism in 
our world, a valid, worthwhile, 
important place. We need to 
see the beneficial aspect of the 
differences and see that these 
children and adults deserve an 
equal amount of respect. It’s 
our work to strengthen weaker 
areas, just as we should for all 
people, but also to accommo-
date differences.

For example, as a therapist, 
I have learned that if I want 
these smart children to be 
social with their classmates, 
the best way is to encourage 
playfulness. It’s not unusual 
for me to find that the child 
who seems to prefer his own 
company will enthusiastically 
join a fun group game. Engag-
ing these lovely children in 
play show them that being with 
others can be wonderful too. 

Just like understanding the 
significant gifts of autism in 
today’s world can be wonderful 
for us all. 

Barbara Sher, MA, OTR, is 
the award-winning author of 
ten books on playing games. 
Check online bookstores or 
www.gameslady.com for de-
tails and to hear her Playful 
Parent podcasts.

(continued from page 28)
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