
		
			[image: 9781529432152.jpg]
		

	
		
			Hidden Strengths

		

	
		
			

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			 

			This ebook published in 2023 by 

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			Quercus Editions Ltd

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			An Hachette UK company

			 

			Copyright © 2023 by Lynn Kern Koegel and Claire LaZebnik

			 

			The moral rights of Lynn Kern Koegel and Claire LaZebnik to

			be identified as the authors of this work have been

			asserted in accordance with the Copyright,

			Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

			 

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication

			may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

			or by any means, electronic or mechanical,

			including photocopy, recording, or any

			information storage and retrieval system,

			without permission in writing from the publisher.

			 

			A CIP catalogue record for this book is available

			from the British Library

			 

			TPB ISBN 978 1 52943 214 5

			Ebook ISBN 978 1 52943 215 2

			 

			Every effort has been made to contact copyright holders.

			However, the publishers will be glad to rectify in future

			editions any inadvertent omissions brought to their attention.

			 

			Quercus Editions Ltd hereby exclude all liability to the extent

			permitted by law for any errors or omissions in this book and for any loss,

			damage or expense (whether direct or indirect) suffered by a

			third party relying on any information contained in this book.

			 

			Cover design by Jordan Wannemaker

			Cover image © Marina Santiaga/Shutterstock

			 

			www.quercusbooks.co.uk

		

		
		

	
		
			

			Dedicated to our families, whose support is unflagging and unconditional, with extra gratitude to our  neurodiverse relatives and friends, whose stories and brilliance light up our lives and the pages of this book.

		

	
		
			A Note for UK Readers

			This book was originally written for an American audience, but we’re confident that it will translate quite easily to a British one, and the vast majority of the advice and support we offer should be useful to anyone anywhere. Of course, there are differences between the two countries when it comes to educational laws and school requirements. We would encourage our readers in the UK to talk to their GP, Health Visitor or SENDCo (if at nursery or at school) who will be able to help you find the right help and support in your local area. For more information on financial and educational support that you may be able to access, visit www.autism.org.uk. Still, we’re hopeful that the important points we make will be helpful for any child, regardless of nationality.
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			Preface

			We started writing books together about autism more than twenty years ago, and Lynn has been part of the autism world for a couple of decades longer than that. We’ve both seen a lot of autism-­related trends, treatments, attitudes, and assumptions come and go, and it’s always a relief to see outdated and misguided ideas disappear from the conversation.

			Overall, the changes in the last twenty years or so have been positive. Although the research is still woefully inadequate, there’s more than there used to be to help guide us toward better ways to help individuals on the autism spectrum reach their full potential. Additionally, the way we think and talk about autism has changed, and there’s more awareness about the importance and benefits of diversity and tolerance in our communities. We’re thrilled that so many people are willing to open their hearts and minds to those who may look, talk, worship, and/or love differently than they do. And we’re saddened and frustrated by those who aren’t willing to take that leap.

			There are many wonderful and brilliant people with autism, who are pushing for acceptance on their own terms, and who, justifiably and rightfully, have no desire to be forced to conform to other people’s expectations or rules. We heartily support that. No one should have to change who they are to make other people more comfortable.

			We also feel that connection to others and being part of a community is a vital, meaningful part of life, and that everyone should have the opportunity to know these joys. Sometimes this involves learning something new. A simple metaphor might be traveling to another country for an extended stay: if you never learn the language or customs, you might feel isolated, and you won’t be exposed to new ideas and activities that could be life changing. But if you make the effort to learn enough about your new home to be able to interact with the people who live there and to become part of their community, you will not only enrich your own life, but you’ll enrich the society around you by sharing your own different and potentially mind-­opening viewpoints with others. Learning a new language doesn’t eradicate or invalidate your original, native language: it simply adds to it. Nor does learning about the customs of the people around you mean you have to conform to them, if you prefer your own (although you may discover you want to adopt some of the things you’ve learned about). Knowledge of other cultures simply creates a bridge between you and everyone around you, and you are all richer for it.

			Connection and diversity make every society wiser, kinder, more welcoming, and just better. Everything in this book is to help our children, our communities, and our world find the meaningful connections that open hearts and minds.

			What We’re Talking About When We Talk About Teaching Methods

			An important concept throughout this book is the importance of motivation. Motivational strategies are tried-­and-­true teaching procedures that should be used with all children: they play a fundamental role in bringing out anyone’s potential. We’ll be discussing them in far greater detail later in the book, but for now just understand that by “motivational strategies,” we’re referring to engaging and delighting a child, adolescent, or adult by using their unique interests and strengths when teaching them. We all learn best when we’re interested in what we’re studying and having fun. Feeling bored or being threatened with punishment will never spur anyone to greater involvement by choice; being fascinated and discovering inherent rewards in every lesson will.

			Our goal in writing this book is to provide everyone with the opportunity to reach their maximum potential by focusing on motivational ways of teaching, and by educating the larger community in supporting, accepting, and embracing the gifts autistic individuals offer.

			A Few Quick Notes About Language

			As far as we can tell, some members of the autism community prefer to be described as “autistic,” and others prefer the terms “having autism,” or “being on the autism spectrum,” while there are those who prefer the more general “person with ASD.” And so on. If there were a final consensus of the most respectful way to identify members of this community, we would absolutely stick to that, but since we find opinions vary, we’ve also chosen to vary the terms we use in this book. Whether that means no one will find fault with us or everyone will find fault with us remains to be seen. We imagine we’ll end up somewhere in the middle.

			Also, you may notice as you read through the book (and even this Foreword) that we lean heavily on the pronoun “they” as a general use pronoun, even when we’re using a singular subject—­something we were both taught not to ever do when we were kids. (We were also taught not to split an infinitive, so maybe we’re just born rebels.) A strict grammarian may be frustrated by sentences like “Visit your child’s classroom and get to know their teacher,” and we get it. It does sound odd to older ears, but we’d rather sound odd and be inclusive of anyone and everyone, no matter how they identify, than exclude anyone. Saying “He or she or they” over and over again would get awfully cumbersome after a while, so “they” it is!

			We also hope that readers will forgive us the laziness of using the term “parents,” when referring to any and all guardians and/or caregivers responsible for the welfare and upbringing of a child. We understand that many who love and care for autistic children are grandparents, aunts, uncles, siblings, foster parents, etc., and we recognize that families come in all shapes and sizes. Once again, we’re choosing a simple solution to keep the word count brief, and “parent” is just our shorthand for the child’s caregiver, whoever that may be.

			Repetition

			If you read this book straight through from beginning to end, you’ll gain a certain familiarity with some of our key concepts. You may even feel like we’re repeating ourselves a bit. That’s because a lot of what’s true for supporting your child in one area will be equally valid for supporting them in another. For example: as we explained above, we believe in motivating your child to stay engaged by incorporating their favorite toys, interests, and activities into every learning opportunity. So references to “motivational procedures” crop up quite a bit in the book, and we’re likely to throw in a quick reminder/explanation of what that means almost every time we mention them. If something’s an important thing to note and remember in one area, it’s probably going to be equally important in another, and we’d rather hammer these things home than risk being unclear.

			Support for All

			Over the last decade or so, it has become increasingly challenging to figure out the right tone for a book about autism that’s aimed at parents of children on the spectrum. Parents and educators are often struggling with a child’s interfering behaviors and communication challenges. They deserve empathy and support, but the autism advocacy movement has understandably and rightfully been working hard to combat negative stereotypes and anti-­autism sentiments. It’s a delicate balance to advise without giving offense. Above all, we want to help people find the connections that enrich their lives. And we definitely want to do this in a way that’s enjoyable for everyone involved.

			Please understand that our intention is to support every member of every family to the best of our abilities, and to encourage love, success, celebration, and triumphs. We both have close relatives on the autism spectrum and are always mindful of the work still needed to ensure good teaching, thoughtful learning environments, acceptance, and tolerance. Our goal is to identify the gifts and potential that must be nurtured, fostered, encouraged, and supported for the most successful learning and outcomes.

			We hope you find this book helpful in every possible way!

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Hidden Brilliance

			Joey can draw a character from any TV show he’s seen in about three seconds. He’s only five, and this totally impresses his friends. Andrew can name any movie theme song after just two notes. His peers beg the teacher to let him display his skills for the class. Arturo knows every train and airplane route in the world by heart. He loves to give advice, so family and friends consult him before they travel. Meghan and Diego have no spoken words, but she can locate tiny hidden pictures in any drawing, and he can find his favorite app on his mom’s phone in mere moments. Julia has memorized all the liner notes to every song by her favorite artist. Every year the kids nominate her to be in the school talent show—­and then argue about who’ll get to introduce her.

			All of these children are autistic . . . and also, undeniably, brilliant. Recognizing a child’s exceptional abilities is crucial for developing and achieving social communication goals.

			We want everyone reading this book to focus on the brilliance in the child in front of them, to delight in that child’s strengths, to nurture their talents, and to brag about their triumphs. The rewards of doing this range from improving your own emotional life, to being able to encourage others to bring out the best in your child, to knowing you can support them in a far more positive and successful way than one based on ferreting out weaknesses and deficits.

			Simply switching from the mind-­set of focusing on the negative to finding and focusing on the positives will have enormous impacts in every area of your family’s life. This book will serve as a guide to identifying the brilliance and talents of your child and using them to engage, support, and teach your child in a way that everyone will find enjoyable and successful. Determining areas of strength and incorporating them into activities will elevate your child’s learning, socialization, engagement, and happiness.

			Most parents feel certain that their kids are smarter than their scores and grades might indicate. Whether or not that’s true is, of course, often up for debate. On the one hand, testing can be unreliable. On the other hand, we parents are a biased group. But when you’re talking about children on the autism spectrum, as well as those with many other developmental differences, the odds are extremely high that their parents’ suspicions are correct, and their kids are significantly brighter and more capable than testing, classroom performance, and traditional academic achievement are likely to show.

			The intelligence and abilities of children and young adults on the autism spectrum are too often overlooked and misjudged by those who rely on evaluation methods that don’t take into account neurodiverse ways of learning, communicating, and behaving. Professionals present standardized test results to parents as some kind of predictor of future success—­or lack thereof—­with no acknowledgment of how flawed the system is for anyone with differences. Or, in some cases, the child may have acquired the skill the test is designed to tease out, but the testing materials and/or pictures differ from what the child is familiar with, which prevents them from answering correctly, which they might have done if different, more familiar stimuli had been presented. As a result, students with differences, who are fully capable of doing interesting and meaningful schoolwork, are instead frequently given tasks and problems below their abilities.

			In this book, we’ll explore the reasons, both obvious and subtle, why this is true—­and why it’s vital that we challenge the conclusions people draw about our kids. We’ll also discuss the many ways that teachers, administrators, diagnosticians, therapists, other professionals, and, most crucially, family members can discover, nurture, and utilize a child’s interests, strengths, and passions, not only to make a difference each and every day, but also to improve long-­term outcomes. There are numerous authenticated ways to help autistic children, adolescents, and adults embrace, enjoy, and make the most of their intelligence and understanding, leading to fulfilling experiences and outcomes. We’re going to be exploring those in this book, using real-­life stories of individuals with ASD who were capable of far more than the adults around them realized, and whose innate brilliance and sensitivity, once recognized and encouraged, blossomed. (A note: while the anecdotes are all true, names have been changed to protect everyone’s privacy.)

			Too often in the autism world, people can fall into the habit of focusing on unwanted or different behaviors. It’s understandable: there’s a tendency to feel like we need to “fix” weaknesses or deficits, and that idea can lead to searching them out. But, as we’ll explain, strengths work as a springboard to learning and engagement, and should be where our focus lies. These positives might take a bit more effort to home in on, but they’re there, and, once identified, can create an entirely different trajectory for a child.

			Lynn’s Personal Story: A Little History

			Teddy (a pseudonym) was a beautiful but extremely fussy baby. Whether it was colic or the initial signs of autism spectrum disorder, we’ll never know, but many parents of children who are later diagnosed with autism report excessive and persistent crying in the early years (this isn’t universal, by any means: many others report an extremely calm baby), and while we didn’t think anything of it then, retrospectively he fit the bill. At the time, though, we left it at “fussy baby.”

			I like to think that over the years I’ve developed a pretty good instinct for quickly assessing an infant for autism. Do they make eye contact? Smile? Coo? Show interest in people? Laugh? Make back-­and-­forth vocalizations? I’ve studied all the proper milestones and early signs, so I’ve asked myself a hundred times why it took me so long to notice that my own nephew was on the spectrum.

			To be fair to myself, our family parties are chaotic, with tons of socializing and kids running around. Teddy didn’t get wild or demand attention; he usually just played quietly with one of his favorite train sets. He didn’t have any outward repetitive behaviors that were noticeable at a family party, so nothing immediately drew my attention, although his intense engagement with the trains would eventually lead to issues with sharing in preschool.

			Then one day, another relative expressed concern that Teddy wasn’t talking enough for a child who was about to turn two. She also was worried because he repeatedly turned her electric blanket on and off for hours and became upset when redirected. This repetitive behavior, coupled with his communication delay, caught my attention.

			At our next family gathering, I made a point of joining Teddy on the floor, where he was playing with his train set, pushing the cars around the track. “Wow, awesome trains!” I said, but he didn’t look up or acknowledge me. I pointed to the first one in his row and said, “Is that Thomas?” No response. I picked Percy up from the pile of cars Teddy wasn’t using, and he immediately screamed, grabbed the car out of my hand, and put it back in its previous location. Teddy was nonverbal, didn’t respond to a comment or point, and got upset when I attempted to join his play and change his routine. His behavior certainly fit the description of ASD.

			I tried again to interact with him at the next family gathering, but every time I reached out, he reacted with the same deafening scream.

			It was time to ask his parents to bring him in for an assessment.

			The next week my suspicions were confirmed. No language. Check. No social interaction. Check. No interest in others. Check. R­e­­petitive behaviors. Check. Lining up items. Check. No joint attention, no sharing of joy, no following a point, and on and on and on. Check, check, check, check.

			Along with these symptoms of autism, Teddy had screaming meltdowns every time something didn’t go his way.

			As gently as I could, I suggested to his worried parents that we start a specialized program of support for autism.

			The Assessment

			To confirm the diagnosis and secure services, two clinicians were assigned by the State of California’s Regional Center System to meet with us at Teddy’s home to observe him. (Note: Some states do not have, or no longer rely on, state agencies, as most states require insurance companies to provide coverage for autism services. Your pediatrician can guide you to, or assist with, a private evaluation. You can also contact your local school district for guidance and an evaluation to assess whether your child is eligible for services.) One of Teddy’s evaluators was an experienced middle-­aged preschool specialist; the other was an inexperienced early childhood specialist, who walked in with a clipboard and immediately started shooting off rote questions: “Did he meet his early milestones?” “When did he crawl? Sit up? Walk?”

			They asked if we could try to get Teddy to talk. One of his favorite toys was a complicated set of ramps that balls could roll down, so I picked up one of the balls as it came through and modeled the word “ball” for him. Enormously upset that I had interrupted his activity, he screamed, picked up the maze of tunnels, and threw it on the floor. Parts scattered everywhere. The observers feverishly took notes on his “disruptive behaviors.”

			But while they were busily scribbling away, something incredible happened: Teddy quietly picked up the pieces and deftly reassembled the complicated toy—­something I couldn’t have done without an instruction manual.

			In their final assessment, both observers mentioned Teddy’s meltdowns, destructive behavior, absence of speech, and so on—­but no one took note of this two-­year-­old’s incredible ability to reassemble a toy with over a dozen separate pieces.

			No kid his age could put together a complicated, multipiece toy that quickly without being super bright. In fact, most adults couldn’t. He couldn’t talk, but Teddy was smart.

			And that’s when I realized two important things.

			First, if a child has disruptive behaviors, it can be hard to see past them. Years of research have shown that disruptive behaviors almost always have a communicative function, but it’s difficult for people to recognize that in the moment.

			Second, it’s rare for professionals to take note of the strengths in children with ASD. The system simply isn’t set up for that. As psychologists, speech pathologists, and special educators, we’re trained to look for differences and deficits in the children we assess. That’s what we provide services for and that’s why children are referred to us. Further, the system has conditioned us to accentuate the negative: if the professional describes a child as “disruptive,” “aggressive,” and/or “tantrummy,” the family is more likely to get services. Evaluations typically end up emphasizing the child’s struggles and challenges and spend less time taking note of their strengths. And since these evaluations often take the lead in future discussions of the child’s placements and goals, people often fail to take into account the huge potential and myriad capabilities of the child in question.

			So, what changes when you realize how smart a child is?

			A lot.

			For one thing, you raise your expectations of the child’s capabilities and potential. Having high expectations alone is a positive indicator for improvement in any child’s quality of life, as more often than not, your child will rise to the occasion. As we’ll discuss many times in this book, higher expectations have been shown repeatedly and scientifically to lead to better outcomes.

			For another, once you start looking for signs of this brilliance, you’ll notice how each strength gives you something to build on. Natural gifts and interests will give you new tools for engaging and teaching your child.

			Recognizing a child’s amazing talents—­and making sure other people recognize them, too—­can keep you focused on what matters: appreciating, loving, and supporting this unique and wonderful child you have right there in front of you. It will also prove to be an important tool in picking out the right programs for them.

			Strengths and Interests

			Throughout this book, we’ll be encouraging you to “draw on your child’s strengths and interests.” There are a lot of reasons to do that, including:

			
					Motivation: Any person will be more interested and engaged in an activity if it includes an aspect that already speaks to them.

					Success: No one wants to spend their time feeling frustrated. If your child is building on an existing strength, they’re far more likely to feel successful as they acquire new skills.

					Socialization: Your child is unlikely to be the only person their age who finds certain subjects fascinating. And we all know that common interests are the best foundation for support, friendships, and connection.

					Learning materials: If your child has already gathered a ton of information about a specific subject, you and their teachers will have helpful materials close at hand for teaching new skills: reading and math problems are way more fun if they include something that already speaks to you.

					Perseverance: Your child is likely to stay on task and attend longer if a subject or topic is of interest.

					Initiations: A common concern is that autistic individuals lack initiation (that is, reaching out to begin an interaction, as opposed to simply responding when someone else starts one), but if we draw upon their strengths and interests, they’re likely to engage in way more initiations.

					Behavior: We rarely see behavior issues or interfering behaviors after we’ve taken a child’s interests and strengths into consideration when planning a lesson or play session.

					Serendipitous learning: When tapping into a child’s strengths, we see upticks in learning in unexpected areas, without any direct teaching. That is, when we set up the teaching so that the interactions are fun and enjoyable, they will be given the gift of “learning to learn,” feeling comfortable enough to be open to absorbing new information.

					Affect: We all want happy kids. Studies show that if we take strengths and interests into account, children with ASD smile more often and show more interest in the learning activity, which creates a positive feedback loop.

					Parent satisfaction: Similarly, studies show that parents also smile more and show more positive engagement when their child’s preferences are considered. They also report their role in teaching to be more enjoyable.

			

			We’re guessing you probably already have a good sense of your child’s interests and the activities they enjoy, but in case you’re feeling lost, here are some good places to start:

			
					TV shows, movies, or books that your child gravitates toward

					Toys they continually seek out

					Subjects they want to explore more deeply

					Skills they’ve surprised you by acquiring without being taught

					If they’re verbal, conversations they have repeatedly

					Any activity that they willingly join or initiate, including everyday ones like cooking, putting puzzles together, drawing, etc.

					Physical activities, like riding a bike or trike, swinging, jumping on the trampoline

					Music, songs, or instruments that they enjoy

					Water play, sand, or other sensory activities that please them

					Academic subjects, such as numbers and letters, that they seek out on their own

			

			And don’t worry if their greatest interests differ from those of other children their age. The only thing that matters is that your child finds them appealing. Below are a few less-­common activities that some of our children on the autism spectrum have enjoyed.

			
					Watching the car wash

					Opening and closing doors

					Smelling objects

					Watching and rewatching movie credits

					Sifting sand

					Sifting dried beans

					Learning to identify flags of different countries

					Collecting coins (from all over the world)

					Turning the lights on and off

			

			As long as the interests and preferences aren’t dangerous, don’t let anyone tell you that they must be eliminated or ignored. When used to bolster the appeal of interactions, these interests don’t increase, but they do become beneficial. For example, a preverbal child who enjoys ceiling fans can be taught words like “fan” and “on” and “go”—­watching the fan becomes a learning experience, but one that the child is enjoying. Later on, much more complex language can be taught. Child choice matters. Make sure everyone makes use of it.

			Teddy’s Situation Is Far from Unique

			A couple of years ago, my husband and I moved from Santa Barbara, where I had grown up, to work up north at Stanford University. Being in the heart of Silicon Valley has been fascinating—­it’s like a hub for brainy and inventive people. So, it’s not surprising that their children are also brainy and inventive, including, of course, the ones on the spectrum.

			I recently had a great conversation with an autistic preschooler, whose father owns a large tech company. It went something like this:

			“Are we real?” he asked me.

			I asked him to clarify.

			“Are we in a dream?”

			I asked for clarification again.

			“Are we [characters] in a story that someone [else] is reading?”

			This blew me away—­a preschooler delving into philosophy and metaphysics! And these weren’t uncommon questions for him.

			Another preschooler I work with does struggle to socialize, but he is way, and I mean way, ahead of his peers in reading, spelling, and math. I wanted to teach him a few simple games that could be brought into the preschool to encourage peer interaction. I grabbed a pencil and paper and played a quick game of tic-­tac-­toe with him. Then I drew another grid to play again and put an O in the top left corner.

			[image: ]

			He got a little defiant smile on his face, covered the paper, and took his next turn without saying a word. When he handed it back to me, it said:

			[image: ]

			He looked surprised when I burst out laughing, since he knew he had rejected my game and probably expected me to respond less positively, but when I congratulated him on his inventiveness, he smiled, pleased. I loved his unconventional—­and undeniably clever—­way of looking at things.

			In these examples, while the children did struggle with social and communication skills, their brilliance was obvious. But as we saw in my own relative’s case, often a child’s intelligence is hidden and only discoverable with careful observation—­which professionals may miss, since they tend to focus on assessing for areas with delays. In fact, most have been trained to look for weaknesses so they can implement programs to support those weaknesses, and in doing so, neglect to augment the child’s strengths.

			Nicolas, another student I worked with, was clearly super bright, consistently impressing me with his knowledge and insights. But in school he was unfocused and distracted, didn’t complete his lessons, laughed or poked the other students, and screamed when peers didn’t follow game rules.

			When I asked why he didn’t engage in classwork, Nicolas always replied with the same words: “Easy peasy.” He was bored because the class was simply too easy for him. We will discuss solutions to this problem in detail later, but the important thing here is that the school didn’t think of him as a gifted child who was being underserved; they considered him a “behavior problem.” If they had recognized his brilliance right away, they could have given him extra work in a subject he enjoyed, which likely would have kept him busy and engaged.

			Untapped Brilliance

			By now you get the point: kids with ASD often reveal untapped brilliance if you know how to look for it. Unfortunately, too many bright kids are trapped in classes that do nothing to build on their strengths or to nurture their inherent intelligence. That’s a big mistake.

			And that’s why we wrote this book: to remind parents, educators, and clinicians to look past a child’s delays, challenges, and interruptive behaviors to the skills and wisdom lurking beneath them, to explain the mistakes made in assessments and program plans, and to share strategies for nurturing and unlocking a child’s potential.

			Stories

			We’d like to share a few more stories about young people we’ve met through our work, all of whom needed a little extra support to reveal their hidden genius.

			Miranda

			Miranda was a nonverbal three-­and-­a-­half-­year-­old. Although she had found other ways to communicate (such as leading people by the hand to what she wanted), her parents desperately and understandably wanted to hear her speak. The school and in-­home specialists had suggested that she use a picture board for communication, as verbal communication seemed out of reach.

			On one visit, her mother mentioned that when she sang a song to Miranda and paused, Miranda would sometimes fill in the next word. We had the mother show us, and, sure enough, when she sang “The Wheels on the Bus,” Miranda could finish each line. The mother would sing the first part—­“The babies on the bus go”—­and stop, and Miranda would supply the “Waaaa waaaa waaaa.” She could do that for every verse with clearly articulated words. This was huge—­Miranda could talk when given the right context! She was laughing and smiling while her mother rocked her and sang, and we instantly knew music was the key to teaching her more words. She was capable of so much more than anyone had realized. This provided a good start for Miranda’s first words. We added a few additional songs—­“Old McDonald” was another favorite—­and once she consistently was able to fill in the blanks, we began prompting words during everyday activities, using her favorite foods and games as the named objects. Words began emerging quickly.

			Miranda is now able to communicate, using short sentences without prompts. The songs were a helpful, and perhaps necessary, bridge to her communication development. If it hadn’t been for her mother’s recognition of this strength, she might have remained nonverbal.

			Oliver

			Oliver was diagnosed with “severe autism.” We first met him when he accompanied his older brother, who had been diagnosed with Asperger syndrome, to the clinic. Oliver was eight years old, but his parents kept him strapped in a stroller: they claimed he got into too much trouble if they let him out. He didn’t seem interested in interacting with us: when we asked him a question, he simply echoed the question back verbatim, rather than answering it.

			One day I noticed that Oliver was staring avidly at the mini M&Ms we kept in our office. I decided to try something: I wrote down the name of a color on a small index card, showed him the color that corresponded to the word, then asked him if he could match it to the correct M&M. He matched it right away, so I gave him the mini-­M&M. When I added the printed name of a second color, he was able to discriminate the two correct colors—­he knew a lot more than he let on.

			We kept going, adding in more colors and candies. Within about twenty minutes, he could match every written color to the correct candy. The next week we wrote a sentence—­“Take a red candy”—­and read it with him, pointing to each word. After a few times reading it through, he was able to read it by himself and follow the instruction. When we changed the color in the sentence, he was able to pick out the new color.

			A few weeks later, we were adding numbers into the written instructions, such as, “Take two red candies and one blue candy,” and he would read them out loud and then correctly follow through. It turned out Oliver—­the boy who wouldn’t answer questions—­was a whiz at sight reading! He just needed the right motivation to demonstrate his talent. Within a few months, Oliver could read just about anything we put in front of him, and although his high interest in the tiny candies was useful and perhaps necessary for getting his reading started, his parents eventually faded out the candies—­and the ability to read just kept growing.

			Steven

			Steven, a college student, received support from our team several times a week, which often focused on socialization. While sitting in the waiting room, he busied himself by going through our brochures and finding typographical or grammatical errors. It always surprised me that he could find a mistake on a brochure that had been repeatedly proofread. His parents were both attorneys and told us that he copyedited their legal briefs, court documents, and contracts for them.

			Given how precisely he could read, it’s not surprising that Steven did well in school, so when he got a failing grade in a class, we were all baffled. With his permission, we contacted the course instructor, who reported that Steven had done fine on the tests but had failed the group projects. We explained to the professor that making Steven repeat the course would just result in the same problem, and that it wasn’t fair not to take into account his social differences, especially since he was so competent at the actual schoolwork. The professor relented and changed his grade to a pass.

			As more and more people become aware of neurodiversity, individual differences, and the strengths and challenges that people on the autism spectrum face, reasonable accommodations can and should be made to help nurture their success. (Note: Colleges have no Individualized Educational Programs (IEPs), but they do have disability programs, and an increasing number have specialized programs for autistic students. Putting these services in place early on can be helpful for college students who may need extra support academically, socially, with time management, etc.)

			Joey

			We recently visited a well-­known center for autism. The longtime head of the program had run it using procedures developed in the 1960s, and the methods his staff used were frustratingly outdated. For instance, we saw a “therapist” pull out a picture flashcard of a glass of lemonade and ask, “Is lemonade sweet or sour?” The child they were working with said, “Sour,” and the “therapist” shrugged her shoulders and said, “Yes, you could call it sour.” Was there a right or wrong answer? It seemed to us that this child may have just learned to repeat the last word of the question. There was no learning going on here.

			Next, we saw Joey, an adorable three-­year-­old boy with a small felt fedora roguishly tilted on his head, who was reportedly nonverbal. He was seated at a small table and the “therapist” working with him began a series of motor imitation exercises: “Do this,” while she tapped her head; “Do this” while she tapped the table; “Do this” while she touched her nose, etc. Following each correct response, the “therapist” gave Joey a small candy. He was whining and fidgeting, and looked visibly upset throughout the activity, clearly not happily engaged or enjoying it.

			After watching this for at least twenty minutes, we couldn’t stand it anymore—­this was going nowhere. We asked if we could work with Joey for a bit. Instead of rewarding him for the meaningless motor imitation, we grabbed one of the candies on the table that had been used for a reward for his imitation and modeled the word “candy.” After we’d said it a few times, he repeated the word—­at which point we immediately rewarded him with the candy. He also seemed interested in my long, colorful, beaded necklace, so I removed it and prompted the word “necklace,” which he also repeated. I let him play with it a bit then pulled it toward me and asked, “What is it?” He instantly said, “Necklace.” While not all children respond so quickly with first words, some do. After just ten minutes, he had said at least twenty words, astounding his entire group of providers, who had assumed he was incapable of talking and had been leaning on outdated teaching modes.

			Program targets need to be meaningful. They need to be fun. And they need to be age appropriate. As we will discuss later, they should focus first and foremost on social communication—­a delay in which is one of the two reasons a child is diagnosed as autistic. (And the other—­interfering restricted and repetitive behavior—­tends to fall out naturally once a child is socially communicating.) Imitating gestures and body movements won’t translate to your child imitating words. Don’t assume that because non-­autistic children tend to develop one skill before another, in a generally predictable sequence, that your child with ASD must acquire skills in the same order. This can waste their valuable time and set them further behind.

			Cosmo

			Cosmo was a six-­year-­old with ASD. His father reported that Cosmo once asked him, “Can you stop time?” Other intense and thoughtful Cosmo questions: “How can evolution form?” “What would the world be like if matter was made of photons and light was made of atoms?” “How does a gamma ray rip apart atoms?” Astonishingly, this brilliant little guy had a one-­on-­one aide at school because of issues with peers and inattention in class. Because so few children in his class had the range of knowledge that he did, we worked with the school to allow him to tutor his peers, and even take on an occasional “student teacher” role, when he could present some of his favorite topics (carefully chosen so they would interest the whole class). Once his friends experienced his helpfulness and intelligence, Cosmo became a respected and valued classmate, and peers started inviting him home to play.

			In this case, his family and support staff knew just how bright Cosmo was, but his brilliance hadn’t fully come out at school. By finding (fairly simple) avenues to allow that to happen, we were able to improve his overall social and academic experience.

			Summary

			Let’s work to change any negative messages to positives, leading with love. Write down or make a mental note of the answers to the questions below, and keep that list close to you (physically or mentally) at all times, because it’s the key to moving your family forward and closer together:

			
					What are my child’s strengths?

					What does my child love to do/eat/watch?

					When is my child happiest?

					What does my child do best?

					What settings bring out the best in my child?

					What people bring out the best in my child?

					How does my child learn best?

			

			Share stories about your child’s accomplishments, desires, and strengths. Let everyone know how amazing this kid is.

			If an assessment, an Individualized Educational Program (IEP), a report, or a meeting about your child takes a downward turn, focusing on deficits or problems, speak up and change the narrative. If a tester tells you that your child’s vocabulary was low on a standardized test or that your child’s intelligence score was low, ask what words they did say or what skills they did show or what areas they did succeed at. Start with a strong focus on strengths and then discuss how to build upon these strengths to move forward. Talk about anything at home that negates reported deficits—­maybe it’s the time your child figured out how to unlock the door to go outside and play, or navigated your iPhone to play a favorite game, or asked to go for a ride in the car, or maybe it’s that your child doesn’t use interfering behaviors at home.

			The main point is that too often professionals and community members look for differences—­sadly, we’re trained to do things that way—­and these differences are usually problem areas, which means they don’t focus on your child’s strengths enough.

			The most positive outcomes come from focusing on what your child is good at, enjoys, desires, and has accomplished. You know how amazing your child is: sharing that with the world and making it the main focus of any program leads to the greatest success—­in every possible definition of that word.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Limits of Conventional Testing

			More than a hundred years ago, scientists thought that measuring the size of someone’s skull could determine how smart that person was—­the larger the skull, the smarter the person. This sounds rightfully ridiculous to our modern ears, but the truth is that using IQ (intelligence quotient) tests for many children with ASD is about as useful as pulling out that tape measure, and yet these tests are still considered an integral part of our educational system.

			The very first IQ test was developed in the early 1900s by Alfred Binet, a French psychologist. The purpose of this test was to identify those students who might benefit from some extra academic support. The goal was well intentioned, and the test has had its uses, but accumulating studies have revealed that testing often results in an inaccurate (usually skewing too low) estimation of abilities—­especially for students on the autism spectrum.

			Standardized tests are plentiful and can test IQ, language, academics, and many other areas. The reasons for testing are varied, but tests are frequently used to diagnose a child with a learning difference, by comparing their scores with those of their peers, an often necessary precursor to accessing services.

			It’s important to note that there are many things that standardized tests can’t evaluate, such as problem solving, creativity, and artistic ability. Also, at this date, standardized tests won’t assess accumulated knowledge in specialized areas of interest, so if your child is extraordinarily knowledgeable in a specific area, you need to let the school know that. (If your child is in high school and excelling in a specific academic area, AP (advanced placement) exams in high school might pick this up, but only if the strength is in a subject offered by a college.)

			Many professionals use testing when they have a sense that a student is either noticeably gifted or noticeably struggling. You tend to find what you’re looking for and, for those who have been struggling, if enough tests are given, they likely will eventually show an area of challenge. We all have strengths and weaknesses, and weaknesses will show up, if someone is determined to find them.

			We’ve seen many parents get overwhelmed by unexpected or negative test results. And if a parent is already experiencing concern, a bad test result can be the final straw that sends them into a tailspin. Learning about a poor test score can also affect a child’s self-­esteem and self-­confidence, especially if they sense a parent’s or teacher’s concern.

			One young child we know was told that he scored 100 on an IQ test. Believing that the score indicated 100 percent correct, rather than the median level of performance, he ran around boasting that he had a perfect score, only to be crushed when he was told that actually, it was an average one.

			We need to stop emphasizing negatives and start focusing on the positives. Every child has strengths. These should be emphasized, described, discussed, and expanded. It is extremely important for teachers, administrators, parents, and others working with the child to see the whole child, not just test results, since testing is unlikely to draw out an autistic child’s strengths. All strengths, no matter how small, should be listed in an evaluation, so everyone can get a well-­rounded picture of who your child is, and not just see them as a single negative test result. We’ll discuss this later at greater length; for now, let’s start with a discussion of some of the various reasons for unreliably low scores, including communication challenges, interfering behaviors, and low motivation. Next, we’ll discuss the problems that arise from poor test results, and how they often lead to low goals and low expectations. And, finally, we’ll discuss the ways to get around these problems and help people see just how bright and capable your child is, no matter what a standardized test says.

			First, it’s important to understand that test administrators are required to follow specific protocols so they don’t end up unintentionally skewing the results.

			Test protocols (or instructions on how to give the test) do not allow testers to “feel their way through” a situation by giving a struggling child cues or help: they have to follow the protocols, to keep things fair and even. Being a tester is a bit like being a poker player: you don’t want to give anything away. You aren’t supposed to react in any way if a child gets an answer right or wrong, and you have to hide your own knowledge of the correct answer—­children can pick up on any and all cues, like a little smile after a correct answer, a furtive glance at a picture, or a frown when an answer is way off.

			A tester is allowed to encourage participation and attention: you may compliment the child or give a sticker or other reward for nice sitting or good trying, but the rewards have to be distributed evenly across both right and wrong answers.

			Unfortunately, this strict methodology may make testing more challenging for children with differences.

			For example, say we give a test that assesses memory, and we list a string of numbers, but then realize that the student wasn’t paying attention. Testing protocol dictates that we cannot repeat the string of numbers, because hearing the numbers twice might give the child an unfair advantage over those who only heard the numbers once. But if the child clearly wasn’t attending or has some type of learning challenge that might make repetition helpful, their inability to remember the numbers might have nothing to do with their intelligence. Repeating the string of numbers for them might have proven that, under the correct conditions, they’re capable of memorizing them. In short, sometimes tests just aren’t an accurate representation of a child’s abilities.

			Interpreting Tests

			Most standardized test manuals include an evaluation table that helps you locate a student’s score in the bell curve of test scores drawn from a large random sample. The student’s results are therefore not based on their percentage of correct answers, but rather where that percentage falls in relation to the “normative” sample. For example, if a child scores at the 50th percentile, this means they are smack dab in the middle of where the normative sample fell, or else right on the median for their age or grade level. Above the 50th percentile means their score was higher than the average, and below the 50th percentile means their score was lower than the average score of the sample. At some point, as the score moves further away from the middle, a child is considered either to be advanced in the tested area or to have a “disability.”

			So, theoretically, a test score allows you to see how significantly challenged a child might be—­or conversely, how gifted they might be. What makes it even more reductive is that, for many tests, technology advances allow a tester to simply input the child’s answers into a computer program and then receive an automatic score with a detailed description of the student’s strengths and weaknesses. A lot of conclusions can be drawn from something that might not be that accurate or specific.

			We aren’t saying that tests are never helpful, because they often can be. But we are saying that they may not be an accurate estimate of your child’s ability, especially if your child is on the autism spectrum.

			These are many reasons why any child—­and especially an autistic child—­might perform below their abilities on a test. We explore them below.

			Attention Issues

			I once visited an elementary school classroom when the teacher was in the middle of administering a class-­wide IQ test to see which students qualified for the school’s gifted program. (Schools differ in how they assess for the gifted program, and generally a number of factors are considered; however, this school happened to assess all students in the second grade using a standardized IQ test.) While I was there, I saw a lot of the students staring out the window, playing with their pencils, chewing on the erasers, peeking in their desks, and so on.
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