
What words come to mind when you 

think about Neurodiversity? 
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Autism and 
Neurodiversity
Supporting Children and Families 

Through a Neurodiversity-

Affirming Approach

Lauren Lamore-Chen, MAT

Jen Saddington, PT, DPT

Part II



• Family 4: Practitioners and the family work together to create outcomes or goals, 

develop individualized plans, and implement practices that address the family’s 

priorities and concerns and the child’s strengths and needs.

• Family 5: Practitioners support family functioning, promote family confidence and 

competence, and strengthen family-child relationships by acting in ways that 

recognize and build on family strengths and capacities.

DEC RPs



We Go 

WAY Back







It is our responsibility to learn about Autism in a way 
that supports and values Autistic people. 

We get the privilege of being about to do this for Autistic 
children and their families while they are very young. 



How often do you talk about Autism with 

families in your position?



Service 

Coordinators

Leadership, Intake 

Coordinators, etc… 

Early 

Interventionists



Transition/Discharge

Ongoing Services

ASP/ISFPThe EI 

Process Eligibility

Referral/Intake



Transition/Discharge

Ongoing Services

ASP/ISFPThe EI 

Process Eligibility
Referral/Intake



You lay the 
foundation!



Words Choice Matters 

Red flags Characteristics / Signs

Restricted interests
Preference for …

Enjoys…

“Concerns” about Autism

Parent brought up Autism…

Parent observes several signs…

Pediatrician spoke about Autism with the family

“Head banging” Describe the exact behavior in neutral terms



Opinions

looked back towards Mom as he ran 

down the hallway

pretended to feed Dad play food 

approached the SC and touched 
their badge

great eye contact

good play skills

very social

Observations vs



Also consider:

• Tone

• Facial expression

• Body language



Help! A parent brought up Autism at Intake. 
Stamp a statement that you would be likely to use. 

“Thank you for sharing, we have 

a tool that lists some of the most 

common characteristics of Autism 

that we can complete together.”

“You shared that you have 

Googled Autism, what have 

you learned? “

“How are you feeling after the 

pediatrician shared information 

about Autism with you?”

“I will document what you 

have shared with me and 

bring it back to our team of 

early interventionists.”



Transition/Discharge

Ongoing Services

ASP/ISFPThe EI 

Process Eligibility

Referral/Intake



Transition/Discharge

Ongoing Services

ASP/ISFPThe EI 

ProcessEligibility



Administering 

Screening Tools



Atypical Eligibility



The EI 

Process
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The EI 

Process

Transition/Discharge

Ongoing Services

ASP/IFSP



What characteristics of Autism do you 

first notice when you meet a child? 



How to Shift the Focus to Successes

Joint Attention Eye Contact
Response to 

Name
Communication



A Pattern of Characteristics



Gathering Information

Think of neutral ways to ask about the 

characteristics you might notice. 



You shared that Kate loves 

Paw Patrol, what body 

language, sounds, or facial 

expressions does she use to let 

you know?

Gathering Information



How does Bobby know to 

transition to the table at dinner 

time? 

Gathering Information



Tell me about your favorite way 

to spend time together? What 

does Miles do to show you his 

interest/enjoyment?

Gathering Information



How does Ryan prefer to spend 

his time when outside/at the 

playground? 

Gathering Information



What do you notice Mollie 

engaging in the most during 

independent play? 

Gathering Information



How do you know Jayla is 

interested in something you 

say/do when hanging out as a 

family? 

Gathering Information



Reframing narrative statements:

Juan engages in repetitive movements 
when watching TV.

Juan expresses his joy while watching 

Mecha Builders by jumping up and down.



Reframe these narrative statements in the chat: 

• Cierra does not point or use words to communicate what she wants 

to eat or drink at mealtimes. 

• Liam ignores Mom when she calls his name when it is time to leave 

the playground.



Spiky Developmental 
Profiles



Spiky Developmental 
Profiles



Spiky Developmental 
Profiles



Age Levels

Age: 25 months Adjusted Age N/A Cognitive 13-19 mos.

Receptive 

Language

18-20 months Adaptive/ 

Self-Help

24 months; 

atypical sleep

Gross Motor 24-28 mos.

Expressive 

Language

15-18 months, 

some skills at 30 

months; atypical

Social-

Emotional

Scattered 

upwards to 25 

months; atypical

Fine Motor 15-24 mos. 



"Language is changing from “deficits and delays” to things like 

“differences and strength-based descriptions”.  Our tools and 

process that we are required to use are still of the “medical 

model” and we still need to convince people like insurance 

companies to pay for our services, so you may hear some 

outdated terms.  

We value your child, and we will always presume 

competence.  This means that we (the experts in child 

development) will work with you (the expert in your child and your 

family) to find the best ways we together can help your child 

learn.” 

- Fairfax ITC Therapist



Decision Tree
Descriptions often reflect a delay 
better than atypical development. 



Neurodiversity-affirming goals should…

expand on areas of strength. 



Neurodiversity-affirming goals should…

include and accept multiple 

forms of communication. 



Neurodiversity-affirming goals should…

support family/community 

participation with 

accommodations and 

sensory supports.





Examples of Goals



When playing 

outside, Jai will 

engage in an activity 

of interest (ball, 

collecting sticks, 

jumping, etc.) 

alongside his brother 

each day for 2 

weeks. 



What makes this goal 

neurodiversity-affirming? 



When on Facetime with 

Grandparents, 

Michaela will show her 

interest by saying their 

names, labeling items, 

or bringing items near 

the phone 4x a week 

for 2 weeks.



Nevaeh will request 

(words, gestures, or 

pictures) a specific 

support (hug, bouncy 

ball, blanket swing, 

etc…) when she 

needs it during the 

evening routine at 

each opportunity for 

2 weeks. 
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The EI 

Process

Transition/Discharge

Ongoing Services



“Play Skills” 

What is the purpose of the goal or 

activity?

Facilitating development v. 

empowering engagement in 

activities that facilitate joy



Use Child Interests





Put in the chat fun interests of the 
children you have worked with? 



• Peripheral vision

• Proximity 

• Participation

• An item of interest

• Hand leading

• Continued conversation

Challenging Traditional Views of Shared Attention



Helping Families Understand Communication

Building relationships/positive 
interactions

Identifying & accepting all forms of 
communication

A child’s response indicates the 
effectiveness of the strategy

Learning a child’s boundaries and limits



How comfortable are you supporting a family with 

behaviors that harm the child or others?



Behaviors

• Regulation v. emotional manipulation

• What purpose does the behavior 
serve? 

• What other ways can the child work 
to communicate those 
feelings/needs?



• What do we do to keep the child 

safe in the meantime?

• Validate experiences and 

emotions

• Work to identify sensory/regulatory 

supports & environmental 

changes

Behaviors



Service Coordination: Check-ins, Reviews, and 
Annuals

• Share information with 
therapist

• Follow up with therapist and 
family



Uncomfortable Conversations



What if you notice signs of Autism but 

therapist hasn’t brought it up?

Uncomfortable 

Conversations



Not sure of your next steps? 

Ask your team!
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Process
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The EI 

ProcessTransition/Discharge



Transition/Discharge

• Child Find process

• Next steps for family support (respite, ongoing therapy, 

community activities)

• Discussions about what school services look like

• Advocating for their child



What is one thing you want to do 

moving forward? 



Questions?



Stay tuned for next month!



1

Check Your Inbox

2

Take the Survey

3

Download the Certificate!
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