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What Teachers Can Learn From Mothers of Children With Autism

Figure 1. How Parents Facilitate Engagement When Teaching New Skills
to Children
Parent goal:
Self Help

Parent attempts
to teach skill
E.g., Tying Shoes

Parent uses a variety of
methods over time
E.g., Modeling, Shoes on feet, Shoes
off feet, Behind child, In front of child

“We’re just going to keep trying things
until something clicks. It’s not that he
can’t learn. It’s just that we don’t know
how to teach it yet.” —OA

Child
learns
skill?

No

Persistence
Continue practicing
using alternative methods
E.g,. Shoe-tying kit

7

Flexibility:
Provide alternative to
allow for independence
E.g., Slip-on shoes, Velcro

Yes

Consistency:
Continue use and
maintenance; Child expected
to do independently

Note. Initials of individuals quoted identify parent participants.

Parents work on goals that can help children be successful and function
in society over time and in a variety of settings. Within the range of teaching
strategies used every day are connections with parental goals, as well as children’s strengths and challenges. Parents struggle and work to make each
moment a teaching moment and to keep children engaged. Parents find a role
for children in daily tasks. One parent explains, “[I]t goes back to including
him in what we needed to do that day.”
When parents attempt to facilitate engagement, an interesting process
determines the methods that they use. Self-help skills are important to parents because they encourage children to be independent and successful.
Figure 1 illustrates the process of facilitating engagement in learning a new
skill. Parents begin with goals needed to help children be independent.
Working toward those goals begins with teaching skills. Parents work on
skills over time and practice them daily.
If a child demonstrated an unexpected interest in an activity or with a
material, parents attempted to extend and build on that interest. A child
might receive an item as a gift or begin using it at the home of a peer. Parents
extended that interest by making that item or a similar one accessible. Figure
2 illustrates the process of building on a new interest and exposing children
to new items.

Harte:RTI.qxd

8

3/21/2011

12:41 PM

Page 8

ASD: Family, Community, Social Skills, and Behavior—A Collection of Articles From TEC

Figure 2. Process That Parents Used for Facilitating and Extending
Engagement
Exposure:
Child demonstrates
unexpected interest to
novel item, such as a gift
E.g., Puts on costume;
plays friend’s accordion
“You think, ‘No he’s not going to like
that. No he’s not going to be able to do
that.’ And yeah he just went for it. It was
really cool.” —NW (Describing her son
playing an “operation” game.)
“We just keep giving him stuff when we
find a flicker of interest and we try to
make sure to encourage that.” —OA

Can
parent make
material
accessible?

Yes

No

Provide variety of materials
E.g., Many costumes,
variety of instruments

Attempt to
find similar or
related item

Facilitate learning with materials
E.g,. Ask questions and provide
models for costumes; provide
video models for instruments

Note. Initials of individuals quoted identify parent participants.

Children who are engaged are less likely to demonstrate repetitive and
self-stimulatory behaviors. Parents recognized that they could sometimes
redirect those behaviors into age-appropriate activities. A child could watch
an object spinning while interacting with peers, manipulatives, and toys.
Parents found ways to make abnormal behaviors look normal (see Figure 3).
The final model (Figure 4) makes connections across various domains
and research questions. Parents have goals and wishes for their children.
They act on those goals to engage children in activities. Parents use a variety
of teaching strategies, and children stay engaged in a variety of ways.

DISCUSSION
Parents combine the previously mentioned strategies with specific knowledge
of their children, individual attention, and the use of children’s interests. The
dedication, knowledge, and diligence of professionals have a significant effect
on the lives of children with autism, and researchers should not ignore or
minimize it. The results of this study furnish evidence that parents have
expert knowledge, as well as knowledge about their children. Parents of children with autism use many strategies to keep children engaged in the home
setting. Parent efforts underscore the well-documented recommendation of
the importance of family involvement in children’s education and interventions (NRC, 2001; Iovannone, Dunlap, Huber, & Kincaid, 2003; Ozonoff,
Rogers, & Hendren, 2003).

