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i have Autism and i need Your help:
nurturing sibling support – Part Two
FRiendshiP, Fun, FuncTionAliTY, FeelinGs, FiddlinG, 
FAvouRiTes,  FAshion, FeATs, Focus And FAMilY  

by Teresa, erik, heather and scott hedley

I Have autIsm and I Need Your Help: Nurturing Sibling Support – Part One presented the 
philosophy and pedagogy behind sculpting sibling support; a sample of the end product; 
four parent strategies for harnessing the power of peer mentorship and five sibling support 
strands from a brother’s perspective. in Nurturing Sibling Support - Part Two, erik’s sister 
heather picks up the thread and presents 10 additional sibling support strands. Four posi-
tive payback features are discussed, followed by a parent and an Asd reflection. 

Sibling Support Strands
And now, over to Heather:

 
Heather
6. Friendship – i teach erik what friendship is like and 
what friends do for one another. For example, on my friends’ 
birthdays, i make handmade cards filled with inside jokes and 
shared memories. This way, it’s more personal and it reminds us 
of what makes us friends. i show these cards to erik so that he 
knows what friends do for one another and what they mean to 
one another. i also make these cards for erik and scott. As you 

can see from the example, one day erik drew one for me!

7. Fun – i introduce erik to fun things to do! i think that if i like the activities, then maybe 
erik would like to do them as well, so i always invite him along. For example, when we were 
younger, erik and i made up a game called Jungle Boy. This was a survivor and self-regulation 
game in his jungle bedroom. we also played a game called Dog and Owner where i would 
lead him around on a leash and teach him tricks. And then we would reverse this. it made 
us laugh!! now that we are teenagers, we play video games, we create and record videos 
for my YouTube collaboration channel, we watch home videos together and we skate, swim 
and bike ride together. At the cottage we do puzzles, play chess, play cards, kayak, swim, pick 
blueberries, fish and explore together. i notice that i always used to be the one to suggest 
these things, but now erik is inviting me just as often as i invite him. This makes me happy 
and proud.

8. Functionality/Freedom – i help erik to understand what he likes and what he’s 
good at so that he can be the best he can be – and be functional and free. For example, it 
was my idea to buy him an underwater camera for his 16th birthday so he could celebrate 
his creative perspective and also capture memories. i know that he is very visual and likes 
to have a record of what he has done and seen. so, with the idea of the camera, i helped 

Heather

A birthday card to Heather from Erik in the 
textured style of Vincent Van Gogh

Note: Teresa’s voice is the main body of the 
article. Heather’s voice is indicated in an alter-
nate (sans serif) font. Erik’s voice is indicated 
in script font. 

I Have Autism and I Need Your Help: Nurtur-
ing Sibling Support – Part Two is the 10th 

article in the mother/son series by Teresa and 
Erik. The series aims to draw out the voice of 
autism – Erik’s perspective – and to interpret 
and teach – Teresa’s voice. The articles move 
from general to specific and offer strategies 
for building resilience and supporting autism. 
Up Next: ”I Have Autism and I Need Your 
Help: Cultivating Believers.”
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him to be functional based upon what he 
likes and who he is. i also teach him that he 
needs to self-advocate for what he needs. 
i tell him about how i ask teachers when i 
am not sure what i need to be doing. This 
makes him feel better knowing that i need 
extra help and explanation just like he does 
sometimes.

9. Feelings – There are two parts to this 
one. one, helping erik to understand how 
he is feeling, and two, helping erik to know 
how what he says and does affect other 
people’s feelings. For example, when our 
pet cat Kiwi passed away, i noticed that 
erik kind of hid away and kept his emotions 
inside (just like our cat did when she was 
not well). i tried to help erik by telling him 
how sad i was and how i felt. so, with these 
guidelines of how i felt, it was easier for him 
to identify and label his own feelings. For 
the second category, sometimes erik seems 
abrupt and doesn’t know it, so it is my job 
to tell him how he has made me feel so he 
has a reference to store for next time. of 
course, when he is kind and thoughtful, i let 
him know how great this makes me feel and 
that i appreciate what he said or did.

 10. Fiddling – i help him to self-regulate. 
sometimes i suggest that we both go 
outside and jump on the trampoline or go 
for a bike-ride. i also know that erik has a 
great sense of humour, so i talk to him about 
topics that i know will make him laugh. For 
example, erik likes coincidence encounters 
and random people connections, so when 
i tell him about unexpected people who 
know one another, he gets a huge smile 
on his face and relaxes immediately. i also 
suggest fidget objects for him to choose and 
activities that interest him, like genealogy 

books and yearbooks. i let him know that 
these are all ways to self-regulate and that 
i use tools like these, too. he likes hearing 
this.

11. Fashion – i tell erik about what girls 
at my school look for in a guy so that he 
can work toward similar qualities and 
characteristics. one example, he needs to 
smell good and have a clean face, washed 
hair and have good breath. so i show and 
tell erik how to do all of this …and then 
i judge and inspect him once he’s done. i 
also make sure that he is dressed well and 
doesn’t wear the same clothes every day – 
and that he changes for gym and doesn’t 
wear jeans in gym. he used to do this in 
grade eight, and we laugh about it now! 

12. Feats – i push erik beyond his comfort 
zone and stand beside him and cheer him 
on. For example, in elementary school, in 
track and field we had an 800-metre run, and 
when erik was running, i cheered him on the 
whole time and ran with him when it looked 
like he didn’t want to continue. he ended 
up getting a sixth place ribbon which was 
way better than 20th. he was really happy 
and he showed me his ribbon often and was 
proud of it. All he needed was someone to 
believe in him and encourage him along.

13. Favourites – i accentuate erik’s 
favourite topics to make him happy and 
distract him and to keep him talking with me. 
For example, each christmas i make him an 
electronic video card filled with clips from 
YouTube videos that he loves to watch. This 
is kind of like an electronic laughing Box 
for him, and it brings everything he loves 
together in one place. we watch these video 
cards together and laugh a lot and talk about 
them. Making these cards also shows that 
i notice what he likes, and i appreciate his 
perspective, and that makes him feel good 
and it’s good for his self-esteem. Also, once 
when he was feeling anxious, i made him 
a word search puzzle of his middle school 
teachers so that he would cheer up and talk 
about good school memories.

14. Focus – i help erik to pay attention 
and go with the flow. For example, when 
we have family or friends over, i talk to him 
about how he should behave and what we 
might do in the evening, to get him ready. 
After the visit, i tell him what his behaviour 
looked like from the visitors’ perspective. 
sometimes when he was young, he would 
do unexpected things like wiggle on the 
lawn on his belly during my birthday party! 
i knew it was because he was excited, but 
my friends didn’t know that. Afterwards, i 
would tell him what my friends might have 
been thinking and then i would tell him 
what to do next time. he liked knowing 
what was appropriate for his age. i think he 
appreciated that because he had no idea. 
we still talk about these things.

15. Family – As a sister, i let erik know 
that we learn a lot because of his creative 

Sisterly Mentorship: Friendship, Fun, Feelings, Fashion

Positive Payback: Fun, Perspective, Personal Growth, Feedback
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perspective, because of the topics he enjoys 
and because of how he goes through life 
noticing everything in a mindful, humble way. 
i also let him know that he is never alone 
and that he always has his family for support 
and friendship. our family sees erik the boy 
and not the label – autism. erik makes our 
family better.

What’s In It For Them?

The 15 sibling 
support strands 
have all made a 
significant differ-
ence. But, hon-
estly, why would 
a sibling want 
to help and be-
come part of the 
support team? 
What’s in it for 
them? For chil-
dren, and especially for teens, there has 
to be something more than brotherly 
and sisterly love and altruism. Making 
a difference in a sibling’s life is a noble 
cause, but for most children, the focus is 
inward, not outward.

Initially, in our experience, there 
was both spotty resistance and all-out 
resentment. “Why does Erik get all of 
the attention? What about me? You like 
him more.” I stepped back during these 
honest outbursts, validated the feelings 
expressed, took stock and made a note to 
invest more time in the aggrieved child 
and in their preferred activities. We had 
kiddie date nights and outings with just 
us. As time passed, a trade-off naturally 
unfolded between Erik Assistance and 
reaping rewards both intrinsic and ex-
trinsic, but mostly extrinsic, often a privi-
lege, a preferred activity or the promised 
1-1 parental time. Gradually, though, 
Scott and Heather seemed to want to 
help. With maturity, as one would ex-
pect, we were moving into intrinsic terri-
tory. How nice.

The shift appeared to emerge 
as a result of five factors, primarily 

Erik-generated: fun, perspective, per-
sonal growth, feedback and appreciation.

1. Fun – The house was full of fun stuff 
and this was largely because of Erik. 
Everyone loved coming to the home of 
the Giga Ball, the elaborate swing sys-
tem, Snoezlen-type sensory spaces, pro-
prioceptive ball pits, cozy caves, themed 
bedrooms, the “Mamma-sori” basement 
(Montessori-style learning centres), and 
much later, The Funky Forest. What’s 
good for Erik is good for all, and all 
thrived.

2. Perspective – Erik’s keen eye, obser-
vations, and attention to detail enrich us 
all, and for this we are better photogra-
phers (more aware of light, shadow and 
perspective), more mindful of life’s little 
moments and more appreciative of the 
interplay in the world around us. When 
someone offers such gifts, the inclination 
is to want to give back.

3. Personal Growth – Guiding Erik 
along brought out the best in Scott and 
Heather. It turns out that Scott is a natu-
ral teacher and Heather a talented social 
worker. Offering support often makes us 
aware of what we are good at, and that 
is an unexpected and pleasant discovery. 
As mentioned, there seemed to be a re-
sultant shift toward wanting to give back 
versus being told to do so. 

4. Feedback – As we offered encour-
agement and feedback to both Scott 
and Heather, I noticed a positive loop 
emerge. The more we pointed out ex-

actly how 
their mentor-
ing efforts and 
talents were 
making a dif-
ference, the 
more diligent-
ly and com-
petently they 
worked along-
side Erik. The 

result was a self-esteem boost. Another 
win-win.

 
5. Appreciation – Erik is, by nature, 
an appreciative sort. He is quick with 
a “Thank you for helping me,” and it 
is spontaneous and unprompted. This, 
of course, begets another positive loop: 
appreciation inspires continued good 
deeds. You have to make people want to 
work for you. Factor five is about teach-
ing the child with autism that apprecia-
tion is the gift that keeps on giving – and 
giving back.

So, the good news seems to be that at a 
certain age, a shift naturally occurs for 
reasons unanticipated. Siblings – and 
parents – are inspired to do more and to 
be more.

Secondary Benefits: Abstract 
Acquisitions
And now, a final word from mom. As 
I perused the sibling support strands, 
it occurred to me that sibling involve-
ment enables key areas necessary for 
continued development – largely social. 
Abstract concepts such as inclusion, re-
jection, respect, engagement, belonging, 
encouragement, reciprocity, self-aware-
ness and the power of belief are hard to 
teach directly. Rather, their effect has to 
be felt through experience and over time. 
Concrete subjects such as self-regulation, 
rules and borders, hygiene, transitions 
and  change,  and  time  management  are  
equally  tricky.  The  sibling  arena  is  
a  familiar,  safe,  non-judgmental  play  
yard  in  which  to  experiment,  explore,  
practice  and  perfect  these  concepts.  
And  the  good  news?  By  carefully  nur-
turing  sibling  support,  we  can  make  
that.

Teresa

Scott
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Your thoughts? If you would like to offer your 
thoughts, suggestions, or ideas, please connect 
with us via son_mom@live.com. While we do 
not promise to return e-mails, we welcome 
your feedback. 

A Word From Erik

When I read 
what Scott 
and Heather 
have written, 
I understand 
how much 
they have 
done for me 
over the years. 
I realize that 
I wouldn’t be 

the same me without them. From 
my perspective, I feel very fortu-
nate to have a brother and sister 
who teach me all of these things.  
If they weren’t here to tell me 
about things like fashion, food, 
how to have fun and how to be 
a good friend, then my behaviour 
wouldn’t have changed so much. 
My advice for siblings of children 
with autism is to look at their 
brother or sister’s interests and 
abilities and see what they can 
create from these. You just never 
know what kind of connections 
and changes you might make.

Erik

Reference:
Artwork windows by Erik Hedley, 2015.  Erik 
chose to colour and shade in the textured 
style of Vincent Van Gogh. Erik has begun 
illustrating in the style of famous artists who 
were original thinkers. Dutch artist Vincent 
Van Gogh is featured for his unique perspec-
tive and technique. 


