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i have Autism and i need Your help:
Building My Learning Team – Part One
MY dReAM TeAcheR + whOse MARk is iT ReALLY?

by Teresa and erik hedley

i have Autism and i need Your help: 
Building My Learning Team – Part One is 
the seventh 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 sup-
porting autism. Up Next:  Building My Learn-
ing Team - Part Two followed by i have 
Autism and i need Your help: nurturing 
sibling support.

Note: Teresa’s voice is the main body of the 
article. Erik’s voice is indicated in script font. 
The section titled, “My Dream Teacher is 
someone who...”  beginning on page 11, is a 
collaboration between Teresa and Erik.

Without Vision, There Can Be No Progress

IT Is eTChed IN sToNe on the Peace Tower of our 
Canadian Parliament: “Where there is no vision, the people perish.”1 

Times have changed in the past century, but the message 
resonates to this day. Erik and I agreed that those eight words 
represent the spirit of those elected within. They all have a vi-
sion for Canada. 

As we stood there gazing skyward, a contemporary ver-
sion crept to mind: “Without vision, there can be no progress.” 
These seven words can be applied to most everything in life. 

Without constant refinement and attentive revision, we remain stagnant. In the con-
text of special education, as educators, we see the immediate benefits: we observe, we 
listen, we reflect, we learn, we adapt, we plan, we teach, we connect, we enable, we 
grow. A system evolves.

Make a List

“I think we should make a list,” my mom said to 
me. 

We are a list family but I wasn’t so sure about 
this list. “Don’t you think that might be a little bit 
…rude?”

“Rude?”
“You know, bossy. I don’t want to seem bossy.”

“Erik, you are never bossy.” Then she paused and continued, “… and 
remember what Grandpa always said, ‘It’s not what you say, it’s how 
you say it.’”

 “Hmm.” I needed time to think about that. And then I remem-
bered the three p-words we always talked about: positive, purposeful 
and practical. I felt better. If the list was like this, then it might be 
alright to make a list. That is how the idea started. 

Check It Twice

So we got going. We made a folder on our iPad, and the title was My 
Dream Teacher is… We started by brainstorming. I thought back to el-
ementary school and the list began: “…someone who shows that they 
believe in me; someone who makes me feel like I can do anything; 
someone who appreciates the way I speak and think…” 

Picasso Flowers by Erik Hedley
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There’s a line from The Grinch 
that our family likes, and it fits 
here: “It started low, and it 
started to grow.” Each week we 
would add to the list. We always 
followed the three-p rule because 
my mom explained to me that if 
you want people to act a certain 
way – and be on your team – you 
need to write in a positive way. 
Tell them what you want, not 
what you don’t want. I still felt 
a little bit unsure about this, but 
when I thought back to my teach-
ers, it was easy to think of many 
very useful things to add. I also 
thought about times when I felt 
stuck or frustrated or misunder-
stood at school. We talked about 
how to switch these situations into 
positives. We added them, too. 

“Are you sure this is OK?” I 
asked again. I asked that a lot. I 
needed to be sure.

“Yes, it’s more than OK. It will 
be appreciated.” 

“Hmm.” This still felt not 
quite right. And then my mom 
told me something that made me 
feel better. 

“When I taught in Japan, 
Grandma sent me a newspaper 
clipping with the title, Teachers 
Teach and… It was a long, narrow 
column, and the list was impres-
sive: it was all about the power 
of inspirational teachers. I pinned 
up this clipping in my classroom 
there in Japan, and I read it of-
ten. To me it was like a guiding 
light. I was already doing a num-
ber of the things on the list, but 
I knew there was always room 
for improvement. Those were 
my teaching goals. It was like my 
blueprint for excellence in teach-
ing. This is something like that. 
It helps teachers to step into the 
shoes of a student with autism 
and know what is important. I 
would have liked a list like this.”

 That made me feel better. I 
like clear instructions and helpful 
advice, tips and pointers. If this 
could be all of that for teachers, 
then I would feel good about it.

 So here is our list. It is a mod-
el of the end product. Teachers 
can read it and have a clear idea 
about what is needed to teach 
people with autism. Clarity, my 
mom reminds me. Clarity.

 
My dream Teacher is someone 
who…

1. Knowledge of Autism:
•	 understands	that	I	am	me	first:	autism	is	

just	one	part	of	who	I	am.
•	 sees	me	where	I	am	at	inside	–	develop-

mentally	 –	 and	 does	 not	 focus	 only	 on	
the	diagnosis.

•	understands	that	autism	is	a	spectrum	of	
qualities	and	behaviours;	no	two	people	
with	ASD	are	alike.

•		 knows	 how	 ASD	 challenge	 areas	 –	 so-
cial	 interaction,	 transitions,	 change,	 time	
management,	 organization,	 information	
processing,	 perspective,	 perseveration,	
literal	 	 thinking,	 anxiety,	 self-regulation,	
and	 more	 –	 may	 come	 out	 in	 me	 at	
school.	

•		 understands	that	self-regulation	and	sen-
sory	 integration	 are	 ASD	 anchors:	 self-
regulation	is		how	I	get	through	my	day;	I	
need	proactive	and	reactive	strategies.

•		 knows	that	there	are	ASD	gifts	that	are	
not	expressed	or	measured	at	school.

•	 understands	that	behaviour	equals	com-
munication:	 I’m	 trying	 to	 say	 something,	
but	I	may	not	have	the	words	to	do	this.

•		 understands	 that	 everything	 I	 do	makes	
perfect	 sense	 from	 my	 perspective;	 my	
words	 and	 	 actions	 have	 meaning	 and	
function.

•		 is	a	detective	and	uses	 their	knowledge	
of	autism	to	figure	out	what	I	may	be	try-
ing	to	say.

•		 designs	 lessons	with	ASD	strengths	and	
struggles	 and	 my	 interests	 and	 inclina-
tions	in	mind.	

 
2. overall Qualities:
•		 makes	 me	 feel	 valuable	 and	 able,	 like	 I	

can	learn	anything.	
•		 knows	 that	 at	 the	 end	 of	 each	 day,	 it	

is	not	 so	much	about	what	 I	 learned	 in	
class:	it	is	about	how	I	am	made	to	feel.	

•		 believes	 in	me	 and	 shows	me	 and	 tells	
me	this	often.

•		 tries	 to	 step	 into	my	 shoes	 and	 under-
stand	things	from	my	perspective.

•		 asks	me	about	my	perspective:	makes	me	
feel	appreciated.

•		 tries	hard	to	always	bring	out	my	poten-
tial;	asks	“What	works?”	

•		 listens	to	me.
•		 sees	the	good.
•		 creates	 a	 teaching	 plan	 based	 on	 the	

way	 I	 learn	 best	 (visual,	 concrete,	
step-by-step…).

•		 always	 lets	 me	 know	 that	 we’re	 like	 a	
team:	we	learn	from	one	another.	

•		 is	clear	and	direct.	
•		 always	explains	things	from	the	beginning	

and	 never	 thinks	 that	 I	 should	 already	
know	what	I	don’t	know.

•		 understands	that	it	takes	me	a	long	time	
to	do	my	work	 and	 that	 a	 lot	of	 effort	
goes	into		even	the	smallest	assignments...
and	that	this	tires	me	out.	

Overall Qualities: Steps into my shoes; tries to understand my perspective; listens to me; makes 
meaningful connections for me. 
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Teaching and Learning: 
Transmission and Reception

The Dream Teacher is a model: it allows 
classroom teachers to step into the shoes 
of a student with autism and know what 
is important. Not surprisingly, the closer 
we come to Dream Teacher status, the 
better our ASD students will do. It’s that 

•		 praises	 me	 often	 and	 is	 specific;	 writes	
it	 down	 so	 that	 I	 can	 process	 it	 at	 my	
speed.

•	 writes	 encouraging	 and	 positive	 com-
ments	 on	 every	 assignment,	 no	 matter	
the	grade.

•		 knows	 that	 I	 need	 to	 see	and	hear	en-
couragement	at	every	opportunity.

•		 wants	to	know	about	me	and	my	inter-
ests	outside	of	school.

•		 uses	 my	 interests	 to	 make	 the	 learning	
meaningful;	makes	connections	for	me.

•		 likes	 to	 laugh	 and	 uses	 humour;	 makes	
learning	fun.	

 
3. specific strategies:
•		 knows	I	am	a	visual	learner	and	gives	me	

a	model	of	the	end	product.
•	 gives	me	a	rubric	ahead	of	time	so	I	know	

what	is	important	to	include.
•		 helps	me	draw	a	learning	map/blueprint	

which	illustrates	the	end	product.	
•		 helps	 me	 to	 list	 the	 steps	 and	 how	 to	

complete	each	section	in	the	blueprint.
•		 tells	me	and	 shows	me	exactly	how	 to	

get	started.
•		 checks	 in	with	me	often	to	make	sure	I	

am	doing	the	right	thing.
•	 always	uses	the	homework	board,	every	

day.
•		 writes	down	what	needs	to	be	handed	in	

or	not	and	when	and	where.
•		 has	clear	systems	set	up	in	the	classroom;	

ex.	for	starting	the	day	(circle	time,	shar-
ing,	 	announcements),	 for	movement	 in	
the	 class	 and	 hallways	 (lines,	 partners,	
hall	passes),	 for	 	communication	(raised	
hands,	 communication	 cards,	 positive	
notes,	 homework	 boards,	 	 websites),	
for	 handing	 in	 work	 (baskets,	 folders),	
and	 for	ending	 the	day	(cubbies,	know-
ing		what	to	take	home,	how	to	line	up,	
when	to	go	to	my	locker,	etc.).

•		 has	posters	 in	 the	classroom	to	explain	
procedures	and	systems.

•		 has	a	visual	or	written	point-form	over-
view	of	what	will	happen	each	day.

•		 makes	it	clear	what	to	do,	how	long	we	
will	 have	 and	what	 comes	 next.	 I	 need	
context	and	I	need	as	much	clarity	as	you	
can	give	me.	I	need	things	written	down.

•		 knows	I	may	ask	again	–	and	again	–	just	
to	be	triple	sure.	Clarity	is	THAT	impor-
tant	to		me.	My	Dream	Teacher	under-
stands	this.

•		 tells	us	how	much	time	in	class	we	have	
to	do	the	work	and	how	much	time	we	
need	to		spend	at	home	to	get	the	work	
done.

•		 helps	me	to	organize	my	time	and	figure	
out	what	has	to	be	done	in	what	order.

•		 gives	me	a	very	detailed	written	 review	
for	a	test	–	format	and	content	to	focus	
on	well	in		advance	–	and	opportunities	
to	practice	together.

•		 makes	the	review	like	a	practice	test,	be-
cause	 then	 I	 get	 to	practice	 like	 it’s	 the	
real	thing.

•		 truly	understands	that	making	practice	as	
close	as	possible	to	‘the	real	thing’	is	what	
I	need		because	then	 I	can	visualize	the	
test	in	my	mind	(lowers	my	anxiety).

•		 takes	 up	 this	 review	 in	 class	 and	 talks	
about	it.	I	need	a	lot	of	repetition	for	the	
information		to	go	in	and	connections	to	
be	made.	This	is	how	I	learn	best.	To	me,	
this	 repetition	part	 is	 	 the	 real	 teaching	
and	the	real	learning.	I	need	repetition.	I	
need	repetition.	

•		 includes	only	material	 that	we	have	dis-
cussed	and	has	been	written	down.

•		 understands	 that	 I	 do	 not	 process	 in-
formation	 as	 quickly	 as	 others	 may,	 so	
anything	you		 just	say	and	do	not	write	
down	 and	 emphasize	 will	 likely	 be	 lost.	
My	 Dream	 Teacher	 will	 know	 that	 in	
this	 case,	no	 learning	has	occurred,	 and	
I	am	not	 left	 to	 feel	very	smart	or	able.	
My	 Dream	 Teacher	 understands	 this	
perfectly.

•	 makes	me	feel	good	about	self-advocating.
•		 knows	how	hard	it	is	for	me	to	1.	Figure	

out	where	I	am	stuck,	2.	Have	the	cour-
age	to	ask	you	something,	

	 3.	Know	when	to	come	up	and	ask	you	
(find	the	right	time).

•		 starts	 with	 a	 positive	 statement	 like,	
“Good	 for	 you	 for	 asking...or	 self-advo-
cating.	I’m	proud		of	you!	Now,	how	can	
I	help	you?”

•	 acknowledges	 that	 teaching-learning	 is	
two-way	and	says	“What	would	you	like	
me	to	re-explain?”	instead	of	“What	don’t	
you	 understand?”	 This	 makes	 me	 feel	
that	it	is	less	about	me	and	more	about	
the	process	of	exchanging	information.

•	My	Dream	Teacher	knows	that	something	
just	got	lost	in	translation,	that’s	all.	

My	Dream	Teacher	 is	my	partner	 “on	 the	
journey	of	learning.”2 

There	 are	more	details,	 but	 these	 are	
the	 main	 ones.	 I	 keep	 adding	 to	 the	 list.	
Every	time	I	do,	please	know	that	I	am	do-
ing my best – every day – to be your dream 
student.	Some	days	are	easier	than	others.	I	
have	autism,	and	I	need	your	help.

Specific Qualities: Model of the end product; step-by-step instructions; clear classroom systems; 
time-management instruction.
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Transmission and Reception: Good Throw. Good Catch.

*NB: ‘Informed’ was deliberately chosen. A teacher may be skilled, but until special education 
training has been applied, this teacher has not been enabled with respect to understanding and 
planning for the exceptional perspective.

simple. If we waver or lapse and do not 
employ best practices, what is the result? 
Our students do not do well. They are 
environment dependent. While neuro-
typical students will take stock and adjust 
to the best of their ability, our ASD kids 
to not have the ability to amend. ASD 
students do not have the capacity to intuit 
what to do. They need us working along-
side them at peak efficacy. Environment 
is everything.

And yet… when a child’s report card 
comes home, where is the light shone? 
On the child. Why? Has the child failed 
or have we failed the child? Teaching and 
learning are tightly intertwined, and yet 
the evaluation – the grade – only reflects 
the reception, or the learning side of the 
equation. But does it really? Not entirely. 

 
Whose Mark Is It Really?

When you pause and think about it, the 
mark a student receives is only partially 
their grade. Formal instruction involves 
transferring information from one head 
– a teacher’s – into another head, a stu-
dent’s. How well a student receives de-
pends a lot on how well a teacher sends... 
and yet, the mark that is assigned only 
evaluates the receiver. Strange, when you 
think about it. Truly, whose mark is it? 

If we apply a football analogy, in-
terestingly, we see that both the sender 
– the quarterback – and the receiver are 
evaluated. If a receiver fumbles the ball, 
we often look to see whether the pass 

Footnotes:
1Peace Tower, Canadian Parliament; Ottawa, Ontario, Cana-
da. Quotation from Proverbs 29:18 KJV of The	Bible.
2Stock Transportation, stocktransportation.com; Ottawa, 
Canada.  

References:
1.  Dream Teacher Attributes and Skills – In response to 

“What do you need to succeed?” Erik offered up a 
good deal of insight and wisdom. When asked to list 
attributes of their favourite teachers, all three of my      
teenagers provided valuable qualities and strategies. 
What is good for autism is good for all; and what is 
good for all is often good for autism.

2. Artwork in the style of Picasso by Erik Hedley, 2014.  
Erik has begun illustrating in the style of famous artists 
who were original thinkers. Spanish artist Pablo Picasso 
is featured for his unique perspective.

was a good one. If the quarterback has 
thrown the ball out of reach, we make 
allowances for the poor reception. This 
send-receive appraisal does not appear to 
exist in education. 

A skilled, informed teacher can en-
able a student in so many ways, and that 
student’s mark will reflect that teacher’s 
ability to communicate (a good mark for 
both the sender and the receiver). A less-
informed* teacher may not know how to 
do this, and yet we still apply the grade 
only to the student (an average or poor 
mark, but this may well be the result of 
the sending and the inability to receive). 
This consideration is important to pres-
ent to all three parties: teachers, parents 
and students. 

Teachers work hard. I know that. 
I am one. Lists of what works – such as 
the Dream Teacher list – help teachers 
step into the shoes of their ASD students. 
Knowledge enables best practices and 
best practices enable our ASD learners. 
Excellent transmission = excellent recep-
tion. Good throw. Good catch.

 

The Best Way to Predict the Future 
is To Create It: More Lists!

But wait a minute, you say. There is more 
to it than this. If we tweak the sending 
agent by making teachers more aware 
of what works for our ASD students, 
should we not also tweak the receiving 
end and indeed the entire learning team? 
Absolutely. Support is about having ev-
eryone on board, but more than that, ev-
eryone has to be clear about what to do. 
What is my role on the learning team?

 … to be continued, Winter 2015

I Have Autism and I Need Your Help: 
Building My Learning Team – Part Two 
provides detailed support menus for all 
members of the teaching/learning team. 
Sample support menus will be provided 
for learners (self-advocacy), learners (ef-
fective learning strategies), teachers (best 
practices for autism) and parents (learn-
ing support strategies for the home). Part 
two will appear in the Winter 2015 issue 
of Autism Matters.

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. 


