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i have Autism and i need Your help:
nurturing sibling support – Part One
fOOd, fiTness, fRATeRniTY, flexibiliTY, fRiendshiP, 
fORMAliTY, fun, feelinGs, fAshiOn ...And MORe!

by Teresa, erik, heather and scott hedley

i have Autism and i need Your help: 
nurturing sibling support – Part One is 
the ninth 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:  nurturing sibling 
support - Part Two.

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

We Can Make That
I greW up WITh IT. It is an expression so familiar that its 
origins are murky. I best remember it as it relates to clothing. 
It went something like this. My sisters and I would covet a new 
fashion – a 1970s knit vest, for instance – and look to our mom 
for a sign. It came, and although it wasn’t exactly what we’d 
hoped for, it was somewhat promising. Our mom, a practical 
woman and a masterful seamstress, would most often reply, 
“We don’t need to buy it. We can make that.”

Resourcefulness by immersion. It was something we took 
for granted, and it was at times our foe, an obstruction in the 
path to landing the “real thing.” But for the most part, it was an 

enabler. It was also a trait we all absorbed. Good thing. I would need it when autism 
came calling.

Fast forward, 2004: We have an autism diagnosis and a requirement to huddle, 
brainstorm, make a plan and pull in resources. We drew heavily from the profes-
sional palate – OTs, SLPs, psychologists, social workers and the like – but we also 
recognized that we had tremendous potential within the family unit: Erik’s siblings. 
Building on the knowledge that kids like to learn and often do, in fact, learn most 
effectively from one another, we decided to teach Erik’s siblings how to best support 
and bring out his potential. More importantly, we needed to keep Erik engaged. We 
needed to keep him in our world. “We don’t need to buy that,” I thought, “We can 
make it, instead.” Thank you, Mom.

It’s All Taken Care Of
Fast forward again, 10 years to September 2, 2014. 

“Don’t worry, Mom. Go out, have a good time. I’ll take care of everything.” 
Words we all love to hear.
’Twas the night before the first day of the school year. You know it: the most 

dreaded transition of the calendar year. Back to school time. Although marketers 
prepare us well by posting ads in late July, the lurch from the lazy days of summer to 
the structure that school imposes is hard on all of us. Factor in autism and the anxiety 
is tenfold. So, when my husband and I were invited out to a neighbourhood BBQ on 
the big night before, I immediately registered that as a “no” and made a note to send 
regrets. Even though our three were all in middle or high school, I still felt I needed 
to be there the night before, especially for Erik. 

But in walked Heather. “You can go,” she assured me. “I know what to do.” And 
Heather being Heather, of course she did. I scribbled down all sorts of suggestions – just 
in case – and left the gang together to cope and gear up for the day after Labour Day.

A birthday card to Heather from Erik in the 
textured style of Vincent Van Gogh
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So what happened in our absence? I 
liken it to The Cat in the Hat. You know 
the story – when the parents are away and 
Thing One and Thing Two go haywire? 
Not that our gang did anything wild, but 
by Heather’s account, the evening was 
lively before calm was restored. When 
we walked in the door later that night, 
she met my expectant look with a proud 
smile and greeted me with, “It’s all taken 
care of.” And was it ever!

Together they had tackled the dirty 
work first: dishes and lunches. Then they 
moved on to the tedious tasks such as la-
belling all school supplies and loading the 
backpack. Next, with Erik watching on, 
Heather created coordinated outfits for 
him for the week and organized them in 
his closet on labelled hangers. Brilliant! 
Then the fun began. She pulled out her 
camera and they made a home video 
“with humour to relax him,” Heather ex-
plained, and they jazzed this up on iMov-
ie and added special effects – “sound and 
light stuff that Erik likes.” He was given 
a copy on a USB stick “for his self-regu-
lation toolbox.” This girl doesn’t miss a 
beat, I thought, but she was not finished. 
“Then we moved on to personal hy-
giene,” she explained. “I know that this 
isn’t his favourite, so I tried to create a 
mini spa for him. I dimmed the lights in 
the bathroom, made him lie down with 
his head on a rolled up towel, and I gave 
him a facial for his complexion. I put that 
Indian music on in the background – the 
stuff that he wakes up to in the morning. 
He fell asleep!” And that was the night. 
It’s a very good thing that we went out 
because I could not have come close to 
this remarkable treatment. 

Our neurotypical children can be the 
best support for our children with au-
tism. With guidance, role modelling and 
praise, our mini therapists often become 
the most incredible difference in the lives 
of our ASD children and teens. Let’s ex-
plore how we can cultivate the therapist 
within. But first, why? Why entrust our 
young children to the tutelage of our 
children with ASD? 

Kids Teaching Kids: Joint Attention, 
Imitation and Imagination in Motion
As a teacher, I was well aware of the ben-
efits of peer guidance. Schools draw on 
peer mentoring all the time, not so much 
for the initial teaching of concepts, but 
rather, to reinforce and build upon what 
has already been formally taught by the 
teacher. This is also what I had in mind. 
Peer instruction allows for meaningful 
connections; connections are critical to 
the integration of learned concepts. Kids 
look up to other kids. There are few is-
sues with motivation and attention. Kids 
teaching kids is a natural and preferred 
mode because the recipient can more 
easily relate, imitate and connect. In 
one stroke, the “big three” – joint atten-
tion, imitation and imagination – are ad-
dressed and employed. Peer instruction 
makes perfect sense.

As a mom, I saw evidence of “peer 
pleasure through pedagogy” every day. 
Squeals from the high chair – child num-
ber three – as child one and child two 
organized and arranged toy school buses 
on our carpeted car and truck table. We 
lived behind an elementary school at that 
time, and most mornings saw the boys 
re-enacting what was happening out in 

the real world. Scott led and directed, 
Erik happily followed along, and Baby 
Heather watched on, smacking her high 
chair tray in delight. I dared not inter-
rupt the drama unfolding on the IKEA 
car mat; I was happy to be part of the pe-
riphery. This was peer mentoring in its 
purest form, and I was delighted to watch 
and learn. 

And so it began, a process that would 
effectively reassign the therapeutic reigns 
and distribute them among parent, pro-
fessional and child – in this case, chil-
dren. We have three children, and partly 
owing to their rapid succession – three 
births in four years – they are a pretty 
tight social unit. Scott is the eldest, Erik 
is next, two years his junior, and Heather 
rounds off the team, two years behind 
Erik. As child number two, Erik was per-
fectly positioned to learn from his gre-
garious, active older brother and from 
his intuitive, creative younger sister. The 
groundwork was ideal, but how to mount 
an unofficial training program?

Sibling Support: harnessing the 
power of peer Mentorship
As is the case with most things in life, the 
how more or less unfolded, some days 
smoothly, but for the most part, the pro-
cess lurched and regressed before it be-
came focused and refined. History guides 
practice, and practice improved with 
time, knowledge and experience. Here 
is essentially how we rallied the troops, 
both in an incidental, natural way, and in 
a directed, purposeful fashion. First, the 
incidental portion, which in hindsight 
set the stage quite nicely for the planned 
strategies.

1. Parental Modelling – We learned 
through the autism literature what Erik 
needed – social skills like initiating a con-
versation, maintaining one, reciprocating 
comments, interjecting, inviting and the 
like. The list was long. We all do these 
things more or less without thinking, but 
in the context of Erik and his siblings, 
we modelled the desired behaviours of-
ten and clearly. Before long, Scott and 

Harnessing the Power of Peer Mentorship: Parental Modelling, Irresistible Structure, Living Out 
Loud, Respite Modelling
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Heather could be heard parroting our ef-
forts, “Erik, I’m heading out to the tram-
poline. Do you want to come too?” He 
most often did. Years later, he was doing 
the asking. “Initiating an Activity,” Tick.

2. Irresistible Structure – We set up a 
myriad of strategies and systems to sup-
port the overt autism challenge areas such 
as sensory integration, time management 
and social integration through imagina-
tion, joint attention and imitation. The 
systems were in place for all three, and 
they were most often disguised as games, 
toys and play areas. They were fun, co-
lourful and imaginative collections of 
contraptions – indoor tire, rotational and 
vine swings, a squeeze machine, spinning 
chairs, stilts, pogo sticks, Moon Shoes, an 
oversized vestibular ball that one could 
climb into, disco lights, lava lights, string 
and light machines, shadow makers – and 
also imaginative play places such as pop-
up tents and puppet theatres, art and bat 
caves, an Undersea Play Garden, themed 
bedrooms (jungle, train and fairy), closet 
clubhouses, a themed indoor playhouse 

and the like. It was almost as though 
the house had been booby-trapped with 
sensory, scientific, creative and imagina-
tive spaces, all orchestrated to both draw 
in and draw out the child with autism. 
What child could resist? In the end, all 
three plunged in head-first and all three 
both interacted and benefitted. 

I smiled when I read the passage in 
Kristine Barnett’s book, The Spark, re-
garding her desire to create an irresistible 
play space in her son Jacob’s bedroom: 
“What if I made our house – specifically 
Jake’s room – the kind of place that a 
boy couldn’t help but gravitate toward, 
so that those other boys would come to 
him? ...In short, I created the ideal kids 
hangout – a boy cave – and then I opened 
the doors.”1

In the end, of course, everyone wins. 
And now, the purposeful part of the 

training:

3. Living Out Loud – There was also 
the more direct, explicit ‘living out loud’ 
technique: “What was one of the best 
parts of your school day, Heather?” and 
turning to Erik, “I am showing interest in 
Heather’s day. Expressing interest is part 
of being social and connecting with oth-
ers.” There was and continues to be a lot 
of this commentary in our house, i.e., “In 
case you hadn’t noticed, I’m...” Before 
long we began to hear the same sort of 
briefings being expressed by our young 
apprentices. “Here you go, Erik” – hand-
ing him his dinner plate, for instance. 
“Now, it would be nice if you thanked 
me. I like to feel appreciated.” Nothing 
is assumed or left to the imagination.

Brotherly Mentorship: Food, Fitness, Fraternity, Formality

4. Respite Modelling – This is perhaps 
one of the best, most effective things we 
did. One summer, we arranged for seven 
year-old Erik to be whisked away a few 
times a week to spend afternoons with an 
exceptional 1-1 therapist – Miss Waters – 
in the great outdoors, which at that time 
was Vancouver Island. Tidal pools, for-
est walks and mountain meadows were 
the backdrop. Social skills and sensory 
awareness were the broad goals. Then we 
got smart and threw in one more – sib-
ling support. Heather was added to the 
mix for companionship, but also as an 
apprentice – the little sponge. She took 
in all that Miss Waters said and did with 
Erik, and unwittingly, we noticed, she 
imitated Miss Waters’ knowledgeable, 
calm approach. We soon observed our 
own little therapist in action: “Erik, I’ve 
gathered a basket of fidget toys for you 
to take in the van. You always need to be 
prepared. Busy hands, active mind.” This 
exceptional mentorship laid the ground-
work for the support we continue to see 
to this day, 10 years down the road.

F is for… Fifteen Sibling Support 
Strands 
Having discussed the why – peer guid-
ance from a pedagogical perspective 
– and the how – four targeted training 
tactics – now we address the what. Scott, 
18 and Heather, 14, will step forward and 
describe 15 areas of support. Because the 
three siblings are often together, there is 
plenty of overlap, but in general, Scott 
seems to cover the concrete objectives 
with Erik, and Heather, the abstract. 
First, Scott.

Heather
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Scott
1. Food – i am interested in eating well 
and in the relationship between food and 
function. i know that i am what i eat. for 
example, i start the day with quite a large 
breakfast consisting of eggs and yogurt with 
fresh berries, flax seed, walnuts, honey and 
cinnamon. i learned in my exercise science 
class what these ingredients do for the body. 
Cinnamon, for example, increases blood 

circulation. by role-modelling good eating and explaining what foods can do for you, it 
motivates erik to pay attention to the food-function connection and choose his food more 
carefully. i notice that his breakfast and lunch are much more balanced now. 

2. Fitness – i use fitness and exercise to self-regulate my body. i understand that when 
i am relaxed, i think more critically and i am more focused on what is important. Also, if 
you don’t exercise, the stresses of life can prevent you from sleeping well. for people on 
the autism spectrum, i think it is even more important to get a good night’s sleep because 
sleep helps you to relax and recharge, and it also helps you to store the information you’ve 
learned throughout the day. Also, because of how scheduled a teenager’s day is, it is impor-
tant to be able to fall asleep on a schedule, and exercise lets you do that. i role model all of 
this for erik, so that he can be the best version of himself.

3. Fraternity – when erik was younger, i introduced him to things like iMovie, the wii, 
various computer games, certain shows on Tv that other kids were watching at school and 
board and card games. now that we’re both teenagers, he sees me inviting friends over and 
going out with friends. i think it’s important that erik knows what is age-appropriate at each 
age and developmental stage. 

4. Flexibility – A routine is important for everyone. it’s what makes us productive. i also 
know that for people with autism, being flexible here and there is difficult. it is for me, too, 
so i work hard to respond to change appropriately and to being flexible. i understand that 
this might be hard for erik, as well, and i try to help him with this. for example, when we 
were younger, i often wanted to eat downstairs in front of the Tv, so we would sometimes 
change up dinner locations and dinner times to build some flexibility into our schedule. At 
first erik resisted, but then change became routine and he was able to do this over time.

5. Formality – There are certain kinds of words and language that you use with certain 
people and in certain situations. formality and word choice is always changing. for people 
with autism, this is hard to understand and to interpret. Keeping this in mind, i use the lan-
guage of teenagers around erik, and i teach him the context and meaning of these expres-
sions. for example, i’ve taught him a lot of texting language which is now used in everyday 
conversation, short forms such as TMi, OMG, swag, sick, bro, epic and lOl. i think this is 
really helpful for him because it allows him to feel up-to-date, comfortable and part of the 
group.

1Kristine Barnett; The spark; 2013; p. 122.

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.

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. 

To be continued, Summer 2015.
Nurturing Sibling Support - Part One presents 
the philosophy and pedagogy behind sibling 
tutelage; a sample of the end product; four 
strategies for harnessing the power of peer 
mentorship and five sibling support strands. 
Nurturing Sibling Support - Part Two presents 
10 additional sibling support strands; four 
positive payback features and provides a 
parent and an Asd reflection. Part Two will 
appear in the summer 2015 issue of Autism 
Matters magazine.


