
Practical Home-Based tiPs and tools  
for cHildren on tHe autism sPectrum
Early in my son’s autism diagnosis, we were on the six-to-nine month waiting list 
for Occupational Therapy at one of the top sensory centers in Atlanta. I’m not one 
to sit idly by and hope for someone to “rescue” us, so I embarked on a journey while 
we were waiting to try to really understand what my child was experiencing, how it 
compared and contrasted with what other children experienced, what were all of the 
components involved in the big picture, and what I could do at home to help him.

If you are struggling, as I was, with the feeling that you can’t give your child the 
proper help you believe he or she may need, there are things you can easily do at 

home to improve your situation. Here are some tiPs and tools:

By Debi Taylor

  Physical Movement
There is a lot of talk about the importance of fitness, but 
that doesn’t necessarily mean pushups, squats, and boot 
camp for your Autistic or Asperger Syndrome child. There 
are so many fun ways to get your children moving, and the 
ripple effect of this effort can be seen immediately.

For exercise you can do animal crawls and walks, relay 
races, or obstacle courses. You can also do fun games like 

“clay modeling”—have your child stand still and put him or 
her in different poses, then let them do the same with you. 
Mirroring is also a fun one, but start easy! Get outside if you 
can, the fresh air and sunlight does wonders.

  Nutrition
Many children on the Autism Spectrum have benefited 
greatly from a gluten free diet. Gluten and gluten-like pro-
teins are found in wheat and other grains as well as foods 
made from those grains. They are also found in food starch-
es, semolina, couscous, malt, some vinegars, soy sauce, fla-
vorings, and artificial colors.

Casein is a protein found in milk and dairy products. 
Four types of casein protein make up about 80% of all pro-
teins in cow’s milk.

Many children with Autism may have gastrointestinal 
difficulties that make it hard for them to digest milk pro-
tein properly. Having a drug-like affect on behavior, these 
foods can reduce their desire for social interaction, block 
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pain messages, and increase confusion and spatial issues. 
They also cause addiction to the very foods that are at the 
center of the issues. Even if you can’t remove these foods 
completely from your child’s diet, baby steps can be taken 
to help improve overall nutrition.

Gradual replacements for gluten and casein products in-
clude Almond or Rice milk, coconut milk ice cream, and 
gluten-free cereals and bars. I think it’s more effective to 
look at the bigger picture and start by eliminating or de-
creasing fast food, heavily processed foods, soft drinks, and 
excessive sweets. Also look at foods with chemical dyes. 

Digestive enzymes and probiotics are not a replacement 
for a diet free of gluten and casein, however digestive sup-
port is essential in children on the Autism spectrum. There 
is a direct link between digestion and behavior. These en-
zymes and probiotics help step in and support where we 
fall short with diet alone.

  Sensory Activities
There are tons of things you can do at home without ex-
pensive sensory equipment or a huge gym! Some of our 
favorite activities include rolling on a yoga ball, body wrap-
ping in a blanket, wearing double and triple shirts to cre-
ate the “bear hug” feeling his nervous system craves, and 
pushing heavy objects. We also like to play with bubbles, 
shaving cream, sand, wear a blindfold and smell scented 
oils and other distinct household foods, have music time, 
and crawl through homemade forts and tunnels.

It is also helpful to put on sounds of nature, classical mu-
sic, or meditation and chanting CDs during sensory time.
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  Support System
This is so important! I have frequently let myself get deplet-
ed and had nothing left to give. Parents, make sure you are 
getting support and feeding yourself with what you need to 
enjoy and replenish your spirit! You are of no good to your 
family or yourself when you are drained.

We can also get so caught up in the world of Autism that 
we forget the siblings. They need our support, too! It is es-
sential to keep the lines of communication open with your 
entire family, and give them permission to feel what they 
are feeling. If you can, arrange for special activities and extra 
one-on-one time with your neurotypical child. It also helps 
to get them involved! I sometimes ask my daughter’s input 
on how to deal with certain behaviors or feelings. Together, 
we come up with “emergency plans” in anticipation of melt-
downs in public places, so we feel prepared for outings.

  Alternative Therapies
I am thrilled to see all the amazing alternative therapies pop-
ping up for our children! I see music therapy, art therapy, 
martial arts for special needs, theatre improv groups, animal 
therapy, and more.

There are also more energy-based options to supplement 
your efforts such as Reiki, EFT (Emotional Freedom Tech-
nique), and yoga.

  Visual Schedules
How many repetitions does it take for my son to understand 
a routine? How many times have I thrown extra variables 
into that routine that end up confusing him? An easy way 
to take the whole struggle and guesswork out of the mix is 
by using visual schedules.

A visual schedule is a set of pictures and words that com-
municate a series of activities or steps to help children un-
derstand and manage the daily events in their lives. Ideally, 
they should communicate clear expectations for the child, 
as well as decrease the need for constant reminders and un-
wanted arguments.

At home the schedule can be created around basic morn-
ing, afternoon, and evening tasks such as brushing teeth, 
getting dressed, eating breakfast, and gathering a backpack 

for school. They can incorporate any chores assigned to the 
child, such as empty the garbage or feed the dog.

Posted in a central and convenient place, the schedule 
can easily be referred to any time the child gets off task 
and distracted.

For older children, school-specific schedules can be placed 
into notebooks for easy reference. This would be extremely 
helpful for transitions and the last segment of the school day.

  Emotional Stage Index Cards
I wanted my child to start to recognize when his body or 
senses started feeling a little squirrelly so that he could either 
self-correct if able, or ask for help appropriately. By teach-
ing him to identify the signs and stages of losing control, 
he could hopefully have access to the support he needs and 
could decrease the number of incidents where his behavior 
did reach that point of no return.

This number system quickly became a simple means to 
have him check in with himself throughout the day. 

There is no magic answer, but there are so many modalities 
and support systems available to aid our children with Autism. 
Find ones that resonate with you. You don’t have to feel helpless 
and alone, especially if traditional therapies are not an option.
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