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Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
In part one, we discussed what autism is and how it is diagnosed. It is really 
important that you listen to part one to get more detailed information on 
what autism is. In this episode, Part two, we will talk about the strategies that 
may be useful for people with autism. They may also be helpful for people 
who have not yet had a diagnosis of autism. 
 
These three strategies we will talk about might be helpful with all kids, with 
or without a diagnosis, so no need to wait for a trip south before trying some 
of these things at home. Try these out and see if they help. Today, I am so 
happy to have Bethany Hartropp with me again. She's an Occupational 
Therapist from our DPSS team. 
 
Bethany Hartropp 
Waachiyaa Cynthia. It's nice to be here.  
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
So, Bethany, let's get right in here. Let's talk about some of the best things 
that we can put in place that may help someone with autism, either in their 
home life, community life or at school. I'm going to list them first, but we'll 
spend the next little while during this podcast talking about these things. So 
what we're going to focus on today is visual schedule routines, visuals and 
sensory safe spaces. Bethany, could you please start with describing what 
visual schedules or visual routines are? 
Bethany Hartropp  
 
Right. So a visual schedule routine is well, a routine is a really good place to 
start for any child or adult. The world can be a very stressful place when you 
don't know what's coming next. And this can be especially difficult for 
someone with autism to cope with. Because autism often causes a need for 
sameness and a routine helps us feel more comfortable in the world. For 
example, most of us have the same morning routine each day. So routines 
help people with autism feel more comfortable at home, at school, at work, 
and a schedule for the day is good so that the person can be ready for what is 
about to happen. And pictures are the best way to show the routine and 
schedule, as many people with autism respond better to pictures than words. 
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This is called a visual routine or a visual schedule. And this can be super 
simple. It can be a piece of paper on the fridge with the day's visual plan or 
the schedule. It can be a picture of school and a picture of hockey, then 
dinner and bed. Very simple. There, a picture calendar for the day. We can 
also make a visual schedule for anything that the child or family member 
with autism has trouble with. 
 
For example, getting dressed. So I would draw, say, four boxes in a row and in 
each box I would draw a step that the person is going to do. The first box 
would be putting on underwear. 
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
So you would just draw a picture of underwear. 
 
Bethany Hartropp 
So it could be underwear or a stick picture of a person putting on underwear. 
And then the next picture would be stick picture of the person putting on 
pants. Next box would be a stick person putting on a shirt. And then the next 
picture would be the reward that they get at the end. So that would be, for 
example, iPad time, for having done all of the things that they need to do. 
And it doesn't matter about the excellence of the drawing. I'm a terrible 
drawer. I really like stick pictures. And because many people with autism find 
pictures easier than words to understand, even if the pictures are really 
terrible. 
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
And then you can you walk me through. So you've drawn these four pictures 
out your underwear, your pants, your shirt, and then the tripod. Can you walk 
me through how would you start using this routine with someone with 
autism? 
 
Bethany Hartropp 
So let's take these. The getting dressed. Firstly, I would choose my moment. If 
this is the first time that I'm doing the getting dressed, teaching with the 
child, I wouldn't want to be doing getting dressed, teaching in the morning 
when the bus is coming or when we have to run out to daycare. This is not a 
good practice time because everybody in the house is going to be stressed, 
including me. 
 
So the best time to practice something is when we are relaxed and we have 
time to do this and there's time for a bit of when there's practice time. So for 
example, we could try Saturday morning if we're not rushing out to do 
something else, that might be a good time. 
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Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
 That makes sense because you need to, if I'm understanding these four 
steps, he doesn't get his iPad until he completes all three steps.  
 
Bethany Hartropp 
To say this is a six-year-old who's learning to get dressed. I would point to the 
picture of the underwear and then point to the underwear and saying, “put 
on your underwear, please”, and wait for him to put on his underwear. And if 
he doesn't do it, I would repeat it again, point to the picture and point to the 
underwear. And then if he doesn't do it, then I would help him put on his 
underwear. 
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
Bethany so that means you have to get him to put on his underwear before 
you move to the next step? 
 
Bethany Hartropp 
That's right. 
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
Okay. So I don't get to say, oops, he really doesn't want to on his underwear. 
So if it's on that schedule, you now have to follow through. 
 
Bethany Hartropp 
He has to. That's right. He has to follow through. And most importantly, I have 
to follow through. 
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
Right. As the parent. Right. 
 
Bethany Hartropp 
I have to follow through. And then the next step was put on pants. So the 
same thing. Point to the picture. Point to the pants. Put on your pants, please. 
And with repetition, the person gradually learns that pointing to the picture 
and pointing to the object like there’s an association, there's a link that is 
made between the two and then put on your shirt. Please. Point to the 
picture and point to the shirt. Put on your shirt, please, and then get to the 
iPad. Most children will be able to do three or four steps and then get that 
iPad. If that many steps are too difficult or it's a very challenging time, then 
maybe one step and then iPad and do that with a lot of success and then add 
in a second step and then iPad. 
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Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
So I'm repeating what you're saying, so if I have a child that's really young and 
doesn't quite understand to follow multi steps, you would do one thing, then 
they get the reward. And the same thing would be if I have an older child 
that's really, really has a lot of difficulties following a routine and might be 
angry and not want to do it and try to run away. I would then start with one 
step, then they get the reward and grow it from there. 
 
Bethany Hartropp 
I like that idea. Your expression. Grow it. 
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
So if anyone listening to this is interested, we have a blog post on our website 
about routines and how to make visual routines. You can check out that post 
on our website at Disability Programs Specialized Services dot org. It's also 
listed a link to it in our show notes at the end of this episode. 
 
Bethany Hartropp 
Cynthia, you mentioned when you were making that list at the beginning, 
you mentioned visual communication strategies which are not the same as 
visual schedules. Could you please explain what these are and how they're 
different from visual schedules? 
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
Yes. So, Bethany, you just describe visual schedules, which is a schedule of a 
few pictures in a row that they have to complete. Visuals are a picture that 
you show someone that can, like, indicate something. For example, a visual is 
the McDonald's M many people recognize all over the world. The McDonald's 
M as McDonald's and food and junk food and babies and toddlers as young as 
two can begin to recognize symbols. So why visuals are so important when 
kids are having communication difficulties like people with autism is a 
picture tells a thousand words. That picture of the m of McDonald's tells you 
there's food, there's a restaurant. I might get my hamburger, but it tells you 
what it is and it means a whole bunch of things. So pictures are extremely 
important for people with autism. 
 
It helps them communicate even if they can talk. So I hear a lot of parents 
that say, but my child can talk. I don't need visuals. Well, visuals help decrease 
the stress. Remember, we talked about that people with autism have trouble 
in part one reading facial expressions and and following a lot of social 
communication with friends. Whereas a picture you, don't have to use words 
and you show them a picture and they can get it. 
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So I have a story for you. I had a young man who was in his home and he 
could speak. He was able to talk in full sentences. But his mom had called this 
in because she was having a lot of trouble, that he was always raiding the 
fridge and drinking all the family's iced tea. So he kept going into the fridge 
and she would tell him, no, no, no, you can't you can't go in, no, no more. And 
she would try to explain it to him, but he kept going into the fridge. So when 
we were there, we said, let's try a visual. Let's show him a picture. And we had 
a picture of an X and we took some tape and we put that picture of the X on 
the fridge. 
 
So the next time that this young man went towards his fridge to try to get out 
his iced tea, we had the mother point to the X and say, “Nope, no iced tea, no 
fridge.” And guess what? He walked away so that X was worth a thousand 
words. So a thousand noes could have been said and that X communicated it 
to him. And the same thing happened when we use that X in other situations 
for him in cupboards that he wasn't supposed to go into, in other things that 
he wasn't supposed to touch. And it worked. It doesn't always work. You have 
to stand strong. So if you'd put that X up and the child or young adult still 
tried to get in the fridge, you'd have to not let them get in. Otherwise they will 
not pay attention to your X in the future. You have to be consistent as a 
parent or as a caregiver. You can't let them get in that fridge, that x, not that 
time, not in those few moments anyway. But when you want them to have 
access to the fridge, you can take the X off and then they can go in the fridge.  
 
So again, just to summarize, a picture can bring a thousand words into play 
and is much less stressful and decreases anxiety in people with autism. I'd 
love for people to just try using pictures, try it, see if it helps. It can decrease 
you talking and arguing and fighting with your child. So really what that X 
was was a prompt. It was a reminder for that young man, oops. Right. Not 
allowed in the fridge. Oops. Got it. It was a reminder in the world of therapy, 
it's called a prompt to help him remember. 
 
Bethany Hartropp 
Okay. It sounds like it's a very powerful thing, too, because it's that one picture 
that carries a lot of weight to it and really helps him remember something 
that he is or is not allowed to do. Yeah. 
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
Yeah. So the visual routine shows you the steps that someone needs to do. 
But a visual shows you one thing, tells you one thing, I'm not allowed to do 
this. Like an X or a no iPad picture. 
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Bethany Hartropp 
Okay. Cynthia, in a previous podcast, we talked about how people with 
autism may be easily overwhelmed by the environment and space. Would 
you be able to talk more about the sensory difficulties that people with 
autism might have? Please. 
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
Sure. I think it's important we probably repeat it. We talked about it in part 
one, but it's really important that everyone understand this when you're 
trying to help people with autism or through sensory regulation difficulties. 
So we talked about our typical day when we wake up, we might feel on low in 
the morning, we're tired, but we can wake ourselves up by having a coffee, 
maybe going on a walk, or splashing some water on our face, having a 
shower. And we can get to just right so we can get to work on time. If our 
child has a tantrum during lunchtime, when we have them home for lunch, 
we are on high our heart is beating. But we can take a few short breaths, do 
our drive back to work, drop our child back at school and we can calm 
ourselves down enough to get back to our work. 
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
Afternoon a meeting. Be on time. The difference is you are able to get 
yourself to just right, even though if you feel on high or on low. But someone 
with autism has a lot of trouble going from low to just right or high to just 
right. In fact, so many people with autism talk about getting stuck in the 
extremes of low or high and not knowing how to get back to just right. So 
they often have behaviors that look like behaviors to all of us that they're 
doing on purpose. But really, they're just trying to regulate their bodies to get 
back to just right. People with autism often can get stressed with what is 
going on around them more easily than people without autism. This brings 
us to why we need the use of sensory safe spaces. 
 
If people with autism can't easily get to just right, we've got to try to help 
them get to just right and make sure they have the most opportunity to get 
to just right. So a sensory safe space is a space that helps the person with 
autism get back the right energy. So, for example, a child that won't go into 
the class because they're overwhelmed by the noises and the sounds in their 
classroom, what we could do to help them be able to go into that classroom 
would be to maybe give them before they walk in some noise canceling 
headphones that they would put on their ears, kind of to block out the noises 
of the class. We also might have a mini tent set up in the classroom where 
they could go into to block out all the visual distractions that they might feel 
when they first enter that classroom. Now, this doesn't have to be fancy. It 
could be a sheet over their desk or a desk in a corner of the classroom that 
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they can go with a cushion and hide under with their earphones on so they 
can get to just right before they have to go and head out into the world of 
that noisy classroom. 
 
So there are some kids, though, that even with that, the noise canceling 
headphones in that little sensory safe space in the classroom, that it's still too 
much. So some kids really need more time in other environments, they might 
have to go to the special needs room of the school to calm themselves down. 
So where it's quieter and there's less people and they might need to spend 
good chunks of their day outside of that noisy class to make sure they get to 
just right. So some of the communities, Mistissini is one that the special 
needs room has a teepee tent set up in their space. So it's like a quiet tent in 
the special needs room that a child can go in to to get to just right. Some of 
these kids might have to wear noise, canceling headphones or listen to 
calming music or earplugs all day. 
 
So there are so many more examples I can give you, but I wanted to start 
there. But with adults I thought I would share you a story. So if you remember 
Hayley who was really overwhelmed by the environment at her gathering. So 
she was really stressed out when she was in there and really needed to leave. 
She was trying to escape the noise and the people and all the touch 
experiences in that gathering. So one of the things you could have done with 
an adult like this who you knew would be stressed out by loud gatherings, 
was to make sure she was calm before she goes in, take some extra steps 
before she goes into the gathering. So that might be a walk before the 
gathering to calm her down in nature, even just around wherever you're 
going outside. 
 
She could be listening to calm music when she walked in so that she wasn't 
hearing all those noises that were in the gathering. You could also have an 
iPad for them ready so that if they needed to take some space by themselves 
in a corner to calm down, that would be something you could do. The other 
thing I would really recommend is when you have someone with autism that 
is trying to integrate into community event, it's really nice to have a buddy or 
a companion for them. So someone that would be responsible if they started 
to show signs of being not just right. So on high really upset or starting to get 
very sleepy and not responding and wanting to sit slumped in the corner. So 
if they're on high, the companion or the buddy could start recognizing those 
signs. Oh, they're starting to make a lot of noises and starting to plug their 
ears, flap their hands, as we talked about in part one. 
 
And then that buddy could encourage maybe to take them to the side of the 
room, give them some music on their iPad to listen to or their iPod. And if 
they're really still showing signs of not being on just right and getting really 
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too high and overwhelmed by the environment, you could get that buddy to 
make sure they take them outside before the tantrum, before the running 
away begins. So it's really recognizing those early signs of overwhelm and 
making sure that they get to a space that can bring them to just right and 
hopefully that they could then return to your gathering and the whole family 
wouldn't have to leave. 
 
Bethany Hartropp 
So, Cynthia, it really sounds like what you're talking about is helping the 
person find their just right, using different strategies and like little by little 
exposing the person to the environment and finding ways for them to be 
able to go to all the different events that they want to go to, that their family 
goes to the community gatherings and finding ways so that they can be part 
of this. And like with Hayley, you were saying you were like go for a few 
minutes at a time maybe, go and then take a break and then go back and 
take a break so that she can still be part of it. 
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
Yes. I mean, there's many families that talk that it's really hard for them to 
attend gatherings or noisy big events with their children with autism, and 
then they are left out of family gatherings. And so a little bit of time and a 
little bit of time outside can really make the difference of the child or young 
adult or adult with autism to be able to participate. You've got it right. I do 
have another story. There's a lot of families and parents that talk about how 
do I make a sensory safe space at home? I myself at my cabin, it's a very small 
space. I have three children and one of my daughters really, really has trouble 
getting to just right, especially at bedtime. She shares a room with her two 
siblings. 
 
They have bunk beds and a pull-out bed underneath and she has trouble. She 
is always bothered by the noises that her siblings make and she can't get 
from high to just right, to low, to fall asleep. So one of the things we've done 
in a small space is we've put up a sheet. She's on the middle bunk. So my one 
of my daughters is on the bottom bottom that rolls out and she's on that 
middle one. And we put a sheet. So she has her privacy. We hang it from the 
top bunk and she has her own little tent in her space. So that blocks out the 
visual and the lights of her and the bothersome things of her sister and 
brother. But we also give her an iPod or access to listen to calming music 
because that blocks out all the sounds that bother her so much. 
 
So we are able to make a sensory safe space, you know, really small. So her 
bed is her sensory safe space and she can block everything and most of the 
time she can go from high, to just right, to low to, fall asleep. Another sensory 
safe space that can be used is the land. People with autism may respond well 
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to land based activities. Some families have told us their experiences and 
their success with bringing their family member with autism onto the land 
and how much they enjoy the land based activities. Many of them are 
spending a few weeks, a year or every few months in the bush. I have one 
particular story of a grandfather that shared his story with me about taking 
his autistic grandsons into the bush, and he felt they were so much calmer 
and happy while they were in the bush. He remembers that they were able to 
walk around free and they weren't trapped indoors and they were often 
calmer in nature. It's like they had a sense of purpose following the routine of 
being at camp, you know, getting the fire, going outside, helping collect the 
water. So it really was mimicking what this grandfather's story was, that 
outside was a sensory safe space and they were following a routine. 
 
Bethany Hartropp 
And there are many benefits to being on the land. Parents who have 
mentioned to me that being on the land means that they're not juggling 
work. And those pressures of community and home life as well, that they are 
completing one schedule and they're just doing that routine. That is the 
routine of camp. And there are fewer demands and it's much easier for the 
whole family as well. And like you said, it's a sensory safe space. Yeah. 
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
So in summary, on this podcast, we've talked about three main things that 
you can do right now to help your loved one with autism, and that is visual 
schedule routines, visuals and sensory safe spaces. You can put these in place 
without a diagnosis. And right now, without the help of professionals, we 
really encourage you to try these three things with your children and young 
adults with autism. Bethany, I wanted to thank you so much for spending the 
time with me on these podcasts on autism. 
 
Bethany Hartropp 
Cynthia Thank you for having me. Meegwetch. 
 
Cynthia Miller-Lautman 
We hope you enjoyed our two episodes on autism. If you are interested in 
more details on autism, we do have a full day training on behavior, on autism, 
on video. You can request to have access to these videos from your case 
manager who will contact our disability programs department. We do want 
you to know that a disability is only one part of a person and that there are a 
lot of gifts that the person brings to their family and community. It will be 
really important for you to help find those gifts and to encourage them in 
your children and adults with autism. We are sending a special mention out 
to all the people who are living with or helping someone with a disability. 
Thank you. We know and appreciate all the hard work you do. 
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