
Talking to your Child about Autism: When, How Often, and 
How

2013 Cigna 
Autism

education series

February 14, 2013



Michael J. Cameron, Ph.D., BCBA-D
Chief Clinical Officer  
mcameron[at]pacificchild.com
818.241.6780 (228)
Pacific Child and Family Associates
505 N. Brand Blvd., #1000
Glendale, CA 91203 

Karen Conway, Ph.D., BCBA-D
Licensed Psychologist
kconway[at]pacificchild.com
818.241.6780

Introductions



Agenda

Pyramid of topics Pyramid of topics 

Reasons to talk about autism 

Strengths, perspective talking, and care

Theory of Mind and its relevance 

Conversation guidelines  

When to have a conversation 

Discussion under non-emotional states

11

22

33

44

55

66

77



Reasons to Talk about Autism: Why it Matters 
Guidance

11

Family Education

Support the 
development of 
children, regardless of 
ability, disability, 
language capacity, or 
diagnosis. 
Support by authentic 
and developmentally 
appropriate 
communication.

3322 Children will be 
guided and 
influenced by the 
family and people 
in an educational 
role with kind 
intentions, or
children will be 
impacted by the 
careless and 
indifferent, or 
people with ill 
intentions.

Children need to 
receive 
appropriate 
information 
regarding their 
personal strengths 
as well as all 
factors (medical, 
physical, 
perceptual, or 
developmental) 
that will affect their 
personal growth 
and development.



Conversation 
Guidelines 

Contextualize 
and ”mind the 

threshold”

Link discussion to 
concrete 

information 

Match your 
language to the 

child’s 
development

It is helpful when communication is supported by multi-modal formats 
including speech, text, video, and pictures. 

Parents and teachers report that many meaningful conversations occur 
within the context of activities the child enjoys. Moreover, it is helpful to 
know a child’s personal threshold for crucial conversations and to avoid 
exceeding the threshold.

Use language that is appropriate to the child’s developmental age. 
Obviously, all children require communication, but the nature of the 
communication should be influenced by your assessment of expressive 
skills, receptive skills, and listening literacy (comprehension) abilities.  



1. Identify and talk about strengths 
(parity) 

2. Although you may not 
necessarily talk to a child about 
autism, you may talk about  
frustrations and struggles 

3. You may talk to a child about 
differences 

4. You may talk to a child about 
their actual diagnosis 

5. Reciprocity will influence the 
depth and breadth of 
conversations

Pyramid of Discussion



When to Initiate Discussions 

Difficulties with
behavioral
regulation

Difficulties in the area of
communication

The child
comments on
”rules”

The child
communicates
expectations

The child begins
to notice or
discuss
differences

This occasions an opportunity 
to describe how you will 
provide support to help the 
child communicate (e.g., 
Functional Communication 
Training) 

An opportunity to 
discuss differences in 
perspective from one 
child to another 

An opportunity to 
discuss autism and 
emphasizing differences 
but equivalence (not 
less than anyone else) 

An opportunity to describe how 
you will support (proactively). And 
within the context of support, 
there is also an opportunity to 
describe the form of support  

An opportunity to 
discuss the needs of 
different people and 
perspective taking 



How to Discuss Autism: Implications of Theory 
of Mind Instruction 

33

How does this relate to talking about autism? 

What is it? 

11

Why does it matter?

2
In brief, having a theory of mind is to be able to reflect on the contents of one’s own and other’s 
minds (Baron-Cohen, 2001). It creates the opportunity to understand personal intentions and the 
intentions of others.

ToM instruction relates to talking about autism because the child needs to understand their 
strengths and how they learn. If the child understands how to stay regulated and if they understand 
how their behavior impacts others, they will be more successful from a social standpoint. If they 
understand the intentions of others, they will be safer in their environments. 

Theory of Mind (ToM) is the ability to attribute mental states, beliefs, intent, desires, and knowledge 
to oneself and others and to understand that others have beliefs, desires, and intentions that are 
different from one’s own.



Theory of Mind
Resources

Role-playing and 
Acting (Myles & 

Southwick, 1999) 

Mind Reading 
(Human 

Emotions, 2002) 

Theory of Mind 
Coach (Diane 
Twachtman-
Cullen, 2004) 

Carol Gray’s 
Social Stories 
(Gray, 2004) 

Teaching 
Children to Mind 
Read (Howlin, 

Baron-Cohen, & 
Hadwin, 1999) 

Narrative –based
Intervention 



Please contact us anytime.
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How Often?

A dynamic process

oOpportunities will occur naturally
oDiscussions should be on-going
oNeed for redundancy
oProgressive conversations
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