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ften we who advocate for applied 
behavior analysis (ABA) for 
children with autism spectrum 

disorders, construct our arguments based 
on the scientific evidence supporting ef-
fective interventions. For people trained 
in science, this might prove a convincing 
edifice upon which to construct an argu-
ment. However, the audience that most 
needs to hear this argument, that is, the 
parents of children, especially very young 
children, diagnosed with autism, come 
from varied backgrounds and diverse life 
experiences. There is no guarantee that 
making the case for effective intervention 
based on the science behind the inter-
vention will be particularly convincing. 
In fact, there are good reasons to doubt 
that basing an argument on science will 
persuade many. For example, a Gallup 
poll conducted on the 400th anniversary 
of Darwin’s birth showed that fewer than 
40% of Americans believe in evolution 
(Newport, 2009). 

This essay attempts to make the case 
for intervention based in ABA largely 

by moving beyond simply stating that 
the science supports this intervention. 
Adopting the format made famous by 
David Letterman of the “Top Ten List,” 
and illustrating most points with stories 
of an engaging child with autism (my 
son, Ben) this essay tries to provide an 
easily accessible case for the multiple 
benefits of ABA intervention for children 
with autism.1

Reason 10 
Children with autism deserve ABA 

because there is more scientific 
evidence demonstrating ABA “works” 

than there is for any other  
intervention or treatment

This reason is often the most 
important reason for behavior analysts, 
but not always so for parents of children 
with autism. Parents rarely cite the many 
hundreds, perhaps thousands, of studies 
in the Journal of Applied Behavior Analysis 
and other journals when asked why they 
chose ABA to help their children with 
autism. Instead, many parents point to 

just one book: Catherine Maurice’s, Let 
Me Hear Your Voice. 

Maurice’s book tells her family’s story 
of two children diagnosed with autism 
and their use of behavioral interventions, 
and the remarkable progress both her 
children made—both acquired so many 
skills that they lost their original diagno-
ses. In fact the research tells us that quite 
a few children diagnosed with autism, 
perhaps as much as 40–50 percent, can 
learn enough to return to mainstream 
classrooms if they receive high quality, 
intensive, evidence-based interventions 
early enough (Helt et al., 2008; Lovaas, 
1987; McEachin, Smith, Lovaas, 1993; 
Rogers & Vismara, 2008). For these 
children and their lucky families, ABA 
clearly “worked.” 

But I would like to suggest that ABA 
can “work” in other ways as well. Many 
of us, who were inspired to start down 
the ABA path by Maurice’s book, realize 
at a certain point that our children are 
not going to lose their diagnoses and 
that they are not going to mainstream. 
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1 Having a child with autism has taught me many things, perhaps the most important one being to express gratitude for those who have helped him. 
Children with autism are the proverbial children for whom it takes a village, our families need help more than most, and indeed I would not be committed 
to advocating for effective intervention had my son not received excellent behavioral intervention from so many generous behavior analysts, many of whom 
have also spent hours talking me through the finer points of behavioral interventions—thus, educating me, along with Ben. So, I would like to begin on a 
note of thanks to the many who have labored to help me understand the value of behavioral intervention. Any success I have in making a user-friendly case 
for effective, science-based intervention for children with autism, is due to the generosity of others. This essay is dedicated to the many behavior analysts who 
have helped me understand.
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Nonetheless, ABA has “worked” for them. ABA worked to 
teach them skills, to teach them independence, to teach them 
to speak, to use the bathroom or sleep through the night, to 
gain the skills they will need to hold jobs as adults. We need 
to expand our understanding of what “works” means, and 
we parents need to speak more persuasively of the difference 
behavioral intervention has made in our children’s lives. So, 
taking a cue from Maurice’s book, I am going to tell you some 
stories about my son, Ben, and try to explore how ABA has 
worked for him and for us.

Reason 9 
Kids with autism deserve ABA because they are human

You might think that the humanity of children with autism 
goes without saying, but I’m afraid you’d be mistaken. There 
are a variety of views of autism that at their core deny the basic 
humanity of individuals with autism, and that are particularly 
dangerous because they can too easily lead to denying that our 
kids can learn.

In the first place, there is the old school view of autism as 
horrible, intractable, and untreatable. This view is reflected in 
early popular media accounts of people working with children 
with autism, which began to appear in the press in the 1960s. 
Life magazine, in 1965, referred to children with autism as 
“far-gone mental cripples,” “whose minds are sealed against 
all human contact” (Moser, 1965). The New Yorker in 1968 
described autism as “organic and incurable” and praised those 
who work with children with autism because “they encounter 
beings so badly scarred, so remote that it must be hard for a 
psychoanalyst to even acknowledge them as fellow creatures” 
(Gay, 1968). The same article states that after three years of 
treatment, one patient was “becoming a human being.” This 
view of autism renders individuals with autism as less than 
human. 

At the other extreme are portrayals of individuals with 
autism as better than human, possessing gifts and abilities 
beyond those of “non-autistic” individuals. William Stillman in 
his 2006 book, Autism and the God Connection: Redefining the 
Autistic Experience Through Extraordinary Accounts of Spiritual 
Giftedness, gives examples of that spiritual giftedness, which 
includes a wide variety of supernatural talents by people with 
autism, such as the ability to read other people’s minds, to 
telepathically communicate with both people and animals, to 
know the future, to be familiar with events that occurred before 
they were born, to perceive auras, and to speak with angels 
or other spirit guides. Stillman is so enamored of the spiritual 
gifts of those with, in his words, “autistic experiences,” that 
he portrays them as thoroughly “other” than human beings, 
possessing a wide range of super-human, supernatural abilities 
and talents.

And, somewhere in the middle, but also fundamentally 
disparaging the basic humanity of individuals with autism, are 
certain voices from the neuro-diversity movement. In an essay 
famous in the blog-o-sphere, Jim Sinclair gives advice to par-
ents of children with autism in his 1993 reflection titled: Don’t 
Mourn for Us. He exhorts parents not to mourn for children 
who have been diagnosed with autism, but rather embrace 
the role of advocate for this “stranger” who has come into our 
lives. He says that when we look at our children with autism 
we should think:

This is an alien child who landed in my life by ac-
cident. I don’t know who this child is or what it will 
become. But I know it’s a child, stranded in an alien 
world, without parents of its own kind to care for it.

Can I just say that the phrase “without parents of its own 
kind” really sticks in my craw? Mr. Sinclair was apparently not 
in the room when I gave birth to my son, but by my recollec-
tion (which is fairly strong because I was sadly unmedicated), 
is that my child gestated in my body for nine months, and 
then was delivered, birthed by me from my very body. Then, 
in fact, he went on to draw sustenance from that same body, 
by nursing for 18 months or so. In fact, it would be hard for 
me to name a single other being on the entire planet who is 
more “my kind” than my son Ben (unless we remember his 
older brother Sean). So pardon me if, as a woman who has 
given birth, I am offended by the claim that my child is an 
“alien.” The point here is that this is an example of yet another 
view of individuals with autism that denies their fundamental 
humanity—a humanity that they share with all of us.

So, once upon a time, individuals with autism were 
portrayed as less than human, and today they are portrayed at 
times as more than human, or by others as, well, different from 
human. All of these views skirt perilously close to denying that 
people with autism are human—and this is always dangerous. 

The autism spectrum is but a subset of the human spec-
trum—but it is part of the human spectrum. This is important 
because behavioral scientists have shown us some basic insights 
into how humans learn. When we deny the humanity of indi-
viduals with autism, we risk denying that they can learn. 

Reason 8 
Children with autism deserve ABA because it will help 
their parents be the best parents they can be for them

I think all of us parents want to help our children reach 
their potential. My older son Sean loves to play the trumpet, 
and according to his teachers, is apparently pretty good at it. 
Now, I can’t teach him much about the trumpet or music in 
general, but I can make sure he takes the time to practice and 
help him to develop the habits of serious musicians. In this 
way, I can help him reach his potential. 
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In the same way I want Ben, my son who has autism, to 

reach his potential, but this goal can be trickier to achieve. 
Parenting a child with autism is a lot like parenting a typi-
cal child, but everything you know about parenting a typical 
child needs to be taken to an extreme to parent your child with 
autism. In fact, I think the image of “extreme parenting” fits 
well the task of raising a child with autism. 

The Encarta World English Dictionary defines extreme 
sports as, “a sport considered more dangerous and thrilling 
than ordinary sports and often involving hazardous stunts and 
tricks,” which I think translates to what is required of parents 
of children with autism very nicely. “More dangerous and 
thrilling, involving hazardous stunts and tricks” pretty much 
describes the average weekend at my house. Let me give you 
some examples of extreme parenting.

All parents have to wean their babies off formula or breast 
milk and introduce solid foods, but most don’t need a behavior 
analyst and a data-based program to teach chewing and swal-
lowing of chicken nuggets, like we did. All parents help their 
children learn to talk, but most don’t have to explicitly and 
separately teach their child how to make the /m/ sound and 
how to make the /ah/ sound using manual prompting to guide 
their mouths, before they hear their child say “mama” for the 
first time.

Many parents worry about the quality of their children’s 
education, but few need to start a new ABA-based school just 
to provide a place where their child will actually learn. 

All parents know it is best to remain consistent with their 
children, but few pay for the occasional lapse like parents of 
children with autism do. 

Parenting your child with autism is simply an extreme ver-
sion of parenting. All parents know that they have an impact 
on their children’s lives, but few have the potential to have the 
impact that we do. We parents of children with autism have to 
work harder to assure that our children learn all they can, reach 
their potential, and when we rely on ABA to measure progress 
and guide teaching, we know we are making all the difference 
we can. 

Reason 7  
Children with autism deserve ABA because  
it will help teach them how to sleep through  

the night and use the bathroom

I have to confess that I do not have any studies in hand that 
show behavioral intervention can help children sleep through 
the night.2 But I do know that sleeping through the night (or 
just as good—staying in bed for the night), is one of those 
skills that parents are going to have to largely teach on their 
own—much like another important skill—toileting. Even if 

you have endless access to the best behavioral intervention in 
the world (and who has that?) certain skills are going to require 
deep, ongoing parental involvement in teaching. And your best 
friend here in achieving success is data collection.

Collecting data is not rocket science, it is not brain surgery, 
and it is not just for professionals. All parents want to see that 
their kids are learning, and most can just look at report cards to 
check this. But parenting a child with autism is, as I said before, 
like an extreme sport, so we can’t wait for report cards—we 
need to measure ourselves. Here’s what all that has meant in 
my life—here’s what we’ve most often directly and frequently 
measured—toileting.

I have in my basement no fewer than six years of my son’s 
toileting data—weekly data sheets that track each urination, 
each bowel movement, each accident, and each spontaneous 
initiation. Ben’s father and I took most of the data. Why does 
this matter? Well, at the beginning, we knew that teaching was 
effective when we were quickly able to move to spontaneous 
initiation, and get him off a timed schedule of bathroom visits. 
How did we know to do so? The data revealed few to no ac-
cidents. Then, even with Ben initiating spontaneously, there 
were few accidents. But when we did have accidents, especially 
the dreaded but familiar bowel movement accidents, we were 
able to look at our data, see when these were likely to occur, 
and work to prevent them. Preventing the behavior helped keep 
it from becoming ingrained. Then, after many years, when I 
noticed he occasionally woke up with his pull-up completely 
dry, we began taking morning data on the pull-up. 

After Ben was dry for about six weeks in a row, I took 
the pull-up away. The data revealed behavioral patterns that 
guided our intervention. The data showed us what to do. The 
data demonstrated that our son has this skill—a very important 
skill! He can go to the bathroom independently. He can sleep 
through the night in regular underwear. He learned this as 
quickly as he did because we directly and frequently measured 
his toileting behavior. This made a huge difference for all of us 
in the family. Now we can take Ben to his brother’s concerts 
without an extra change of clothes in the bag. We can all sleep 
through the night without worry. We can stop spending our 
money on pull-ups! Yeah! And Ben can feel like any other ac-
complished, competent 10-year-old in the world, and go to the 
bathroom on his own, when he needs to. Probably, this matters 
most to him. 

Reason 6 
Individuals with autism deserve ABA because it is  

the best defense against the tyranny of low expectations

I suppose there are many stories to be told of low expecta-
tions for our children with autism that have to do with school 

2 Editor’s note: Please see Cortesi, Giannotti, Ivanenko, and Johnson (2010); and Kodak and Piazza (2008) for some evidence regarding behavioral interven-
tions for sleep problems exhibited by children diagnosed with autism.
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districts, but what comes to my mind first is actually churches. 
As a member of the Autism and Faith Task Force of the Elizabeth 
M. Boggs Center for Developmental Disabilities, I occasionally 
get e-mails passed to me that recount terrible, painful stories of 
individuals with autism, who have apparently not had access to 
quality interventions, and whose families bring them to church 
with less than happy results. The most famous of these cases 
occurred in the Midwest and resulted in a church seeking a 
restraining order against a large 13-year-old boy with autism 
whose family used a variety of distracting and unorthodox 
methods to calm him during services, including gently binding 
his limbs and sitting on him. When this story hit the media, 
it was a scandal, and the parents felt betrayed by the church 
because it would not “accept” their child. Although this story 
received the most media attention, it is not an isolated case, 
unfortunately. And what is most striking to me are the parents’ 
feelings of rejection and even “hatred” when a congregation 
seeks to intervene on account of dangerous behaviors of indi-
viduals with autism. Low expectations are wrong when school 
districts engage in them, but they are especially tragic when 
parents themselves come to believe that others must accept 
their child’s problem behaviors or lack of skills, whatever they 
are. 

Accepting a person does not mean accepting the propo-
sition that they cannot learn. In fact, I would argue just the 
opposite—truly accepting a person means embracing the 
proposition that however disabled they might seem, they can 
learn. And through ABA, they can learn well.

Reason 5 
Children with autism deserve ABA because it can 
teach them the skills necessary to make friends

For children with autism who have good language skills, 
behavioral intervention can be used to teach and support 
learning the social skills necessary to successfully interact with 
their peers. There is an increasing amount of research into peer 
interactions, and this is good news for many of our kids. For my 
son, however, for whom language remains and always will be a 
challenge, it turn out that social interactions were facilitated by, 
of all things, ball skills.

I’ll let you in on a secret—when we first started teaching 
ball skills at home, Ben did not like it, and neither did I. When 
he picked the ball skills program from his activity schedule, the 
therapist would have to come and find me because it always 
took two of us to prompt him through the motions. One of 
us would have to stand behind him and physically prompt his 
arms up to catch the ball, which would otherwise hit him in 
the chest and drop to the floor. This went on for months, and I 
thought to myself often “why are we teaching this?”

Fast forward a few years ahead, and what we have now is a 
child who loves playing with balls and who is very good with 

them in a variety of ways. The teachers at Ben’s ABA school, 
REED Academy, started encouraging him to shoot baskets as 
soon as he was big enough to hold and throw a basketball. He 
is now a more accurate shot than anyone else in our household. 
In fact, when we are shooting baskets in the backyard, he will 
often wait until I miss a shot (which takes very little time!), 
then retrieve the basketball, stand in the exact same place I just 
shot and missed from, and sink the basket, underscoring his 
superior skills—in case I had missed it.

Balls provide hours of entertainment, and as a bonus, they 
travel well. We’ve taken balls with us to grandma’s, on beach 
vacations, and packed them in our luggage on a trip to Italy. 
Ben works to play basketball, soccer, mini-golf, or catch with 
his classmates regularly in school. But even more important, as 
this skill has generalized, it has become the pathway to social 
engagement with kids who do not have autism. When he goes 
to the playground, Ben always brings a ball, which happily 
often serves as an SD (discriminative stimulus) to the other kids 
on the playground to approach him and ask to play catch. Most 
kids are quite satisfied with my explanation, “He doesn’t talk 
much, but would like to play catch with you,” and off they will 
go, my son and a new friend for the day, playing together quite 
typically.

Reason 4  
Individuals with autism deserve ABA because  

it enables their parents and teachers to capitalize  
on their strengths and preferences

For many of our children with autism, a large part of effec-
tively teaching them is first figuring out how to motivate them. 
Parents and teachers become keen observers of our children’s 
interests and preferences because we recognize the importance 
of grabbing all the teaching opportunities presented. When 
you note something your child likes, you can capitalize on that 
preference and use it to motivate the child. For example, once 
we noticed how much Ben liked to pour liquids into glasses, 
we stopped filling glasses before dinner. Why? Because it was 
often a little challenge to get Ben to begin to eat his food. I 
used to reinforce his eating healthy foods with cookies or chips, 
which undermined the value of the healthy food. But now we 
simply sit down to a table of empty glasses, and when Ben 
requests that they be filled—for to him an empty glass is simply 
abhorrent!—I remind him, “Eat your chicken and then you 
can pour the milk.” 

So, that is one example how ABA has taught me to at-
tend to and leverage Ben’s preferences, but I’ve also learned to 
look for and capitalize on his strengths. The very question of 
defining strengths is tricky because perspective matters here, 
and what may be defined as a deficit in one case, may turn out 
to be a strength in another. 
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Readers Digest used to have a feature that demonstrated 

this point well, and made a little joke of demonstrating how 
essentially the same sort of behavior could be described very 
differently depending on one’s relationship to the behavior. So 
for example, you might note that people tend to say:

I’m trusting. You’re naive. He’s gullible.
I’m sensitive. You’re high-strung. She’s neurotic.
I’m concerned. You’re curious. He’s nosy.

 Now, this works with some of the behaviors we see in 
individuals with autism as well—and perspective matters in 
how you view behavior. For example,

I am focused. You’re obsessive. He’s perseverating. 
Or
I like things to be predictable. You’re stuck in your 
ways. He’s inflexible and rigid. 

I realize that the definition of autism is to be found precisely 
in these behavior extremes, and I am, again, making the point 
that the autism spectrum is a subset of the spectrum of human 
behavior, but I also want to suggest that there are opportunities 
to capitalize on these preferences. The place I’ve had the most 
success capitalizing on Ben’s attention to routine and ability to 
discern and remember patterns, is in teaching him to attend 
religious services. For an individual who likes predictability, 
going to mass at a Catholic Church is a perfect fit. It is the same 
order of events, in the same place, at the same time, on the 
same day every week. You are even usually sitting by the same 
people, because plenty of folks who do not have autism like 
predictability, and sit in the same pew week after week. Years of 
carefully shaping Ben’s behavior have resulted in a child who is 
the first one on his feet when it is time to stand for the gospel, 
the first one to kneel when the consecration prayer begins, and 
the first one to jump to his feet and stand when the music 
starts and the mass begins. So, yes, the DSM-IV may speak 
of “inflexible adherence to specific, nonfunctional routines or 
rituals,” but not all routines or rituals need be “nonfunctional” 
and you can find opportunities to turn deficits into strengths 
when you put your ABA glasses on and think “How can I use 
this preference? How can I take advantage of this behavior?” 

Reason 3  
Children with autism deserve ABA because  

it can teach parents how to respond in the moment

Because our children with autism have so much to learn, 
it is critical that parents become fluent enough in the basics 
of behavioral intervention to be able to apply principles and 
techniques at home. We know that the more times a mistake is 
practiced the more ingrained it will become (think of a word 

that you routinely misspell). The more times you misspell 
the word, the more you get used to the misspelling and the 
less likely you are to be able to discern correct from incorrect 
spelling. Rehearsing mistakes makes it less likely you can even 
notice that the mistake is a mistake.

Well, it is the same with our kids, the more often they 
make a mistake the more likely they will be to repeat it. So 
parents need to know how to respond in the moment, both in 
terms of capturing motivation and also in terms of preventing 
mistakes.

In fact, we parents spend a lot of time with our kids, even 
parents of children with autism, and we need to learn enough 
behavioral techniques to make the best use of that time. There 
is a short passage from Catherine Maurice’s seminal book, 
Let Me Hear Your Voice, which has inspired me for years. At 
one point, while discussing her daughter’s progress, Catherine 
Maurice says to Bridget Taylor, “I have you ten hours a week,” 
and Bridget points out to her in reply, “Yes, and you also have 
you, Catherine, carrying through this program a lot more than 
ten hours a week.” Reading this for the first time, just weeks 
after my son was diagnosed, it was as though a little bell went 
off in my head when I realized that no matter how many 
“hours of ABA” we get for Ben, to best help him, I have to do 
this work as well. In the world of our children with autism, 
time equals power, and the people who spend the most time 
with your children have enormous influence over them; and 
generally speaking the people who spend the most hours with 
your child is YOU.

I am always trying to get better at this goal of responding 
in the moment, taking advantage of every teaching opportunity 
presented myself, but still have a long way to go. For example, 
for many years, I have been working on teaching Ben to say 
some prayers at night before he goes to sleep. At first, I simply 
said the standard prayers Catholic kids are taught, the Our 
Father and the Hail Mary, to him before bed. Then it occurred 
to me that he could say some of the words to the prayers him-
self, and so I would start a phrase, but stop when we got to a 
word I knew he could say. So it looked like this:

I would say, “Hail . . .” and Ben would continue,
“Mary.”
Than I would start the next line, “Full of . . .” and Ben 
would continue, “grace.”

We did this for several months with success. As an aside, I 
have to point out here that one of the great things about teach-
ing your child prayers or other religious rituals or observances 
is that you can take your time. I was very encouraged when I 
realized that even if I took a full 10 years to teach Ben to say the 
Hail Mary, he would still know it before he was 20, and still be 
able to recite the prayer his entire adult life. While I do need to 
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assure he makes progress, the progress can be very slow and still 
confer meaningful benefit for the majority of his lifetime.

Anyway, we continued happily our nightly recitation, but 
I added an SD, and would always start by asking 

“Ben, are you ready to say your prayers?” 
Ben would reply, “Yes!”
So, I’d start, “Hail . . .” and Ben would say, “Mary.”  
Then I’d say, “Full of . . .” and Ben would say,
“grace.” 

This was going well right up until the time he began a 
program at school called “Safety Questions.” In this program 
he learned how to answer important questions he might be 
expected to answer if he were ever lost, such as, “What’s your 
address?” or “What’s your father’s name?” He also learned how 
to answer the question “What’s your mother’s name?” by reply-
ing, “Mary Beth,” which I figured out one night when we were 
saying our prayers.

I began as usual, “Ben, are you ready to say 
your prayers?” 
And Ben said, “Yes!”
So, I said, “Hail . . .” 
And Ben grinned sneakily at me and said, 
“Mary Beth.” 

Whoops, I thought, this will never do! I really cannot have 
my son going around saying, “Hail Mary Beth,” so I thought 
about how to problem solve this and came back to the concept 
of preventing mistakes and the value of behavioral momentum. 
I figured my only hope was to interrupt him, right after he said 
“Mary” but before he could say “Beth.” If I jumped right in and 
quickly started the next line, “Full of . . .” I figured that Ben 
would then say, “grace” and we could move on successfully.

This worked the first night, and he seemed a little annoyed 
that I had cut off his little joke, but once I kept saying the 
prayer, he stayed with me and moved on. Once I got him back 
on track, the behavioral momentum was working for me. And 
this worked the second night as well, I said “Hail . . .” and Ben 
said, “Mary—” and I jumped right in with “Full of . . .” before 
he could get the word Beth out. He speaks slowly enough that 
I could easily interrupt him, and once we just moved the prayer 
forward he would focus on the next word he was supposed to 
fill in. He was annoyed with me, but it was okay. I thought I 
had fixed this problem and was feeling proud of myself. Then 
on the third night, when I was sure this problem was behind 
us, I began as usual, 

“Ben, ready to say your prayers?”
Ben said, “yes.”
I said, “Hail . . .”
And he looked me right in the eye, and said, “Beth!” 

Even though you know you are not supposed to do this 
(because you are likely reinforcing the behavior), there are 
simply some times when you have to laugh—and this was 
one of them. I believe at that point I just said to him, “Okay, 
buddy, you win, let’s say the Our Father.” Over time, I’ve come 
to rather relish the fact that a fairly significant and interesting 
aspect of my life is being out-smarted on a regular basis by a 
child with a diagnosis of significant developmental disability. 
And it also bears mentioning here that ABA will not destroy 
your child’s sense of humor.

Reason 2  
Children with autism deserve ABA because  

some day their parents are going to die

No parent likes to think about this but we parents of chil-
dren with autism really need to. We must make sure our kids 
learn the skills they need to be as independent as possible as 
adults and as connected to their families and their communities 
in healthy ways as possible. We must teach now to assure that 
they are able to hold jobs, and to engage in volunteer work 
to give back to communities that support them and thus be 
connected through other networks than just the social service 
delivery network that they may have to rely upon. We want 
them to be people sustained by a caring web of relationships; 
that is what we need to work toward before we die.

We all want our children to be a valued part of the com-
munities in which they live—so let me tell you a story about 
Ben to show you what I mean.

When Ben was quite small, about 3 years old, he was 
completely obsessed with automatic doors, especially the ones 
at our local grocery store, which was a stop on his almost 
nightly walks through town. Ben’s absolutely favorite thing in 
the whole world was to be allowed to go in the IN door and 
run immediately through the OUT door, and to do this again 
and again. While we were always careful not to get in the way 
of other customers, my husband and I still feared being repri-
manded by the management. After all, we were letting the air 
conditioning out in the summer and the heat out in the winter. 
We knew that if we interrupted this behavior, Ben would have 
a tantrum, but of course, others looking at him did not know 
this. We shrugged off the realization that people at the grocery 
store probably just assumed that we were bad parents, and 
waited for the day we would all finally get in trouble.

One day, a store employee did come over to us, but instead 
of scolding, he bent down to give Ben a handmade badge, 
carefully cut out of blue construction paper with the words, 
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“Door Inspector,” written on it. That is precisely the sort of 
acceptance that all people with autism (and without) long for, 
yet so rarely receive. 

While this true story has become for me an example of real 
community acceptance, I know it is not an accident that this 
occurred when Ben was 3. Had he been engaging in this behav-
ior when he was 13, things would have turned out differently; 
and had he been doing this at 23, likely the police would have 
become involved. So, we have taken the rather laborious steps 
needed to make sure that Ben can walk through the automatic 
IN doors without immediately seeking the OUT door; we have 
made sure he can shop for groceries, make eye contact with 
store employees, and say, “Thank you.” We have used ABA 
to teach him to behave in such a way that the grocery store 
employees will be as welcoming of him as an adult as they were 
of him when he was just an adorable 3-year-old, “inspecting” 
their automatic doors.

Reason 1 
Individuals with autism deserve ABA because it can 

prepare them to be their own best advocates

I used to think that self-advocacy was something that 
only individuals with autism who had fluent language skills 
would ever attain. I know it is not likely my son will sit in 
on a transition planning meeting at age 14 and clearly tell all 
gathered around the table which job skills he would like to 
learn. He might be able to point at pictures, or use a type to 
talk device to indicate preferences, but I suspect it will always 
be a challenge for Ben to communicate his hopes and dreams 
about his own future to others. Because of this, I used to think 
that self-advocacy was not a real goal of his, but I have come 
to see otherwise—through our years of learning how to attend 
church services. 

I began taking Ben to mass only when he was five and a 
half and already had some of the prerequisite skills, such as 
the ability to sit, mostly still, without making too much noise 
for the 50–60 minutes it takes to get through the Catholic 
liturgy. Relying primarily on shaping, or reinforcing succes-
sive approximations of the target behavior, over the course of 
several years, we worked on his mass participation behaviors. 
We aimed first simply for getting through the mass without 
making too much noise. When he got good at that, I worked 
on teaching Ben to stand and sit at the appropriate times. Then 
much later, I taught him to kneel, and to shake hands for the 
Exchange of Peace, part of every Catholic mass. Some things he 
learned were easy to teach because he enjoyed them so much, 
like dipping his finger in the font of holy water, so that he 
could make the sign of the cross, or dropping the envelope in 
the collection basket—these were things he looked forward to, 
and served as natural reinforcers contributing to his enjoyment 
of attending church. 

If you were to see him today on any given Sunday, you 
would see a child walk quickly to the front door of the church, 
but hold it for others who need to enter—and if you listen 
closely, you’ll hear him say “you’re welcome” when people 
thank him for holding open the door. He then goes directly to 
the nearest holy water font, dips his finger in, and blesses him-
self saying a somewhat abbreviated, “Father, Son, Holy Spirit, 
amen.” This occurs at the door of the church, where many 
people are gathered, including the priest who will preside at 
mass, and all the liturgical ministers—altar servers, Eucharistic 
ministers, and lectors—and they all watch him each week and 
smile at his appropriate behavior. Recently Ben has adopted the 
practice of shaking each one’s hand, and saying, “Hi” to all who 
are gathered for the opening procession.

Ben then leads us to a pew and makes the choice about 
where we sit, slightly varying the location each week. He kneels 
and blesses himself appropriately as he enters the pew, and the 
people already sitting down watch him, smile, and greet him. 
He is the first one on his feet when the music begins the service, 
and he knows exactly what to do, including when to stand, 
when to sit, and when to kneel through the entire mass. When 
it is time to exchange a greeting in the service, Ben makes sure 
to leave no hand untouched, and delights in reaching across 
pews and around us to greet everyone—and everyone seated 
even remotely near us, goes out of their way to shake his hand. 
He receives communion appropriately and independently each 
week, both the bread and the wine, and the ministers who 
distribute communion appear honored when he is in their line, 
and impressed at his clear, “Amen.” At the end of the mass, 
when everyone else leaves, even though the choir is still sing-
ing, Ben remains in place—he attends to them until they are 
done—and then, often, he claps. The choir loves him.

People who sit behind us routinely tell me that they so en-
joy watching Ben during the liturgy. Some have even said that 
they sit behind us on purpose, just so that they can watch Ben. 
People whose names I do not know greet Ben by name. And 
everyone who sees him at mass knows that he is absolutely ca-
pable of appropriate if not exemplary mass behavior. Although 
he is still quite young, and despite the fact that his language 
is somewhat rudimentary, when we are at church together, I 
can clearly see that Ben is his own best advocate. And every 
single person who knows that Ben has autism also knows what 
individuals with autism are capable of. Self-advocacy is not 
only for those with fluid language skills. Rather, competence 
begets self-advocacy, and behavioral intervention is the path to 
that competence. 

Every child deserves this chance to show others all that he 
or she is capable of; every child deserves to learn all he can 
learn; every child with autism deserves effective, behavioral in-
tervention, and it is up to us parents to make sure our children 
with autism get what they deserve. 
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