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A Message from the Executive Director
by Shannon Friesen-Zook

The early signs of winter are upon us and 
another year will soon draw to an end. It is 
time for reflection: to think back on what 

has happened in the past and turn our thoughts to 
the future. During my three-week break from the 
office, I had ample time to reflect on the happenings 
at Autism Services. I remember a time—in the not so 
distant past—when we were 6–7 staff stacked 3 high 
in 2 small offices. Now, walking down the long, cav-
ernous halls of Autism Services, I am struck by the 
numerous office doors that seem to stretch on and 
on, along with a staff that numbers nearly 30. 

While all expansion has been positive and trans-
lates to increased services for children with Autism, 
I also feel a twinge of sadness laced with nostalgia. I 
remember feeling intimately involved with all staff, 

and with all families on the membership, nurtur-
ing a deep sense of commitment. Today, exponen-
tial growth at Autism Services has forced a change in 
that degree of connectedness, leaving some lingering 
adjustment issues for all of us. 

As the Executive Director, I want to ensure that, 
as we have grown and hopefully continue to grow, 
Autism Services remains committed to the families 
we are honoured and privileged to serve. I do not 
want to lose sight of what is happening at the “grass 
roots level.” My heart and my door remain open to 
you. Share with me what we can do to assist you in 
your journey. Call or stop by for a chat and a cup of 
coffee as we look out at the glistening snow across the 
street in Kinsmen Park. 
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Fridge Art with a Difference
by Cassandra Phillips, PhD

J  ude Farthing is a designer and artist. Two 
pieces of his work has been exhibited at the 
Mendel Art Gallery, Saskatoon, and one at the 

Legislative Building, Regina. He has a great eye for 
detail and his brush strokes are precise. Did I tell you 
he is aged 8 years and has Autism? 

Monique Martin, Jude’s art teacher at Georges 
Vanier Catholic Fine Arts School, Saskatoon, 
describes Jude as a child “with exceptional skills that 
are recognized by all those who see his work.” In 
October 2011, Jude’s latest masterpiece—a 60-foot 
mural—became a reality when it was completed 
along a corridor at Habitat for Humanity’s ReStore 
Administrative Building, Saskatoon. Jude sketched 
the design for the mural from photos of homes built 
locally by Habitat for Humanity. 

Danielle, Jude’s mother, is very proud of her son’s 
work. Jude was “phenomenal at art when he was 4. 

He had a grasp of perspective. His animals and crea-
tures were wonderful, even in kindergarten.” 

In total, 28 students from Grades 6/7 and 7/8 
classes at Georges Vanier helped paint the wall mural 
with Jude. Monique Martin is an exceptional artist 
who germinated the seed for the project. Partners 
included education students, University of Saskatch-
ewan, and SUNTEP students, Gabriel Dumont Insti-
tute. She also wants to acknowledge the sponsorship 
of the Greater Saskatoon Catholic Schools Founda-
tion, Colours Art & Framing, Habitat for Humanity, 
SARCAN, and Tipping Point Graphics. 

This is a canvas way taller than Jude. It speaks to 
nurturing the talents and potential of children with 
Autism. Congratulations Jude!

The pelican is one of Jude’s 
past exhibit pieces and not 
part of the mural project.

Jude holds up one of his preliminary 
sketches that later became part of the 

mural
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Photos with permission by 
Monique Martin. 

Many hands were required to 
bring Jude’s design to life! 

Top right: Jude helped out too. 
Bottom left: Wide view of the 

completed project.
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What is Occupational Therapy?
by David Ambrose, BTO (OT), OT Reg (Sask), SIPT

Occupational Therapists are university-
trained rehabilitation professionals. Occu-
pational Therapy focuses on occupation 

as its method of intervention as well as its outcome 
measure. To an Occupational Therapist, occupa-
tion means much more than just “job” or “career.” 
To an Occupational Therapist, occupation refers to 
any activity that occupies your time: anything that 
you have to, want to, or need to do across the day. 
Occupational Therapists commonly divide occupa-
tions into categories such as self-care, productivity, 
and leisure. With this idea of occupation in mind, 
we can see that Occupational Therapy is a profession 
that seeks to help people to improve their ability to 
do the things they have to or want to do in a day. 

Occupational Therapists keep this focus on occu-
pation when working with children. Play, dressing, 
grooming, feeding, school work, sports and artistic 
activities are common occupations of children. 

When a child faces challenges engaging in these 
occupations, there is a role for Occupational Therapy.

Occupational Therapy and Autism
Children, adolescents and adults with Autism can 
experience challenges with a number of self-care, 
productivity and leisure occupations. Occupational 
Therapist will look at these challenges and attempt 
to determine what performance components are 
contributing to the difficulties. Intervention can 
focus on the person, environment or the occupation 
itself, modifying these factors to help create the best 
possible fit between them to allow for the best pos-
sible occupational performance for the individual.

While all individuals with Autism are unique, 
there are some frequently occurring challenges in a 
number of performance components, all of which 
can be addressed in occupational therapy treatment. 
These include:

 S Sensory processing
 S Fine motor skills
 S Gross motor skills
 S Visual perceptual skills
 S Social skills
 S Self-organization skills

In future newsletters, I will discuss in more detail 
each of these performance components. 

What to expect with Occupational Therapy
When first meeting an Occupational Therapist as the 
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parent of an individual with Autism, you can expect 
an intake interview of some kind. This interview will 
help the Occupational Therapist understand your 
child, as well as your goals for your child. 

Next, you can expect some sort of assessment. The 
exact form of the assessment will vary from child 
to child and the setting in which you are seeing the 
Occupational Therapist, although most will involve 
a combination of formal assessment, and informal/
clinical observation assessment. 

After a period of assessment, you can expect a 
debriefing interview with the Occupational Thera-
pist, where the Therapist summarizes the assessment 
results. The Therapist can then propose a treatment 
plan for your consideration. The treatment plan 
should include measureable outcomes that, when 
present, will will let you and the Therapist know that 
a goal (or part of a goal) has been achieved. After a 
goal is achieved, you can expect a conversation with 
the Occupational Therapist to collaboratively deter-
mine if additional goals can be set, or if the achieve-
ment of that goal marks the end of Occupational 
Therapy service.

The form that Occupational Therapy service takes 
varies from child to child and setting to setting. 
School-based consultation, in-home treatment, in-
clinic treatment or some combination of these service 
delivery models are all available in the Saskatoon area 
from a number of programs and individual occupa-
tional therapists.

In summary, Occupational Therapy is a rehabilita-
tion profession concerned with achieving ideal occu-
pational performance for its clients. Focusing on the 
person, the occupation itself, and the environment 
in which occupations are performed, modifying these 

factors as needed. Occupational Therapists can help 
individuals with Autism achieve higher levels of inde-
pendent occupational performance. 

Editor’s Note: David Ambrose can be reached by 
telephone at (306) 668-0066 or by email at 
theraplay@sasktel.net
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Fundraising Report
Autism Services gratefully acknowledges the following donations received  

between 21 May and 24 October 2011.

Corporate Donors
Glentworth Donor's Choice
Morris Interactive Inc.
Prairie Pacific Construction
Redeemed Christian Church of God
Saskatoon Light & Power
Saskatoon Parrot Head Club
St. Anne's Catholic Women's League
Stoughton & District, Donor's Choice
University of Saskatchewan

Subtotal                     $6,732 .40 
Individual Donors
Henry Desjarlais
Todd Gardiner
Jacequeline Kurtenbach
Elaine MacLaughlin
Chris Nicolson
Jason Raschke
Gail Neurauter Sajtos & Rob Sajtos
J.F Scheidel
Kyle Sibley
Monica Thiel
Derek Tropeau
Faye Wotherspoon

Subtotal                      $1054 .00
Memorial Gifts                                                    $1673 .00

Total Donations       $9,459 .40
Grants

EAPD                                     $5,354.88
HRDC (summer student) $4,652.00

Grand Total             $19,446 .28

Memorial Gifts
in Memory of Doris “Maureen” Gilmour
Lee Adrian
Mary & Doran Adrian
Benesh Bitz & Company
Marie Billet
Dept. of Pathology & Laboratory Medicine
Lucille Eckert
Robert & Mavis Frebert
Gordon & Louise Frerichs
Gillian Gillings
Hazel Girolami
Doris & C.P. Hanson
Kirk Headley
Lorne & Noreen Knibbs
Bev & Anton Koval
Elizabeth & Gordon Laing
Merilyn Lambert
Rosemary Mossman
Jean Nelson
Larry Pavloff
Florence Sirman
Vivien Smith
Gloria & John Stevenson
Pat & Dian Walsh
Phyllis Wingerak



7

Over the past few months, Autism Services’ 
main fundraising activities have included 
the Premier and the Annual Golf Tourna-

ment.

The Premier, held 29 September to 1 October, is 
Saskatoon’s Fine Wines, Spirits & Specialty Foods 

Festival. Autism Services 
is the beneficiary of the 
event, which consists of 
a partnership between 
SLGA, Saskatchewan 
Wine & Spirits Associa-

tion, Media and Saskatchewan Food Processors. The 
event showcases high-end wines, spirits, liqueurs, 
ports, single malt scotches and other alcohol. Autism 
Services thanks staff and volunteers who helped make 
each evening a resounding success. We received about 
$25,000 from the event. 

Thank You to the sponsors and attendees of the 
Bridge City Cosmopolitan/Autism Services Annual 
Golf Tournament held 12 August at Moon Lake 
Golf and Country Club. We received approximately 
$13,000 from the event. 

Shane Szakacs (left), President of “the Saskatoon Parrot Head 
Club,” presents a cheque of $3100 to Johnny Thiel (right) for 

Autism Services. The Saskatoon Parrot Head Club is a Jimmy 
Buffet Fan Club whose motto is “to leave the world in a better 

place than you found it.” The Club held a shrimp boil fundraiser 
to support Autism Services at Los Palapos. Thanks to Shane 

and the Parrot Head Club for supporting Autism Services.

From top left: The prize 
table at Autism Services’ 
2011 Golf Tournament. 
Some volunteers and 
playerst. We won’t reveal 
the final score for Autism 
Services’ Golf Team (below 
centre). Suffice it to say, 
they did not win the day!
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Not Just a Man’s Best Friend Anymore: 
The Use of Companion Dogs with Children with Autism 

By Cassandra Phillips, PhD

I   don’t know where I would be without my 
dog, Sam. He knows when I am happy, sad or 
 excited. When I am down, Sam jumps onto 

my lap, snuggles his nose into my hand, and waits 
patiently until I stroke his head. Every few minutes 
he tilts his head up to look at me. He can tell I feel 
better; he helps me relax. This is how many service 
or companion dogs become attuned to their own-
ers. And more and more families are looking into the 
possibility of using a companion dog to work with 
their child with Autism.

A service dog is a dog that is individually trained 
to do work or perform tasks for a person with a dis-
ability. The tasks performed are directly related to 
that person’s disability. For example, a person who is 
blind or visually impaired can use a dog to help with 
orientation. Those who are deaf or hearing impaired 
can use a dog to alert them to sounds or stop at cross 
walks. Some people with epilepsy use a dog to warn 
them of an imminent seizure. Service dogs for chil-

dren with Autism are generally called companion 
dogs and serve a specific purpose. 

Many children with Autism have challenges with 
communication, social situations and behavior. 
Companion dogs have been shown to help children 
with focus and attention, socialization, and safety. A 
child who focuses more learns more. A dog at school 
also attracts the attention of other students and has 
the potential to increase peer interaction. The respon-
sibility of feeding, grooming and walking a dog helps 
not only with routine and exercise, but also with 
functional skills development. While somewhat con-
troversial, tethering helps to anchor the dog to the 
child so that the child cannot dash out into traffic. 
Some dogs are trained in behavior disruption touch; 
the dog might put his paw on the child or nudge the 
child with his nose in order to stop certain repeti-
tive behavior. Put simply, companion dogs serve as a 
bridge between the child with Autism and the world 
around him. 

What I have discussed above is anecdotal. How-
ever, a recent Canadian study demonstrates that, once 
introduced into the home companion dogs markedly 
lowered levels of cortisol, a stress-related hormone, in 
children with Autism. In addition, parents noticed 
fewer challenging behaviors such as tantrums when 
the dog was present (Journal Psychoneuroendocrinol-
ogy, 2010: 35 (8)).

Each child with Autism is unique, as is the combi-
nation of the right dog with the right child. This type 
of bonding—between dog and child—is magical. A 
dog’s love is unconditional, accepting of disability 
and difference. 
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Film Review
by Cassandra Phillips, PhD

N ormally, this spot is designated for book 
reviews. But the weather is turning cold. It’s 
time to snuggle up in front of the TV and 

watch a good movie. 

Believe it or not, Bollywood movies are (according 
to my son) catching on fast in North America. On 
that advisory, I present to you a Bollywood Autism 
movie. My Name is Khan, distributed by 20th Cen-
tury Fox, was released in 2010. Since its opening, it 
has had its fair share of controversy, mainly because of 
what it says about international security and Indian 
politics. Don’t let this furor deter you from watching 
this multi-layered film that explores acceptance, tol-
erance and community. 

In the stunningly filmed movie, Indian superstar 
Shah Rukh Khan plays Rizwan Khan, a Muslim who 
grew up in Mumbai. He has Asperger’s and struggles 
with social interaction; he hates anything yellow and 
can’t stand loud noise. He is extremely talented at 
repairing mechanical things. 

When his mother dies, he moves to the USA to 
live with his brother. He meets Mandira, a Hindu 
woman with a son. Predictably, they fall in love, get 

married and settle in the fictional town of Banville. 
Post 9-11 prejudice in the community results in bul-
lying of Muslims at school. Among the victimized is 
Madira’s son, who has adopted Rizwan’s surname: it 
costs him his life. His mother is so angry that she 
tells Rizwan that she is leaving him, unless he tells the 
President that the name of Khan is not representative 
of terrorism. Taking her at her word, Khan leaves on 
a quest to find President Bush. 

Along the way, Khan stumbles upon situation after 
situation where he is misinterpreted, viewed as a ter-
rorist, imprisoned and even stabbed as a traitor to 
Islam. He recovers, reconciles with Mandira and—
yes—gets to meet the President (Obama).

My Name is Khan is naïve in the good sense of 
the word. It is Rizwan’s love story. It challenges the 
notion of young men with Asperger’s developing a 
healthy heterosexual relationship and marrying a gor-
geous non-disabled woman. It also opens the window 
on religious discrimi-
nation. Although the 
plot comes across as 
contrived in places, 
Shah Rukh Khan’s 
performance is truly  
excellent. Watch it 
tonight!

My Name is Khan
   
Directed by Karan Johar
Starring Shah Rukh Khan, Kajol, Katie A. Keane, 
Kenton Duty
Official website:  
     http://www.foxsearchlight.com/mynameiskhan/

9
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Movement: The Value of Physical Therapy
by Julie Kowal, PT, MScPT

Children enjoy so many changes through the 
years, with many movements mastered before 
the age of 6. These movements include sit-

ting, standing, walking, running, jumping, hopping 
and galloping. With the addition of objects, further 
movement/motor development occurs as children 
learn to catch and throw, ride a bike, skate, and skip. 
This gross motor development depends upon good 
muscle strength, adequate balance, motor planning 
and control, and sensory processing. Children with 
Autism may experience challenges in one or all of 
these areas, as every child is unique.

The role a physical therapist plays in your child’s 
life may start with a discussion about activities your 
child enjoys and those he/she avoids. These include 
functional and recreational activities, along with play 
skills. Does your child have difficulty with imitation? 
If yes, how is this impacting his/her motor develop-
ment? How are your child’s sensitivities to sights, 

sounds, touch and movement affecting your child’s 
exploration of his/her environment and overall devel-
opment? 

Most motor skills are developed through practice, 
so early identification of barriers to your child seeking 
movement may facilitate your child’s motor develop-
ment and enjoyment, when combined with creative 
strategies. This might include working on activities 
that the child and family/friends enjoy doing together. 
In addition, there are often sport skills being targeted 
at school that may be broken down into steps and 
practiced to achieve success.  

The assessment of the motor skills of a child with 
Autism may begin with observation of activities of 
daily living and recreational and play activities. Many 
standardized tests of gross motor development require 
an understanding of language and an ability to imi-
tate, both of which can be challenging for a child with 
Autism. Therefore the exploration of sensory and 
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motor systems occurs in a more exploratory and func-
tional way. For example, a child’s gross motor skills 
can be observed in his/her natural environment by 
creating an obstacle course. Observe what motivates 
the child to move through the course. What slows 
him down? Will it be a creatively designed obstacle 
course using music, sensory exploration, etc.?

The family often shares recreational or functional 
goals for their child with the physical therapist. Tak-
ing all information into consideration, the physical 
therapist can develop strategies to work toward these 
goals. With a child and family-centered approach, the 
physical therapist acts as a consultant, demonstrating 
and strategizing various activities that a child can do 
with their family or friends on a daily basis.There is 
great joy for the family, child and physical therapist 
watching a child explore and enjoy movement. Ben-
efits for children with Autism are far-reaching. 

Editor’s note: Julie has 15 years experience work-
ing as a physical therapist with children in homes, 
schools, and rehabilitation centers. She is willing 
to respond to questions about your child’s move-
ment and can be reached at (306) 321-2525 or email  
panoramiccoaching@gmail.com. 

Logan (left) enjoys a cinnamon bun at the Autism Services 
Mom’s Breakfast held at Eastview Bakery-Bistro, which is 
located at 3010 Arlington Ave, Saskatoon—call (306) 649-2867. 
Give this place a try and support the co-owners, Amanda 
Campbell and her mother. Amanda has a son with Autism. She 
makes delicious baked goods, including gluten-free breads 
and cakes upon request. Yum!
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Ask Aspie
Do you have a question that you want to ask Aspie? Please 
forward it via email to care of cphillips@autismservices.ca.

Dear Aspie:

When is sex education appropriate for teens 
with Autism? What are the most important 
points to cover? So far, I have avoided the “S” 
word. Help! 

Anxious Mom

Dear Anxious Mom:

There is no clear answer on when to broach 
the subject of sex. It depends on your 
child, his level of understanding, and his 
behaviour. Whether we like it or not, in 
2011 many children are hitting puberty and 
experimenting with sex at an earlier age. 

From the tone of your letter, I would 
recommend that you work on you first. Try to 
find some time to get comfortable with child 
development and sexuality. Do some reading 
on puberty and sex. Borrow some books 
from Autism Services’ library, some of which 
were reviewed in the last issue of Puzzle 
Pieces. After this, if you are still hesitant, 
ask someone you trust to take over. Choosing 
someone the same sex as the child is helpful. 

Children and youth with Autism are unlikely 
to learn about sexual norms from their peers. 
Because they are often unaware of social 
cues, clear, direct education about sex is 
critical. Two of the most important issues to 
address are sexual safety and social issues 
related to sexuality. 

First, think in terms of sexual safety. What 
skills can you teach your child to best reduce 
the risk of sexual abuse? For example, does 
a daughter know who can and cannot help 

her with menstrual care? And how much 
does your son know about urinal etiquette in 
public washrooms? Second, explain what is 
termed the hidden curriculum. Does your son 
know where he can and cannot masturbate? 
Does he know that hugging his female high 
school teacher is inappropriate? Is he going 
to interpret a girl smiling at him as love and 
try to kiss her? 

This list highlights things to include: 
 S Public versus private space (where you can 

masturbate, undress)
 S Concrete word usage (say penis or vagina, not 

birds and bees) 
 S Circle of comfort (whom you can talk about 

sex with) 
 S Good touch versus bad touch 
 S Issues of consent (kissing, touching, 

intercourse) 
 S Reporting of inappropriate touch (from 

relatives and strangers)
 S Boundaries re social space/body space 
 S Bathroom and locker room usage 

Sometimes, parents spend a fair amount 
of time safeguarding their child. Of equal 
importance as the child gets older is 
an understanding of consequences. For 
example, if your teen touches a woman’s 
breast in a public swimming pool, there are 
consequences to his actions; he could be 
charged with sexual assault. 

Make sure that you are consistent and 
repetitive. That “one talk” isn’t going to be 
enough. 

Well, that’s my advice on the “S” word. 

Aspie



The team at Autism Services 
(some of whom dressed up for 

Hallowe’en) invite you to visit our 
“house” this winter!
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Puzzle Pieces  
Editorial Team

Shannon Friesen -Zook
Cassandra Phillips

Pamela Giles

609 25th Street East
Saskatoon, SK S7K 0L7

Phone: (306) 665-7013 
Fax: (306) 665-7011 

Email: admin@autismservices.ca
Website: www.autismservices.ca

Autism Services, Saskatoon is a non-profit organization that 
provides programs and services to families and caregivers of 

children and youth with Autism up to aged 19 years. 

Membership to Autism Services is $20 per annum. Fees are waived 
for the first year to all new families or caregivers. Puzzle Pieces and the 
Program Guide are provided as part of the membership fees. For more 

information on membership, please visit Autism Services’ website. 

The opinions of writers in this issue are not 
necessarily those of Autism Services.

Our major funders include…

Autism Services has developed 
a Parent Planning Guide for 

families and caregivers of 
children and youth with Autism. 
This tool stores medical reports, 

agency reports and funding 
documentation in one easy-to 

find place. It is available through 
AS for $20. 

Right: Alex, Support Worker at Autism 
Services, spent his spare time this fall 

literally hanging off the edge of the 
CN Tower in Toronto


