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Meet the Therapists:

Michelle Pettit, MA, OTR/L

lam an occupational therapist and yoga teacher,who is passionate about
connecting with people to facilitate their engagement in meaningful life
activities that support their independence, confidence,and goals. luse various
techniques tailored to meet your needs, including (but not limited to) sensory, y
motor, nature-based, and activity-based. lam consistently learning and self- /
reflecting to ensure quality and compassionate services. | look forwardtoa | 1
collaborative therapeutic experience, that is genuine to you or your child.

Lizzi Duffy, MS-OTR/ L

I'm an Autistic and otherwise Neurodivergent Occupational Therapist who
parents a neurodivergent child. I've been a therapist for 15 years, working with
people of all ages. Ibecame involved in the disability community a few years
ago and through listening to diverse voices, I've learned to more deeply
appreciate the differences that naturally exist in humanity. As llisten and
learn from you, we can create supports and services that promote your well-
being, as you become more autonomous and authentic in yourself.




OBJECTIVES

UNDERSTAND "KIDS DO WELL IF THEY CAN"
LEARN ABOUT PERSON FACTORS IN RELATION TO BEHAVIOR

UNDERSTAND ENVIRONMENTAL AND ACTIVITY FACTORS (INCLUDING
EXPECTATIONS) AND HOW THEY IMPACT BEHAVIOR

EXAMINE THE BRAIN AND BODY CONNECTION AND IMPACT OF TRAUMA
SENSORY PROCESSING OVERVIEW

BRIEF SYNOPSIS OF HOW TO SUPPORT BEHAVIORS
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WHAT ARE BEHAMORS?

BEHAVIORS ARE OBSERVATIONS OF
WHAT WE DO AND HOW WE ACT

BEHAVIORS ARE NOT ROOTED IN
BEING "BAD" OR WANTING ATTENTION

CONTRIBUTING FACTORS TO
BEHAVIOR ARE A VARIETY OF
FACTORS (SEEN & UNSEEN)
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we should also think of behaviors of what we do and howe we act in all situations, not just when there are refusals, tantrums, etc. because a behavior is also when we walk, talk, share, give a hug, sneeze... the list goes on.

Behaviors can be a complex response rooted in multiple factors--often involving person factors, environmental factors, and activity/task factors

Behaviors have many root causes and may not be intentional.  

We may not always know the root of behavior, but we  can at least try to understand that it is not coming from a malicious place that deserves punishment. Having this baseline of understanding allows us to come from a place of care, curiosity, and compassion, providing a safe place for our children. 

This quote from Mr. Rogers fits in perfectly here - In times of stress, the best thing we can do for each other is to listen with our ears and our hearts and to be assured that our questions are just as important as our answers.” - 


UNDERSTANDING BEHAVIOR

Factors to Consider

« Person Factors

o [he
Environment

o [he Activity

o Expectations
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It is important that we all understand all the different factors that impact regulation . I like to break them down into three different factors--person factors, the environment, and the activity itself.  Lets start by thinking about person factors--type into the chat any personal factors that impact regulation.  Now lets think about the environment...Now lets consider the activity.  Expectations can fit into any of the first 3 categories.  We often have personal expectations (person factors), society or others may have expectations for us (which can be both environmental and activity based).  When we address our regulatory needs, we can make changes or take action in any of these areas--within ourselves (making sure our needs are met), within the environment, and within the activity itself.  We also should consider whether or not the expectations surrounding the person are reasonable or even necessary.


We View Behaviors as

the Tip of the Iceberg

Individual Differences
Contribute to Observable Behaviors

UNDERSTANDING BEHAVIOR

Person Factors

Mona Delhooke's Iceberg helps us to
understand the various person factors that
are at the root of behaviors.

EEEEEEEEEEEEE
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To help understand those person factors that are at the root of behaviors, I really like this Iceberg visual from Mona Delhooke - another great person to learn from and look into. So above the iceberg are the actions we can see of how someone is acting or what they are doing on the outside. And below the iceberg are all of the things we cannot see that are at the root of the behaviors. Some of these things below the iceberg are known such as maybe if a child is observably sick, but sometimes we do not know what is below the iceberg. Looking at the physical body, maybe there's an unknown medical diagnosis,  or unknown physical pain the child experiencing. The physical body is also our motor skills and strength that contributes to what we do and how we act. Next, looking at sensations - we all interpret sensory information differently, which we will dive deeper into shortly. There are feelings, thoughts and ideas that also contribute to our behavior. Sometimes these feelings, thoughts, and ideas can be outwardly expressed by a child but sometimes they cannot. I remember once I had a client who would engage in some risky behaviors - one being, climbing to the top of the refrigerator. Which from an outside perspective, maybe someone would observe as a "naughty" but there were treats on top of the refrigerator - so under the iceberg, maybe he was feeling hungry and had an idea to be independent. He also had lagging skills in the area of expressive speech, so maybe he was unable to outwardly communicate his feeling of hunger. Additionally, this client also had some good strength and coordination and was able to think, organize, and plan a way to get to the top. So instead of observing this as a "naughty" behavior we can see some things underneath that contributed to this behavior and then think of how we can support him to be safer. In these next slides, we are going to learn more about these under the iceberg person factors. 


UNDERSTANDING BEHAVIOR

Person Factors

Trauma
Sensory Processing

Medical and Health Conditions (known and
unknown)

Sleep, Diet, and other physiological needs

Motor, Cognitive, Communication, and Social skills

Learning Profile
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There are many personal factors that may impact behavior, and these factors vary widely moment to moment.  Factors to consider include trauma.  We may or may not be aware of trauma someone else has experienced, and it is important to acknowledge that trauma could be a factor in a person's behavior.  Trauma responses are often triggered by things we may not be able to easily identify.  Trauma responses are often out of the control of the person.  The way we process sensory information can impact our regulation, and each person processes sensory information differently.  You may experience a sound as pleasant, and others may find the sound harsh or even painful.  Medical and health conditions certainly impact regulation, and often we have less tolerance to frustration or other stimuli when we are not feeling well.  If there is a big change in behavior, we need to consider and investigate if health may be a factor.  It is also important to add that many people experience disinhibition as a result of the way their brain operates.  A good example is Tourette syndrome, where people may develop tics that are out of their control.  The ticks may appear intentional (some ticks can include swearing), but they are not.  If we notice a significant change in a person's tics (increasing or decreasing significantly), we should investigate further.  This change in behavior is not intentional, but still has meaning.  Likewise, some stims may or may not be communication, but may instead just be a way the person is trying to soothe themselves or regulate.  Physiological needs can also impact regulation--an example is being "hangry".  A person's learning profile, which can include motor, cognitive, communication, and social skills or abilities all impact regulation. For example, it is very frustrating if you do not understand something or if you are misunderstood.  We will talk more about how to support personal factors for regulation throughout this session.


ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS

Physical : -
Cultural . ]"] .' _
Societal N l 7
Personal

Temporal

Activity

Other people involved
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The environment can also impact a person's regulation or behavior.  The environment can often be modified to help support someone's regulation.  It is important to consider the physical characteristics of the environment--temperature, noise level, distractions, visual stimuli.  You should also consider if the environment poses significant physical challenges (stairs, bumpy landscape, clutter, fast moving objects).  Are there times of day/season that the environment may be more accessible or better match the person's needs (maybe in the morning or off season would be less busy/stimulating/noisy).  Other people and animals involved are important aspects of the environment.  If a person is having difficulty, we must consider if others (including ourselves), are contributing to the difficulty.  When my dog nudges me or barks/whines constantly, I can become quite agitated after awhile.  Expectations can be considered an environmental factor.  For example, if you are out to eat at McDonald's play land vs out to eat at a steak house.  Societal expectations can also be environmental.  For example, you need to sit still and look at the teacher when in school, or stay seated and quiet in church.  These expectations need to be considered if they are impacting someone's regulation.  Is it reasonable to expect a 2 year old to sit still for 30 minutes? Is the expectation even necessary?  Can we do circle time sitting, standing, or laying on our tummy vs sitting cross legged?  If the child is not consistently meeting an expectation, we need to reconsider that expectation. 
We can often change physical characteristics of the environment, work with others involved, and manage our expectations to improve regulation.  Examining these factors should be one of the three factors we immediately consider if someone is struggling. 


UNDERSTANDING BEHAVIOR

Activity Factors

Physical demands of the activity

Cognitive demands of the
activity

Sensory demands of the activity
Other people or animals involved

Expectations
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The activity itself can impact regulation or behaviors.  We need to examine the physical, cognitive, and sensory demands of the activity.  We also need to consider other people or animals involved in the activity.  Finally, we should consider the expectations that exist within the activity.  Activity analysis can help us break down an activity to more clearly see areas we could modify or adapt.  I'm going to use feeding as an example, but you can do similar analysis of other activities if they are impacting someone's regulation.   Mealtimes are incredibly complex activities.  Eating requires a person to physically stay upright, chew and swallow foods, and fine motor/gross motor skills to feed themselves.  Cognitively, mealtimes require sequencing, communication (more, no thank you, yuck, yum, etc), and problem solving (do I need to cut this up, what utensil do I use).  The sensory demands of mealtimes are incredibly high--the sound of yourself or others chewing, the smell of foods, the way foods look, the textures of food in your mouth or when you touch the food with your fingers.  Being able to tell if you are hungry, full, thirsty.  If other people are around, there are social demands during a mealtime.  Other people may be encouraging you to eat--maybe nicely or with bribery.  Emotions may be involved.  There may be trauma from past mealtime experiences.  Expectations from yourself (I will eat healthy), others (you need to eat your vegetables or clean your plate), or society (mealtimes should be a social engagement families complete, holidays).  Again, if someone is struggling with something, we need to immediately be thinking about whether or not activity factors are impacting the person's regulation.  


WHAT IS SENSORY PROCESSING?

e Taking In Information
e |nterpreting Information =
 Responding to information
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We will now explore personal factors and how they impact regulation more deeply.  

We all have sensory systems that help us interpret the world around us. These different systems allow us to hear, smell, taste, and see things. They help us know and understand where our body is in space, how much pressure to use, and how to keep ourselves safe.


Our Sensory Systems
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Most of us are familiar with our five basic senses--Touch, Smell, Taste, Hearing, and Vision.  We also have four other sensory systems:  Vestibular which is our sense of movement; Proprioception which is our sense of body position; Interoception is how our body interprets and responds to our body signals; and Neuroception is our unconscious sense of safety.  All of these systems work together to help us make sense of our world.  Our sensory systems allow us to engage and learn from our environment, participate in activities, and relate to others.  


SENSORY SYSTEM THRESHOLDS

HIGH VS LOW & EVERYTHING IN BETWEEN

Sensory processing varies
e Person-to-Person
¢ System-to-System
e Moment-to-Moment

High

Threshold 1
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We all have sensory systems that vary and interpret information around us differently. Our thresholds for sensory information vary from person-to-person, system-to-system and moment-to-moment. So my sensory thresholds look quite a bit different than Lizzi's. For example, I know Lizzi really enjoys visual input for calming, but I tend to avoid excess visual stimulation because I have a low threshold for that particular sensory system and become fatigued easily from busy and bright visual fields. However, my proprioceptive system has a high threshold for that deep pressure which I seek consistently through massages, yoga, eating crunchy foods, and more. However, this does not ALWAYS mean I have the same threshold for these inputs, because our various sensory systems can fluctuate from moment to moment. When I am alert and just in the middle of my day my threshold for tactile input (touch) tends to be pretty middle of the road.  I can get messy on my face or hands and it doesn't bother me but at the same time I don't really go above and beyond to find more tactile inputs. However, when I am sick or tired my threshold for tactile input is much lower. I am very picky about wearing soft clothing and I cannot tolerate the feeling of two different blankets when I am going to bed at night. 

You can probably relate in some fashion how sensory differences impact your everyday life and can be challenging for some people. . 


CONTINUED
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Low
Threshold
Auditory

Input
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Example, Katie demonstrates a low threshold overall to sounds. sounds occur throughout the day (baby brother crying, kids talking on the bus, school bell ringing) then overflow


SENSORY SYSTEM THRESHOLDS

CONTINUED

| High Threshold
Vestibular
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Okay now we have Joe here who can spin himself in circle all day or swing all day without seeming to get dizzy and is so happy when he gets the opportunity to spin and spin or swing and swing! So in this example we are looking at vestibular input, we receive this input through our inner ears through motion or our head going out of an upright alignment with our body and this supports our spatial awareness. 

The fact that he can spin and swing all day demonstrates that he has a high threshold for vestibular input and he has a lot of room in his cup for movement. And when he does not get to spin or swing his cup is empty and does not get filled enough and when this happens Joe has a hard time regulating. 
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PERSON FACTORS
The Brain

THE EMOTIONAL BRAIN

« THE BRAINSTEM
o CONTROLS HEART, LUNGS, ENDOCRINE, AND
IMMUNE SYSTEMS
o IMPACTS SLEEP, APPETITE, TOUCH, DIGESTION
AND AROUSAL

e« THE LIMBIC SYSTEM
o CONTROLS FIGHT, FLIGHT, OR FREEZE RESPONSES
o ACTIVATED BY INTENSE EMOTIONS
o RELEASES STRESS HORMONES

THE RATIONAL BRAIN

e NEOCORTEX

o HIGHER FUNCTIONS

o INCLUDES FRONTAL LOBE
= USE OF LANGUAGE
= ABSTRACT THOUGHT
= ABSORB AND INTEGRATE INFROMATION
= PLAN
= MAKE CHOICES
= EMPATHY
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The way our brain processes sensory information impacts regulation and behaviors.  Our brain also processes and responds to input in automatic or intentional ways.  We will now touch on neurology and how it impacts behaviors.

We obviously have many parts of our brain but right now we are going to focus on the emotional brain and the rational brain. The emotional brain is made up of our brain stem and our limbic system, and this is referred to as the "reptilian brain" because it is the older part of our brain that controls more basic and automatic functions. For example the brainstem controls the heart, lungs, endocrine and immune systems. It impacts our sleep, appetite, touch, digestion, and arousal. And the limbic system controls the fight, flight, or freeze response which is activated by intense emotions and releases stress hormones for our body to be able to have the increased heart rate to be able to take flight or the increased strength needed to fight. For example, imagine you are walking casually down the street and you see a lion. Your limbic system is likely triggered by an intense wave a fear and your body automatically responds without time for a higher level of thinking process to be involved. Our heart rate, blood pressure, and oxygen will increase automatically - preparing us to either fight or take flight and run from the lion. OR some of us will freeze. This is why sometimes when you may hear a wild news story, let's say for example, someone getting attacked you may wonder why didn't they fight back, why didn't they call for help or do this or that. And well, the answer is they didn't have the ability to include a higher level of thought because the limbic system was activated to control the situation and protect the body from danger. 


PERSON FACTORS
The Autonomic Nervous System

VENTRAL VAGAL COMPLEX
« SOCIALENGAGMENT, SAFETY, LEARNING, THINKING
« IST RESPONDER FOR PERCEIVED THREAT
e SIGNALS HEART AND LUNG TO SLOW (RELAX/CENTERED)
* ORIGINATES IN THE BRAINSTEM

SYMPATHETIC NERVOUS SYSTEM

FIGHT OR FLIGHT

BACKUP MODE FOR PERCEIVED THREAT
LIMBIC BRAIN

PREPARES MUSCLES, HEART, AND LUNGS

DORSAL VAGAL COMPLEX

« SHUTDOWN, DISENGAGE, FREEZE

- BACKUP BACKUP MODE FOR PERCEIVED THREAT

e SIGNALS STOMACH, KIDNEYS, AN INTESTINES (DRASTIC
REDUCTION IN METABALISM AND HEART RATE,
DIFFICULTY BREATHING, STOMACH STOPS WORKING
OR EMPTIES

« REPTILIAN BRAIN
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We often see behavior as intentional, when it is often a complex mixture of automatic responses and intention.  We also may mistakenly believe behavior has motivations that are not developmentally possible for young children.  Impulse control of emotions and behaviors begins to develop around 3.5 to 4 years of age and continues to develop through our 20's. We cannot cover extensively how our brains impact behavior today but you can dive deeper by exploring our references.  

We do want to give you a basic understanding of our Autonomic nervous system and how that can drive behaviors.  Dr. Mona Delahooke explains that behaviors are an adaptation to a child's Autonomic Nervous System cues.  There are two branches of the Autonomic Nervous system--the sympathetic and parasympathetic branches.  The parasympathetic branch has two pathways--the dorsal vagal and ventral vagal pathways.  The ventral vagal pathway is the calm, engaged, thinking, learning pathway.  The Dorsal vagal pathway is the freeze , shutting down, isolation pathway, and kids in this pathway at times could be mistaken as compliant or well behaved.  The Sympathetic pathway is the fight or flight pathway.  If a child is in either the dorsal vagal or sympathetic pathway, they are more likely to have unintentional reactions or stress responses.  
We know this is complex and a lot of information, but the main take away is that people's behavior is influenced by our Autonomic nervous system.  When we understand this, we are able to see that not all behavior is intentional or has motivation behind it.  


PERSON FACTORS
Neuroception

THE ABILITY TO ASSESS
DANGER AND SAFETY
AROUND US
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As we take in information from our environment around us we may either stay in the ventral vagal pathway, feeling safe, ready to socially engage, and ready to learn or we may go into the dorsal vagal pathway and shutdown or the sympathetic pathway may be activated going into fight or flight. How we interpret this information around us is based on our neuroception, the ability to assess danger and safety around us. 

If our neuroceptors are working properly, we respond to danger in an appropriate manner, and are able to recover from danger and feel safe again. 

We can think of neuroceptors as the smoke alarm to our brain and body. If working properly the green light is on and the alarm will trigger if there is danger of a fire. If the smoke alarm is not working properly the alarm may be triggered when there is not the danger of a fire or maybe it doesn't beep at all when there is a fire. 

However, it's still important to recognize that our neuroception is individualized and we each have our own detectors interpreting the information around us and telling us what is safe and what is threatening. And there are certain things we can do to ensure an environment feels safe for an individual child. 


PERSON FACTORS

The Impact of Trauma on the Brain & ANS

Faulty neuroception

"Neurons that fire together, wire
together”

Stress Hormones
Fight, Flight, or Freeze

Hypervigilance and/or numbness
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Trauma impacts the brain and autonomic nervous system in many ways. 

First off, our ability to perceive danger and safety may be off due to faulty neuroception which contributes to our survival mechanisms of our reptilian brain as discussed earlier working against us. So as mentioned in the previous slide, maybe our alarm is being triggered when there is no danger or the alarm is not being triggered at all when there is danger.

Our limbic system is also impacted because neurons that fire together, wire together. So if a child is continually feeling secure and loved their brain is set-up to be able to play, explore, and co-regulate. However, if a child is often continually feeling scared and rejected, their brain will be set-up for continual feelings of fear and abandonment. Because these neurons that continually fire together, will become the child's default setting. This relates to the term neuroplasticity, meaning our brain is plastic and is moldable and changeable based on experiences.

Psychological problems challenge our basic functions of the brainstem. Think of how when you are even stressed and experience problems with  sleep, appetite, touch, digestion, and arousal (56). 

We also have stress hormones that are impacted by trauma. Adrenaline is the hormone we hear about when someone does something risky or when they are in danger and all of a sudden have the ability to lift a car off of a human. Typically adrenaline will increase when it's needed but will then return back to a normal level when the threat is gone. But if someone is traumatized their stress hormones can be activated quickly and intensely to a mildly stressful situation. Having elevated stress hormones can contribute to difficulty with executive functioning, irritability, sleep, and other long term health conditions. 


PERSON FACTORS

Health & Well-Being

Pain
Hunger or Thirst
Constipation
Diarrhea
Nutrition
Gut Health
lliness
Sleep
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It is so important to also consider that our health and physiological needs can impact our behaviors.  Some of these factors we may not know about the child--we may or may not know if they slept well the night before, or if they ate a good breakfast.  How many of you have been hangry?  I know I'm not at my best when I'm not feeling well, and sometimes kids do not have the ability to communicate exactly what is bothering them--they may just not feel right.  Just keep in mind that these may be a factor with how a child (or adult) is behaving.


PERSON FACTORS

Learning Profile

e Social Communication

e |Nnterests

« Generalization

o Attention

 Routines

e Sensory

e Receptive Language and Auditory
Processing

e Visual Learner

o Executive Functioning

e« Development

PHOTO COURTESY OF CANVA.COM 2/25/2022
LEARN PLAY THRIVE LLC, WORKBOOK

20


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Michelle

Learning Profile is a term that we are using from LPT which is an another excellent resource, especially when it comes to strengths-based approaches and working with autistic individuals. They used the term learning profile while looking at Autism Learning Styles and we are just expanding on that because we all have strengths and difficulties when it comes to learning including our autistic and neurotypical children. Anyways, while looking at social communication, some people can learn through empathy or humor or imaginative play, but some may have difficulty learning that way. Most of us also learn better if it's based around a topic we are interested in. Also, it's important to keep in mind some children have difficulty carrying over something they learned to different environments and contexts and may need more support to generalize their learnings.  Children's attention skills also differ. Some children can attend to a task longer than others and/or children may be attending to different things that are involved in the task. A child may be focusing on the details of the instructions, the tone of voice the teacher is using to explain the instructions, or focusing on the teacher's facial expressions, or what the child next to them is doing. Many people also learn better if we are following the same routine and we know what is expected of us, but if something throws the routine off some of us may have more flexibility to jump into the new routine, while others may become dysregulated with the unexpected. Some people may have difficulty with auditory processing or receptive language and learn more effectively with the use of visuals. We also all have different executive functioning abilities and it can be challenging for some to initiate a task or may need instructions in smaller steps.


Actions|
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In summary, many factors influence our behaviors, including personal factors, environmental factors, activity factors, and expectations.  
We first need to ensure that needs are met--especially safety and physical needs.  
We then can support personal factors.  This may mean we understand noise bothers a child, so we may provide head phones or work to eliminate excess noise when possible.  3rdly, we can modify the environment or expectations around the child so they can be more comfortable and successful.   This may mean having dimmers on lights, or providing supportive seating.  Finally, we can adapt the activity, which may include using visuals to help break down the task, or allowing the child to stand/lay down during circle time.   

Does anyone want to share an example of a challenging time with their child and how you can use these 4 actions to better support them?


HELPFUL RESOURCES

DR. MONA DELAHOOKE

Mona Delahooke, PhD - Pediatric
Psychologist - California

LEARN PLAY THRIVE

Learn Play Thrive — Become more
confident and effective in your autism
Interventions.

THE STAR INSTITUTE

Sensory Processing - STAR Institute
(sensoryhealth.org)
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https://monadelahooke.com/
https://monadelahooke.com/
https://learnplaythrive.com/
https://learnplaythrive.com/
https://learnplaythrive.com/
https://sensoryhealth.org/
https://sensoryhealth.org/

Questions and Insights
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