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About Transforming Autism

e Charity founded in 2017 by parents of Autistic children
* Early years support 0 — 12 years only

* Provide in- home face to face and online therapeutic support to
young Autistic children and their families.

* Core programmes include First Steps, Confident Autism parenting,
Play:cademy and Schools Transition.

* Over 170 families supported since 2021 when programme delivery
started.

* All support is Free.

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Our aims

To provide crucial direct support for young autistic children and their
families at an age (0- 12 years) when we can make a profound life-long
difference and ensure they live happy and fulfilling lives.

To change mainstream perceptions of Autism particularly in children by
reframing Autism speaking, with confidence and positivity.

Contribute to evidence-based research into early years support.
(particularly Autism)

Long term Vision: All Autistic Children reach their potential.

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




The Open University Societal Challenge

Competition to identify and support research projects in not-for- profit sector.
Partnership based.

Projects are supported with:

Funding

Expertise by Open University experienced researchers.

Support through Internships

A platform to showcase the research and findings.

This project would not have happened without that support. This approach is unique
and so valuable to the sector to enhance much needed skills.

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.
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Aim of the presentation.

Share the key/salient findings of the evaluation of
First Steps — an early autism support programme
specifically:

The value of the programme to children and
families.

The changes affected on children and families, and
beyond.

Good practices applied by the therapists.

Lessons learned and moving forward.
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Overview of presentation

1.The research project — institutional collaboration and key
contributors.

2.The aim/objectives of the evaluation project.

3.First Steps — brief overview of key principles and
approaches to implementation.

4 The research project — brief overview of methodology and
participants.

5.Key findings — the value of the programme; changes
affected on children, families and beyond; sharing practices
applied by therapists; lessons learned.

6.0verview Transforming Autism — affirming its values,
vision and commitment.




The research project - collaboration and key contributors
kra(\Sformif\g Lucie Wheeler — Lead Researcher, Founder and CEO, RECAP Ltd .
avtiSm

Tracy Pepper — CEO, Transforming Autism project.

Dr Claudi Thomas —Open University Advisor

Dr Colette Christiansen- Open University Advisor.

Dr Theodora Papatheodorou — First Steps programme lead developer and
author, and Transforming Autism advisor (Therapy and Research)

Carla Osullivan —Research Intern
Fizza Hassan — Transforming Autism monitor and evaluation

Eloise Crowson — Transforming Autism Intern



The Research Partnership

Early years
independent
advisor

Transforming Open University

Autism

The Charity wanted support in evaluating First Steps an intensive in - home support programme for
Autistic children aged 0-4 years .With little internal resource available to the charity the Open university
Societal Challenge provided a means of securing funding and expertise .

Our Research objectives:

1. Identify the progress made in the child-related programme goals

2. Identify the assessed changes and progress in parent-related programme goals.

3. Identify elements of the programme that influence goal progress positively or
negatively.

4. Restrictive or inhibiting elements.

Early Intervention life-long Difference.




First Steps : An early autism family support
programme



First Steps — who is the programme for?

Who is First Steps for

* Children from birth up to four years old and their parents/primary
carer givers

* Children who have a diagnosis, or their parents/primary carers may
notice signs of autism

Where and who implements the First Steps programme?

* Implemented at home with regular visits by trained pediatric
occupational therapists and child psychotherapists

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.



First Steps — Duration of the programme

12 weeks implemented over three-phases:

* 4 weeks of initial assessment, by collecting various information from the
therapists, using the recommended tools and forms, and jointly discussing
their assessment with parents for goal setting

e 6 weeks of home visits

» 2 weeks debriefing parents/primary caregivers providing a final
assessment and recommendations for future support

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




First Steps programme —Key underlying principles

First Steps is based on the understanding that:
* Signs of autism can be detected or diagnosed early in children’s life

* There is reciprocity between sensory sensitivity-motor coordination and
affective/emotional expressions in autism — its significance in children’s early life

* Early experiences are crucial for shaping children’s brain architecture and
determining their developmental path/trajectory

First Steps implementation:
* |s a strengths- based and capability building focused.
* Takes a playful relational approach

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Why focus on young children — noticeable early

signs of autism

Early signs of autism (e.g., passivity, excessive activity, lack of eye contact,
lack of reaction, refusal to eat, aversion to touch, motor development
delay can be noticed early on in a child’s life, especially concerning
sensory and motor coordination challenges

Alonim et al., 2021; Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013; 2020

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Why focus on the reciprocity of sensory-motor

coordination and social emotional/affective
expression?

The most common and noticeable symptoms of autism, such as social
isolation, social emotional and cognitive delays, and language disorders,
are considered secondary consequences to poor early sensorimotor and

affective integration.

Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013; 2020

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Early experiences — shaping brain architecture

and children’s development

- The brain consists of billions of neurons that
connect with each other in complex and
intricate ways

- The neuron connections, known as
synapses, help the neurons to ‘talk’ to each
other

Figure 4: Brain synapses

- Experiences (positive or adverse) that
are frequent, repeated, consistent and
intense will wire, rewire and change
the brain synapses

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




The first four years — a critical period for early

support

Newborn 3 months 6 months

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.

The first four years of life a
window of opportunity for
brain development and
early support for children
with autism and their
families



Why a strengths-based, playful relational approach to

support

Strengths-based —

All human beings, including newborns and babies are born with inherent capacities and
capabilities

Relational approach

There is an inherent biological need for human connection. When faced with threats, real or
perceived, this biological intention is challenged leading to a state of hypervigilance,
feeling despair, withdrawal and collapse (Porges, 2018)

Human beings are wired to seek safety for survival, connect with others (we cannot survive
without others), and receptive to subjective states of other persons

Playful approach - Ensures feelings of safety and security in interactions

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Reciprocity between sensory sensitivity/motor coordination and

emotional/affective expression understanding the complex,
unconscious and nuanced

We are aware of our bodily responses, but often we are not aware of
the what has triggered them.

¢ ,r/‘BRA'N Some of our responses result from processing in an unconscious manner

SRR ETERN visceral stimuli from our environment and interactions with others.
(VAGUS)

LUNGS Visceral stimuli are largely activated in the internal organs (e.g., the

{NEUROCEPTION HAPPENS . . .

-2 heart, lungs stomach), when a person encounters new situations, which
in turn are communicated to the brain via the core stem. The brain, in

turn, alerts the peripheral nervous system, which triggers and

h;f - consciously activates bodily responses.
Neuroception has adaptive
survival function by triggering a fight This experience is often described as a ‘gut feeling” and scientifically is
or flight, or freeze mode of response, known as ‘Neuroception’.

especially to visceral cues of threat.

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




First Steps — Support for parents/primary

care givers without loosing sight of the child

First Steps is parents/primary caregiver-focused enabling them to:

* understand their autistic child - their child unique strengths,
capabilities and potentiality

* develop skills and capacities that are easily habituated in their daily
family functioning to support their child

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




The Research: Evidence, Impact, and
Next Steps.



The Research project
Brief overview of methodology and participants

Document . . Therapist Thematic
) Family Interviews . [ [
Review Interviews synthesis Triangulation

. . family and
. families reflecting )
Session notes, . . . therapist
on experience, 3 OTs, 3 CPs, and (inductive + .
assessments, and . . perspectives,
outcomes, Lead Therapist deductive)
reports documentary
challenges .
analysis

Early Intervention life-long Difference.




Participants

Category Summary of Findings
Number of families 7 families
Children’s age range 2 years 4 months - 4 years
Children’s gender Boys: 7  Girls: O

Family composition

Mostly two-parent households; one included a live-in hanny. Siblings ranged from
newborns to 6 years old (0-2 siblings per family).

Ethnicity / cultural representation

Predominantly White British, with representation from India.

Formal autism diagnosis

2 of 7 children had a confirmed diagnosis at entry; others were identified as having
autistic traits or developmental differences.

Nursery attendance

6 of 7 children attended nursery or preschool during the programme.

Primary caregivers attending sessions

Mothers: all 7 Fathers (rare / occasional attendance): 5

Session delivery setting

Majority home-based, with supplementary nursery visits by therapists.

Programme duration

12 weeks per family

Session frequency

Weekly input from both OT and CP, averaging one hour per week . Per therapist

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Areas of assessment for goals setting for children
Analysis of child and family initial portrait and other assessments

Areas of assessment Considering strengths and challenges for goal setting

Motor coordination and sensory Eating; sleeping; Proprioception; Vestibular; Sensory regulation; Tactile stimulation;
Sensitivity Auditory regulation; Response to sensory overload; Sensory processing and modulating;
Sensory self-stimulation; Self-care

Affective, emotional expression and behaviour Content/settled; affectionate; happy; lively; emotional and physical safety; behaviour;
self-regulation; engagement with others and the environment
Communication and language Eye contact; Language; Responding

Social interactions Interaction with parents;1-1 time; Routine and predictability; Interest in other people;
Social interactions; Response to overwhelming social interactions; Transitions

Play interactions and engagement Play with parents; Play with familiar people; Plays with support; Enjoys active play; Enjoys
1-1 active play with familiar people; Reading activities; Shows interest; Engagement with
sensory activities; Tactile play; Follows instructions; Initiates play; Sustains play; Engages
with solitary play; Play behaviour; Play attention span

Transitions outside the family environment Preschool, nursery

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Areas of assessment for goal setting for parents/primary caregivers
Analysis of child and family initial portrait and other assessments

Goal setting for parents considering strengths and challenges

Relationships and interactions Aware of the child’s needs; Knowing the child; Interactions with the child; Sustaining the child’s attention;
with the child Supporting the child; Routine

Supporting child independence; Application of new skills

Play and engagement with the Ways of playing with the child
child

Parents’ personal and family Sharing personal experience with therapists; Personality traits
experience Family trauma; Parental concerns; Emotional availability; Cultural differences in family; Parental opinions ; Support
network

Parent and therapist Trust and faith in therapists; Agreement; Reflective; Emotional connection ; Follow up therapists’ suggestions
relationship and interactions
Availability of support Within family, extended family; professionals

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Value of the programme:

Key Findings

The outcomes were consistent and meaningful across every level.

For parents, the programme was often described as transformational. They developed a much deeper
understanding of their child’s needs, felt more confident, and had practical strategies they could use every day.

For children, we saw consistent progress in communication, regulation, and play - children using new words or
signs, joining in imaginative games, and coping better with transitions. Many parents described these as major
milestones that changed family life.

For therapists, the dual-lens approach offered professional growth. OTs and CPs said they learned from one
another and from families.

And the system-wide impact was notable: strategies carried over into nurseries, supporting EHCP applications and
staff practice.

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Parent Voices Value of the programme

“It felt like gold dust really “It changed the trajectory of “We felt very lucky to be given
finding it. There’s not a lot of his life... it changed his brain that opportunity... to have
early intervention in the UK... at such a young age and it’s people in your corner that can

it gave us confidence in our going to allow him to build support you —you can’t put a
parenting approach.” on that foundation.” value on that.”

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Key Findings

For Children:

* Improve sensory regulation and reduce
dysregulation (e.g., meltdowns).

* Develop communication and language —
eye contact, use of words or signs, and
expressive play.

* Build social and play engagement — joint
attention, imaginative play, and
peer/sibling interaction.

 Strengthen motor coordination and
independence — toileting, dressing,
feeding, and physical confidence.

e Support emotional regulation —
expressing feelings safely and building
empathy.

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.

Goals towards which the
therapists worked

For Parents and Families:

Increase attunement and understanding of
their child’s cues and sensory needs.

Build confidence and emotional availability
in supporting the child.

Establish structured, playful routines to
embed therapeutic strategies at home.
Strengthen the parent-therapist
partnership, fostering trust and reflection.
Support family resilience, including sibling
inclusion and collaboration with nurseries.




Key Findings and Outcomes summary Impact on children

eChildren became calmer, more communicative, and better able to express
emotions.

eMany moved from little or no speech to using words, phrases, or Makaton
signs.

eRegulation improved: fewer meltdowns, smoother transitions, and stronger
engagement.

ePlay shifted from solitary or repetitive to imaginative and social forms.

eGains in independence - toileting, feeding, dressing - were common.

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Parent Voices

“He’s speaking like 3-4 words
together now... if he’s hungry,
he can tell me, ‘Mummy, hungry,
toast, cookie, chocolate.” You can
really see that development.”

“Definitely more
communication, more words,
more speech. And | think that’s
because of understanding him -
understanding how his brain
works.”

% Progress and Child Development

“He started speaking, his understanding
has improved, his behaviour is in control...
now he’s going to reception.”

“He loved to play in the
trampoline... he also liked to
play wrestling at home with
Daddy. Now he interacts with
me too - helping in the kitchen,
cleaning, mixing. He’s engaged.”

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.

“Before when we first started, he didn’t
even look at us. Now he’s engaging with
us, and you know, he wants to hug us.”




Key Findings and Outcomes summary Impact on Families

eParents gained confidence and practical strategies to support their children.

eThey felt more in control and less isolated, describing the programme as
“life-changing.”

eFamilies reported stronger relationships, improved routines, and greater
calm at home.

eCollaboration with nurseries and therapists improved advocacy and
consistency of care.

eMany parents described a deep emotional shift - from stress to
understanding.

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Parent Voices

C-J Impact on Parents and Families

“We grew as parents... we

) “Having some tools to
learned so much from [our child].

. “we finally knew how support him and some
It made us more pat.lent, gave us a to play” support and guidance was
better understanding of how to invaluable”

communicate and connect.

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Taken together, the programme delivered clear, observable gains across all

cases. Children advanced in:

Emotional breakthroughs: Affection, empathy, sibling bonding, and joy
became visible markers of change.

Reframed understanding: Parents discovered communication through
gestures, signs, role-play, and processing time.

Everyday victories: From toileting and mealtimes, to park visits and
regulation, families celebrated practical gains.

Pathways to connection: Play and motor strategies worked together as
foundations for learning and belonging.

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.
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The therapists core approaches to working with the

child and parents - Parents’ feedback

Approaches Moving forwards

* Play-based, child-led interventions * Further integration between OT and CT
ways of working

* Practical guidance for sensory-motor

regulation » Strengthening the setting of goal and

micro-goal for the child and parents

* In-the-moment parent coaching

* Regular therapists’ written feedback to

e Strengths-based framing parents/primary carer givers towards set
up goals

* Systemic integration

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




In conclusion..

* The First Steps programme has proven life-changing for families - combining the practical
strengths of occupational therapy with the relational depth of child psychotherapy.

* Parents and therapists alike described remarkable progress in children’s communication,
regulation, play, and independence, alongside growing parental confidence, skill, and hope.

* The home-first, dual-therapist model fostered trust, empowerment, and meaningful connection,
with benefits extending to nurseries, EHCPs, and wider family systems.

* While some called for clearer onboarding, goal-setting, and integration between therapists, the
overwhelming message was one of deep value and transformative impact.

» With stronger structures to support its vision, First Steps is poised to evolve into a robust,
replicable model of early intervention.

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Improvement Recommendations

Support mentoring and training for
understanding and implementing
the interdisciplinary nature of the

programme and their
interprofessional practice and goal
setting.

Strengthen Strengthen
systems for systems for
programme programme
implementation evaluation

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Next Steps

Review First Steps
programme and update
with recommendations

from the programme

Research paper

Create resources to
share with partners

Early Intervention - Life Long Difference.




Introduction to Play:cademy
Nicolas Krueckeberg



o TA Early Years Parent Community Join Now Sign In

Welcome to Transforming Autism Early Years Parent
Community

Join me in my Mighty Network

Why to join the Transforming Autism Early Years Parent
Communi -




Panel Discussion Q&A

Nicolas Krueckeberg — Senior Clinical Advisor for Transforming Autism, experienced Autism Early Intervention
Specialist with over 30 years experience, Founder of PER:SPECTRUM specialising on online consultancy and
training.

Theodora Papatheodorou - First Steps programme lead developer and author, and Transforming Autism
advisor (Therapy and Research).

Arianna Pulsoni — Therapeutic Lead for Transforming Autism, child and adolescent psychoanalytic
psychotherapist, Lecturer at the Department of Psychosocial and Psychoanalytic Studies at University of Essex.

Andrew Shahan — Clinical Advisor for Transforming Autism with over 35 years working with autistic children and
families on early intervention. Launched Autism Coaching in 2018 to support professionals and families.

Guy Shahar — Co-Founder of Transforming Autism, Author and TEDTalk speaker, The Beautiful Reality of Autism,
early careers in teaching, broadcasting and IT.

Lucie Wheeler — Lead Researcher, Founder and CEO, RECAP Ltd. and a Research Fellow in the School of
Education and a PhD candidate at Anglia Ruskin University.



Thank You

Visit our website: transformingautism.org
* Sign up for our newsletter (scroll to bottom to sign up)

Follow us on social media at:
e LinkedIn: @transformingautism
* Instagram: @transformingautismproject
* YouTube: @transformingautismproject

Join Bright Start International Annual Conference on Early Childhood
« November 13-15% 2025

 https://conferencebrightstartfoundation.org/register-1

If you’re interested in our support or would like to get involved, please contact us:
e Call: 020 452 60265

General enquiries: info@transformingautism.org
Family support enquiries: services@transformingautism.org

Online Years Parent Community support: communitymanager@transformingautism.org
Funding, partnerships and other charity related matters: ceo@transformingautism.org


https://conferencebrightstartfoundation.org/register-1
mailto:info@transformingautism.org
mailto:services@transformingautism.org
mailto:communitymanager@transformingautism.org
mailto:ceo@transformingautism.org
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