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Preface

	Emma was about 12 at the time, completely into her own agenda and not very interested in other people. She knew a handful of words – all the important things in life: swings, bubbles, pizza, pool, water, gum, candy, cookies, and toilet. But other than that, she was essentially non-verbal.

	It was 10 months since I’d seen Emma and I was looking forward to working with her at summer camp again. That day I was making a special trip to see her at her Saturday Program on Long Island before going upstate for the staff orientation at camp.

	I had made a connection with Emma the previous summer at camp, but was not sure that she would remember me. However, there was no need to worry. Emma came over to me as soon as she saw me, and started humming “You Are My Sunshine” – her way of requesting that I sang it to her. She stayed with me for the rest of the afternoon, and was reluctant to leave even when her mum came to pick her up. Emma’s mum was very surprised, and asked jokingly, “What have you done to my daughter?”

	Actually that was a great question. What had I done that had created such a powerful connection? In truth, nothing really.  But it was something that most other people who worked with Emma had not done.

	I had engaged in lots of what I now call Intensive Play with her the previous summer whenever I got the chance (if you had asked me at the time I probably would have called it hanging out). We did lots of her favorite things, which I’m sure you can guess from the list of her words above: blowing bubbles, sitting on swings, playing with water, going for pizza…

	That was nearly 20 years ago, right at the beginning of my autism journey. To be honest, at the time I had no training in autism, and had no idea what I was doing. However, that experience with Emma showed me the power of building a connection through play, and I have been committed to using play in my work with children with autism ever since.

	As a parent you will have many goals for your child, as a parent of a child with autism those goals may be different than what you previously imagined, but perhaps they seem more urgent.  Goals are important, but what is more important is the connection that you build through mindful interaction with your child. Build a bridge to your child’s world, cross it frequently as a welcome guest, and show your child that your world is pretty cool too.

	In sharing what I’ve learned, I hope this book acts as a useful guide for you on your journey with your child.
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