
I D E A  # 6

L E T  F A M I L I E S  L E A D

R o b i n  W e c k e r ly

On the third day of distance learning this school year, I made my kid cry. I was frustrat-
ed that he did not want to do his schoolwork, and I yelled at him, and he cried. !en I 
went to the grocery store, and I cried in the parking lot. It was a tough day.

Before schools closed, my son, Rex, was having a banner year. He had made huge strides 
academically and socially. He had the right teacher. We had "nally cracked the code and found 
the perfect balance of supports. He had friends and was opening up in ways he never had before. 
!en schools closed. It was crushing—for both of us.

I wish I could say that I pulled myself together and we have been rocking this distance learning 
thing. !e cold hard truth is it has been hard every single day. I am worried that my kid will fall 
behind or struggle academically for many years to come. I feel like the world’s worst instructional 
aide. I am worried that I am crushing his spirit.

!en I am reminded that every time somebody has tried to put limits on my son, he has 
pushed past them. I know my kid is resilient. Distance learning is NOT going to be the worst 
thing that has ever happened to him. I am going to show myself—and his teachers—the kind of 
grace that I hope they show him.

I decided that if Rex is going to thrive during distance education, I will need to take the lead. 
I am, a#er all, the principal of the Weckerly Home School, and I’m learning more every day 
about what e$ective support looks like for my child and for my family. I’m also learning how 
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to communicate this e$ectively to the teachers. !e primary message I have given to the school 
so far is: “!ank you for letting parents lead.” I really don’t know how we would have made it 
this far without the license from the school to make this all happen on my own kid’s terms. My 
advice to educators who teach students with disabilities is listen to the parents and caregivers and, 
speci"cally, be %exible, keep communicating, and focus on relationships.

B E  F L E X I B L E

Before school moved online, home was the place where Rex could “stim” whenever and 
however he wanted. He didn’t have to sit in one place to eat a meal or watch television from the 
couch. Home is where he can let it all out. I will not make home a place where he does not feel 
comfortable. Please don’t ask me to do so.

My son has autism, and whole-class video chats are challenging for him. Letting him sit on 
his doorway swing while he participates in Zoom classes was a game changer for us, but this is 
just one of many ways he might get comfortable during a lesson. Sometimes he sits on his yoga 
ball chair wrapped in a blanket (see Figure 6.1). Other times, he learns while sitting in a “boat” 
he made using his connector set (see Figure 6.2).
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My son wrapped in a blanket during a lesson.
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Rex learning “aboard his boat.”

Rex also needs to engage in lessons and complete assignments in his own way. In many in-
stances, it may look like my kid is not participating in daily lessons. His behavior may seem to 
indicate he has “checked out,” but the situation is more complicated than that. He is simply not 
comfortable interacting directly during virtual lessons. When my son does raise his hand and 
o$er a comment to his classmates, his voice drops to a whisper, his body tenses, and he can barely 
move his lips to form words.

Yet, when Rex uses a dry-erase board to express himself, everything changes. He utilizes this 
simple accommodation in many ways. Rex o#en writes on the board instead of using a notebook 
or worksheet. He also uses it in lieu of typing in the chat box. When he needs to respond to his 
teacher’s questions or complete assignments, he sometimes holds his board up to the screen to 
show the group. Other times, I send pictures of the board to his teacher to share his completed 
his work.

!e dry-erase board is an easy-to-use support, and it’s helpful in more than one way. While 
it is used daily to share his thinking (see Figure 6.3), it also serves as a tool to keep him focused. 
For some people, drawing or doodling is a tool that aids memory and learning (Andrade, 2009); 
this has always been true for my son.
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Rex’s dry-erase board notes for a math lesson.

Chanting “eyes up, hands down” is not helpful to get my son’s attention—and it never has been. 
In fact, if Rex does have his “eyes up,” it usually means that he has lost his train of thought because 
when he does successfully respond to such a command, he—ironically—struggles to listen to the 
person giving it. While it may be true that listening is easier for some students when they make eye 
contact and visually attend to the teacher, Rex o#en listens best when he does not track the face 
of the speaker or when he faces away from the computer screen altogether, just like many other 
individuals on the autism spectrum (Jackson, 2002; Lawson, 1998; Robison, 2007; Shore, 2013). 
When Rex can doodle, draw, or take notes on his board, it not only gives him an alternative to 
staring at the screen, but it also provides him with a purposeful "dget of sorts—a task that can both 
release the stress of the screen and o$er him tools to express himself and his ideas.

K E E P  C O M M U N I C AT I N G

I am THAT parent.&!e night before the "rst day of school each year, I have a debate with 
myself about whether I am going to send an email to my kid’s new teacher. !e email is a quick 
introduction to Rex (in case she or he hasn’t read his 15-page IEP) and some of his educational 
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goals. In a painstakingly edited message, I try to give general information about autism, speci"c 
supports that work well for him, a list of all the services and people on his team, and a bunch of 
really great qualities about my kid. !is email walks the line between, “I am an informed parent 
who knows all our rights,” and “I know I’m a lot, but you’re going to love my kid!” Sometimes the 
debate to send the email goes so late into the night that I end up sending it at an ungodly hour, 
which further cements my role as THAT parent.

Each time I hit “send” on this email, his teachers reply with grace and thanks. It is the begin-
ning of a long conversation that will last for several months. Building a positive relationship with 
my kid’s teacher is imperative to his success—and my ability to fall asleep at night.

During distance education, I believe connecting with the general education teacher, special 
education teacher, and school support team is more important than ever. By communicating 
frequently about what is working and what is challenging, we have found speci"c, personalized 
accommodations for Rex. When creating his Distance Learning Plan (DLP), for instance, we 
found ways to reduce the time he spends in Zoom sessions and increase engagement in asyn-
chronous tasks and independent work. I also communicate regularly with his general education 
teacher by email and sometimes pop into her virtual o'ce hours.

Other communication methods for families could include daily text updates, a weekly sum-
mary email, or a monthly check-in with the entire virtual learning team. !ere no rules about 
how o#en to connect with families, so keep communicating, be aware of any evolving needs, and 
when in doubt, just ask!

F O C U S  O N  R E L AT I O N S H I P S

Last spring a#er each online lesson ended, most of the kids would log o$ the meeting room, 
but a handful of students would stay “in the room” to talk with the teacher. It was during this 
unstructured time that Rex would unmute his computer’s microphone.

My son likes to draw, and he likes to recreate YouTube videos or video games by drawing 
them and stapling the drawings together to create books. He loves creepy things, monsters, and 
dark creatures, so imagine my horror when I saw him sharing his 20-page, hand-drawn book 
about monsters and death with his teacher and a few of his classmates.

He held up his book to the camera to show each of his drawings, sometimes pausing for 
dramatic e$ect. From the other room, I could hear his teacher engage with him. She asked 
him questions about each drawing, and—lo and behold—he responded! !e conversation was 
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remarkable on its own, but what really captured my attention was his voice. It was not the strained 
whisper he typically uses in whole-class interactions, but his “regular” voice—the one he uses at 
home with me and his dad. He was comfortable. He was connecting.

It was during these unstructured, “a#er class” times that I could see my son’s spirit renewing. 
I will forever be grateful for the connection this particular teacher made with my kid. It truly 
meant the world to us.

I think moments like this one are helping a lot of students through both this pandemic and 
the related virtual learning struggles. It’s these little moments that matter—and it’s these little 
moments that form the foundations of real relationships.

Some teachers are building relationships by phoning students and their families. Others are 
inviting students to give input, provide feedback, and share concerns on surveys, slideshow polls, 
or virtual exit slips. Still others are "nding time to listen to their learners by holding online o'ce 
hours, checking on those who seem to need extra attention, or by asking questions about 20-page 
monster books. !e method does not matter nearly as much as the e$ort and, of course, the result.

I have learned a lot since that day I cried in the parking lot. In the last few months, I’ve been 
inspired by the educators and sta$ members who rose to the occasion and showed vulnerability. 
I’ve discovered a lot about teaching and schooling. I’ve gained new skills as a parent and as a 
leader of my son’s team. For all of these reasons, I am no longer counting the days until this thing 
is over. I am now celebrating all we have done.


