
ASD Newsletter Feature Article: On Being Good-Enough 

Years ago, a famous British psychoanalyst, D.W. Winnicott, came up with the concept of 

the 'good-enough parent'. Winnicott worked for a children’s hospital in London in the 

1940’s through to the 1960s and came to the field of psychotherapy from the perspective 

of a pediatrician. He introduced the concept of good-enough to communicate the idea that 

parenting is difficult and complex and that no one can be a perfect parent. Given our falli-

ble nature and the stresses we face, we will inevitably do some 'wrong' things in raising 

our children. These mistakes will usually not be traumatic, by which we mean doing sig-

nificant damage to the child’s emerging personality, and, in fact, can serve the purpose of 

healthy development. The concept of good-enough is relevant in at least two ways to the 

work and experience of individuals supporting children with ASD in schools (i.e., teach-

ers, integration aides, clinicians). 

The first way that good-enough is relevant to those working with children with ASD is 

that it informs our efforts to encourage autonomy and agency. Winnicott believed that an 

infant develops a sense of self in direct relationship to her attachment figures, and the first 

such figure is usually the mother. The infant experiences a need, like hunger, and the 

mother (or father) meets that need. In the early days of the infant’s life, she does not rec-

ognize a difference between self and the mother (or father or nanny); all she knows is that 

when she has a need, she cries and then the need is met. There is no sense of a differenti-

ated self; she is her own world. However, this does not (and should not) continue forever. 

According to Winnicott, the good-enough mother... adapts less and less completely, grad-

ually [pulling back], according to the infant's growing ability to deal with her fail-

ure..."[1]. So the good-enough parent begins to increase the amount of time between the 

infant’s expression of need (e.g., crying) and meeting that need (e.g., feeding, changing, 

or whatever).  Although this is not enjoyable for the infant, she learns that she is depend-

ent upon the parent for her needs to be met, which means that she is different from the 

parent. She also learns that she can survive these scary moments of need. The infant cries 

because she is afraid or distressed. However, little by little, the child experiences more of 

this anxiety and discovers two things: (a) that the parent eventually comes and provides 

for her need; and (b) that the anxiety did not overwhelm her. In contrast, the parent who 

tries to be too perfect does not allow the child to experience these threats and anxiety, and 

thus the child never learns to deal with anxiety and develop a sense of herself as inde-

pendent and capable of surviving in the world. 

As with the good-enough parent, the good-enough professional gradually moves from 

providing extensive support to a child or teen with ASD when they are confronted with 

new challenges to allowing them to be exposed to a manageable level of anxiety. Be it 

raising their hand and asking a teacher a question in class for the first time, approaching a 

group of peers and asking to join their activity, or taking public transit alone, the child 

with ASD will often initially seek to avoid the challenge and it is easy for a well-intended 

professional to try to protect them from anxiety by providing extensive support (i.e., es-

sentially initiating the task for them). Despite our discomfort in the face of the student’s 

initial expression of need/distress, pulling back represents not indifference but the good-

enough professional’s recognition that the child must sit with anxiety in order to discover 

both that it can be  manageable and that they have agency over many of the circumstances 

in their lives  
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Occupational Therapy Corner: Facilitating Self-Regulation 

Individuals with ASD often present challenges with self-regulation as a result of their cognitive characteristics and sensory 

profile. As our students with ASD enter the school world, they are faced with the need to adapt to more complex environ-

ments than previously encountered. School environments typically include a number of authority figures and many varia-

bles that challenge the ability of all students to deal with anxiety and develop autonomy to function successfully within 

these settings. Although effort is made by school teams to tailor the environment and demands to the needs and individual 

characteristics of their students with ASD, inclusive community environments are far from perfect. As a result of their con-

ditions, students with ASD are bound to struggle in multi-sensory (at times over-stimulating) physical environments, inter-

act with adults and peers with all kinds of temperaments and personalities, and potentially face greater frustration than their 

peers (regarding changes in plans/routines, communication breakdowns, social interactions, academic learning, etc.). There-

fore, it is essential to support the development of students with ASD by using therapeutic and educational approaches ad-

dressing their specific needs, which includes teaching them from a very young age a set of skills to facilitate self-regulation; 

that is, the ability to manage their own energy states (alertness and activity level), attention, emotions and behaviors.  
 

Self-regulation involves dealing effectively with sensory and emotional stressors. As components of self-regulation include 

sensory processing and modulation, executive functioning, emotional regulation and social cognition, supporting the devel-

opment and consolidation of each of these areas may need to be more or less emphasized for any given student with ASD. 

A variety of tools addressing domains of self-regulation have been developed over the years, and successfully used by the 

ASD community to support individuals with ASD. These include programs such as Social Stories® by Carol Gray which 

explains social information in context and guides students’ responses; Social Thinking® by Michelle Garcia Winner teaches 

social perspective taking and how the social world works; How Does Your Engine Run? The Alert Program® for Self-

Regulation by M.S. Williams & S. Shellenberger develops the student’s awareness about their alertness, activity level and 

ability to regulate self; The Incredible 5-Point Scale by Kari Dunn Buron & Mitzi Curtis helps students better understand 

their emotions and reactions in different situations; and The Zones of Regulation® by Leah Kuypers, is a framework to sim-

plify how we think about and manage our feeling states, based on personal goals, the social context, and current environ-

mental demands. 
 

Despite the care and effort in providing good-enough relationships and environments for successful learning; school teams 

will make mistakes along the way. In the same way, we can expect that our students with ASD are also on a learning curve, 

and will experience feelings of frustration and failure at times. However, with use of appropriate teaching tools and strate-

gies, in conjunction with support from their caregivers and school teams, we will achieve our common goal of seeing stu-

dents grow and learn from these experiences in order to develop socially acceptable behavior, maintain good relationships 

and wellbeing, as well as learn at their own pace.  

Joëlle Hadaya, erg.   Occupational Therapist 

Continued from page 1 

A second way that good-enough is relevant to our work is that it promotes compassion for ourselves as professionals and 

underscores the essential role of attunement in relationships. To be a good-enough teacher or child care worker conveys the 

idea that, although we do need to perform skillfully enough to accomplish the challenges of our role (i.e., we must under-

stand and apply the techniques and attitudes that lead children with ASD to learn and develop), we do not need to accom-

plish these challenges perfectly. We do not have to be the best or win a gold medal; we just need to be good-enough. From 

there, we can enjoy our work, not put too much pressure on ourselves, and accept making a few mistakes along the way but 

learning and growing from these errors. From Winnicott’s point of view, of the many traits component of good-enough par-

enting, attunement is one of the most important. Attunement implies hearing, seeing, caring, and responding. It involves 

listening and reacting appropriately when a child or adolescent we are working with sounds frustrated or distressed – and 

then figuring out solutions to the triggering situations with them. It does not mean having everything already figured out 

and having the perfect action script already in hand. If we are attuned and responsive, we are already in possession of a key 

ingredient to all successful (and good enough) relationships. 

[1] Winnicott, D. W. (1953). Transitional Objects & Transitional Phenomena, International Journal of Psychoanalysis. Vol. 34 



Save the date! 

Gold Centre—Current Trends in Autism Conference 2016 
TRANSITION PLANNING AND EMPLOYMENT FOR ADOLESCENTS AND ADULTS WITH AN ASD 

MARCH 21 AND 22, 2016 

UQAM - Cœur des sciences, Amphithéâtre (SH-2800), Pavillon Sherbrooke 200, rue Sherbrooke Ouest, Montréal, QC  H3C 3P8 

Monday, March 21, 2016 

Peter Gerhardt, EdD   

Tuesday, March 22, 2016 

Marie Joseé Cordeau, Lucila Guerrero, Kenza Deschênes-Kherchi, Marie Lauzon, Patricia Duguay 

David Nicholas, PhD, RSW 

Jonathan Weiss, PhD  

For more information go to http://www.goldlearningcentre.com/SAVE-THE-DATE-Current-Trends-in-ASD-Conference-2016-e243/ 
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Thank you to Andrea Bertalan, (Lester B. Pearson work skills consultant) and students from Lindsay Place High School’s work skills     

training program for preparing this newsletter for distribution! 

Communication Corner: 
In order to apply the good-enough model of teaching (see feature article) we need to expose students with ASD to small 

amounts of uncertainty without creating too much anxiety.  If they experience too much anxiety it will overwhelm their 

ability to cope. How do we then develop a sense of self and competency in our students with ASD? One intervention 

approach that addresses these issues is Relationship Development Intervention™ (RDI™), developed by Dr. Steven 

Gutstein.  This approach is designed to develop a student’s dynamic intelligence. Dynamic intelligence allows us to 

adapt to changing situations by applying flexible thinking, solving problems that don’t have immediately obvious solu-

tions and monitoring and regulating our actions.  

Trained RDI™ consultants work with families to teach them ways of interacting with their children to help develop more 

dynamic thinking. Some of the basic principles of RDI can be applied to your everyday interactions with students with 

ASD.  

Slow down-When you ask a question or make a comment. Don’t rush to repeat your question if you don’t get a response. 

The student has heard what you said but might take more time to respond. By giving time you will build a student’s con-

fidence in himself as a communicator.  

Use declarative language-When speaking to students with ASD, we often use an imperative style of communication. 

Our communication often puts ours students in the role of responder. We ask questions, give commands and provide 

prompts.  Since our students do take longer to process information we often resort to this style of interaction as it appears 

that our students are not paying attention to us otherwise. Using declarative language on the other hand focuses on mak-

ing comments, statements and self-narratives. Instead of saying “what do you see?” say “I see something.” Instead of 

saying “What’s the matter?” say “You look frustrated”. 

Use exaggerated facial expressions and gestures-Take the time to pause what you are doing and look at your student. 

Be animated before you speak. This will grab your student’s attention and is the beginning of emotion sharing. 

For more information about RDI™ visit their official website at RDI connect (http://www.rdiconnect.com/category/

communityblog/) 

Gutstein, S. E. (2001). Autism Aspergers: Solving the relationship puzzle-A new developmental program that opens the door to life-

long social and emotional growth. Arlington, TX: Future Horizons. 

Gutstein, S., & Sheely, R. (2002a). Relationship development intervention with young children: social and emotional development 

activities for Asperger’s, autism, PDD and NLD. London, United Kingdom: Jessica Kingsley. 

Gutstein, S., & Sheely, R. (2002b). Relationship development intervention with children, adolescents and adults: A comprehensive 

program for social and emotional development in autism, PDD and NLD. London, United Kingdom: Jessica Kingsley. 

http://www.rdiconnect.com/category/communityblog/
http://www.rdiconnect.com/category/communityblog/


Our team is composed of professionals with a variety of specializations. 

Designated as a Centre of Excellence within the province, our mandate is 

to assist LBPSB schools in the implementation of best practices for the 

inclusion of students with ASD and to serve as a resource to the other 

English school boards in Quebec. Our team provides assistance to stu-

dents and families and works to support educational personnel in aug-

menting their capacity to meet a wide range of needs in the classroom. We 

do this through direct intervention, coaching, consulting, professional de-

velopment, and the sharing of materials. 

Autism Spectrum Disorder Team 

Lester B. Pearson School Board 
1925 Brookdale Avenue 

Dorval, Quebec 
Phone: 514-422-3000 

Fax: 514-422-3014 
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Read all about it!    
The Autism Discussion Page Blue Book focuses on the core chal-

lenges associated with autism and provides concise accessible in-

formation and simple tools for supporting children with these vul-

nerabilities.  Based on posts on the popular online community 

page and organized by subject for ease of reference, this book of-

fers excellent understanding of how children with autism process 

and experience the world, and effective strategies for coping with 

these challenges.   

This book will assist parents and school staff to feel more comfortable with their un-

derstanding and ability to effectively intervene in supporting students who have diffi-

culty managing the social environment or academic expectations. 

We’re on the web!  http://coeasd.lbpsb.qc.ca 

Try this: 

Many individuals have difficulty accepting mis-

takes (their own or others’).  In the spirit of the 

good  enough parent, educator or student, we 

can use the MISTAKES acronym with My Fa-

vourite Mistake sheet to help students      devel-

op a growth mindset.1 

The example below as well as other tools can be 

found at www.growthmindsetmaths.com 

Behavior Tip: 
 

One of the practices we can adopt by being a good enough parent 

or support person for a child with autism is to give the child  

space and time to adjust to their environment or to a new request. 

When children are given a wait period before being expected to 

respond to a directive or a prompt, we are often surprised by what 

they can accomplish on their own. The added benefit of this ap-

proach is that we often encounter less negative behavior because 

we are not in their personal space and they are given an oppor-

tunity to process an expectation and generate a response.  

When aggressive behavior is observed, we often notice that the 

helper is in very close proximity to the individual with autism in a 

way that one would rarely expect with a colleague or even another 

child. As consultants, when we see or are told about a behavioral 

difficulty, our first objective is to observe how physically close 

the helper is to the child and how much they are prompting or di-

recting them. We often suggest giving the child more physical 

space and testing them to see how much they can do on their own 

or when given wait time. This takes a lot of patience and respect 

for the child’s abilities since all of us want him/her to succeed and 

to be seen as more than “good enough”. Keep in mind that you 

may not always be there in every moment of the child’s life and if 

you are working harder than they are , you could be stifling their 

ability to become independent and achieve their full potential, 

regardless of their level of functioning.   

 

                          WWW 

http://aie.apsea.ca is a new web-

site created as a result of an At-

lantic inter-provincial collabora-

tion supported by APSEA 

(Atlantic Provinces Special Edu-

cation Authority).  The website 

features webinars and infor-

mation papers on important top-

ics to support learners with Au-

tism Spectrum Disorder. You will 

also find useful links to other 

excellent websites and resources.  

 1. Dweck, C., 2006 Mindset: The New Psychology of Success 

http://aie.apsea.ca

