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“See with 
your heart. She has 

an amazing soul. His limita-
tions and challenges make him whole. 

Her life seems to look different to you and I.”  

With adapted wings they’ll learn to fly. 
–  Freelancer Mona Chabra

What is a sensory processing disorder?   By Jennifer Collins

Most parents notice it during 
the toddler years. A child 
has an unusual aversion to 
noise and lights or refuses to 

wear certain shoes or clothing. A child 
hates bath time, having hair washed, or 
simply getting wet. A child has trouble 
with stairs or toys that require buttons 
or latches to make them work. A child 
might fear loud or vibrating toys. A 
child becomes enraged or emotional 
over the smallest things. While parents 
may dismiss these behaviors as typical 
for  the ‘terrible twos”, these behaviors 
might be indicative of sensory process-
ing issues. 

What are sensory processing issues?
Sensory processing issues are dif-

ficulties with organizing and responding 
to information that comes in through 
the senses. Children may be oversensi-
tive, undersensitive or both. Certain 
sounds, sights, smells, textures and 
tastes might trigger ‘sensory overload’. 
Flashing lights, loud noises, textures 
or smells of foods and uncomfortable 
clothing are some things that might 
cause children to become upset, cry or 
tantrum. 

Parents find it difficult to discern 
what is a sensory processing issue and 
what is a typical toddler behavior. A 
child may refuse to put on shoes. That 
child may not want to leave or the 
shoes make him very uncomfortable. 
A child may refuse to go into a public 
bathroom. That child might refuse toilet 
training or be fearful of the noise of 
flushing toilets and air dryers. 

“Sensory avoiding” or  
“sensory seeking”

Children can be sensory avoiding or 
sensory seeking, depending on the way 
their brain processes sensory stimulation. 
Some children react to a wide range of 
triggers. Sensory overload leads to sen-
sory meltdowns, that look like a tantrum 
but are beyond the child’s control.

Some signs of “sensory avoiding”:
• Overwhelmed by people and places.
• Escapes to quiet spots in noisy or 

crowded places.
• Refusal to wear certain types of cloth-

ing or shoes.
• Sensitive to bright or flashing lights.
• Very picky eater, limited diet, refusal to 

try new foods.
• Becomes upset with even small 

changes in routine or environment.
• Easily startled by loud noises, holds 

hands over ears.
Some children are undersensitive to 

sensory input and have the opposite 
reactions. They need to move. They seek 
out input like physical contact or pres-
sure, or even spicy or sour foods. 

Some signs of “sensory seeking”:
• Plays roughly.
• Physical risk taker.
• Unusually high pain tolerance.
• Fidgets and moves constantly. 
• Clumsy or uncoordinated.
• Invades other people’s personal space.
• Constantly touching things.

Children may not be solely “sensory 
avoiding” or “sensory seeking”, but 
may display signs of both, depend-
ing on the situation. Parents learn to 
observe children’s reactions and then 
anticipate what triggers them. 

The other senses
Sensory information is not just 

limited to the five senses of smell, taste, 
sight, touch and sound. 

Interoception is a sense that helps 
you understand what is going on 
around your body. Toilet training might 
be especially difficult for children who 
have difficulty with interoception. These 
children may have an alarmingly high 
tolerance for pain and participate in 
rough play that can hurt themselves and 
others. 

Proprioception (body awareness) 
and the vestibular sense (spatial orienta-
tion) also affect children with sensory 
issues. Children have trouble knowing 
where their body is in relation to others, 
or to their environment. These children 
may find it difficult to climb ladders, go 
down slides or use swings. They may 
also stand or walk too closely to others. 

Diagnosing  
sensory processing  

disorders
Sensory processing issues are not 

a formal diagnosis, but a pediatrician 
or specialist might tell you that your 
child “has difficulty processing sensory 
information”. 

Tests like the Sensory Integration 
and Praxis Test (SIPT) and the Sensory 
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Processing Measure (SMP) checklist can 
be used to identify sensory processing 
issues; but in general, the behaviors of 
children with sensory processing issues 
are very visible. 

Occupational therapists, pediatri-
cians, behavior development lists, 
psychologists and school evaluators can 
identify sensory processing issues in 
children. Tracking your child’s behavior, 
including triggers and reactions and 
sharing this information with these pro-
fessionals can be very helpful. 

 Helping children with  
sensory processing issues

There are no medications for chil-
dren with sensory processing issues, but 
professionals can help children learn 
coping strategies to deal with them. 

Therapists might create a sensory 
diet or an individual plan of physical 
activities like jumping jacks or hopping 
up and down that help children regulate 
their behavior and emotions so they are 
more open to participating in learning 
or social activities. Child psychologists 
use cognitive behavioral therapy to help 
kids talk through feelings during chal-
lenges. 

At school, children may be able to 
get accommodations through an IEP or 
504 plan or a teacher may give supports 
such as using a fidget device, provid-
ing a quiet space, preparing child for 
change in routines or allowing a child to 
take breaks to self-regulate. 

If you are concerned about your child
If a child exhibits sensory processing 

issues, the first thing a parent should 
do is talk to a pediatrician. Dealing 
with sensory processing issues affects 
all aspects of daily life. As difficult as it 
is for the child, it is challenging for the 
whole family.  

Many parents cope by avoiding 
the situations that cause reactions. It is 
easier to address a problem when it is 
fully understood. Seek help from a pro-
fessional who can identify the underly-
ing cause for the reactions and provide 
coping strategies. 

When parents and therapists work 
together, they both gain knowledge 
that helps to better understand the 
child and leads to a more successful 
intervention.  n

Jennifer Collins is a local mom of two 
amazing kids and wife to her very own 
Superman. She likes to read, drink 
hot tea and chase sunsets. She is a 
freelance writer, who journals about 
navigating life with terminal cancer on 
her blog, LifeConfetti.
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https://dsapgh.org/
https://www.achieva.info/early-intervention
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The Woodlands - A special camp for special kids
By Ann K. Howley

Zoey Silinskas-Wood is a bright, red-haired girl with an infectious smile. The eleven-year-old from the North Hills loves music 
and a therapy dog named Chicken Noodle Soup.

Finding the right camp for Zoey presented a challenge for her mother, who, like any parent, wanted to find a camp that 
would interest and excite her child. But Cheryl Silinskas also needed to feel confident that the facility and staff were quali-

fied to address the medical, social and other considerations that were critical to the health and safety of her daughter, who has 
special needs.

special needs

Zoey was born four months premature. For the first several years of her life, she needed a trachea tube to breathe and re-
quired in home nursing care. Although she is no longer considered medically fragile, she still copes with disabilities related to her 
premature birth.

“I was looking for a program that would give Zoey a chance to connect with others who had experienced similar medical chal-
lenges,” says her mother.

Fortunately, they found The Woodlands.
“The place was amazing,” Cheryl says, recalling the first Open House she attended. “It was so beautiful, peaceful, and calm.”
She also felt relieved when she saw other children, teens and adults in wheelchairs, some with trachea tubes and connected 

to medical equipment. Her confidence grew when she met the nurses and well-trained staff, who knew the signs of respiratory 
distress and would be able to properly care for her daughter.

The Woodlands is a 52-acre facility in Wexford with year 
round programs aimed at enriching the lives of children and 
adults with disability and chronic illness. Their programs, such 
as camps, retreats, clubs and events, are fully adaptive and de-
signed to provide hands on experiences that reinforce social, 
cultural, environmental, recreational and spiritual growth. The 
grounds feature an indoor heated pool, 48-bed lodge, dining 
hall, creative arts and computer lab, activity center, camping 
area, sports court, nature trail, adapted zip line, amphitheater, 
adapted kitchen, adapted archery range and a par-3 adapted 
golf course.

Cheryl appreciates the commitment of the staff at The 
Woodlands. “It’s amazing how they are able to get a resistant 
child to join in. The way they work with the kids makes it such 
a positive experience for them.”

Zoey loves it there and this summer, she will attend Notes 
From the Heart music camp and Cub Club, a day camp for 
kids aged six to twelve.

The first time Zoey attended the music camp, Cheryl was 
concerned because her daughter had never spent the night 
away from home, so she was grateful when the staff told her 
she was welcome to pick up Zoey at the end of the day and 
bring her back in the morning.

To her mother’s surprise, Zoey made her own decision. “I’m 
going to stay overnight,” she announced.

“It’s amazing to see her steps of independence since she’s 
been a camper at The Woodlands,” Cheryl says. “Zoey is 
happy when she comes home from camp. She’s tired, too. But 
that’s the sign of a great place, when your child is tired, but 
wakes up the next day, ready to go again.”  n

Ann K. Howley is a Pittsburgh-based writer, teacher, speaker 
and author of a re-released memoir called Confessions of a 
Do-Gooder Gone Bad.

http://mywoodlands.org
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SPONSORED CONTENTCOMMUNITY SPOTLIGHT Special Education

Spectrum Charter School – 
Educating students for success in a changing world

By Spectrum Charter School

Spectrum Charter School is built on the ideals that every 
student should receive a strong education and support so that 
they can reach their greatest potential. 

Our Mission:  To provide school-to-work transition in the 
classroom, on-site business, and community-based work sites for 
students aged 13-21.

Our program is structured to meet the needs of students 
who do not learn well in typical classroom settings due to unique 
cognitive, communication, and sensory challenges, including 
students with autism spectrum disorders. 

We are the first and only independent public charter school of 
its kind in the Pittsburgh area.

At times, students arrive at Spectrum no longer learning.  They arrive here having been bullied, are scared or angry.  
They may struggle with not only how to get a friend, but how to keep a friend.  For the first 30 days, we work off of their 
incoming IEP, perform assessments and observations looking for possible gaps. 

Students who attend Spectrum Charter School are very diverse and multicultural. Classrooms are structured to meet 
the learning abilities, from pre-kindergarten academics through 12th grade. Pre-college academics courses are also 
customized and made available through a student’s IEP. 

Our curriculum is aligned with the Pennsylvania Academic State Standards and includes traditional academics 
(science, history, math), functional (independent living skills) and transitional school-to-work academics. A typical school 
day for our students includes classroom learning, volunteering and working in the community, participating in yoga, 
social therapy, sex education, and recycling programs. We take the time to just get to know each other.  

A central goal of our school is incorporating The Spectrum Pledge into our curriculum: 
“I pledge to be a self-advocate who believes in my potential; to care for myself, my family, my community and our 

environment. I will show the quality of my character by being trustworthy, respectful and valuing the uniqueness of myself 
and others. I will remember that where I fail, I learn. I will be mindful 
and take each moment as an opportunity to grow.”

Over the years, Spectrum Charter School has received 
many awards and acknowledgements including an Energy Star 
Certification over the past five years.  In 2015, we were awarded the 
prestigious National Green Flag Award for creating a healthy and 
sustainable learning environment and for teaching environmental 
literacy. In 2017, we became a Live Well Allegheny County School 
partner.  n

Celebrating Education & 
Community Service Since 1999~

Spectrum Charter School, Inc.  
4369 Northern Pike,  

Monroeville, PA 15146

Learn more at: 
spectrumsci.org • 412-374-8130 
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http://www.spectrumcharterschool.org/
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Are you feeling isolated? Worn out? Overwhelmed?
By Jennifer Collins
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Parents often feel isolated and alone 
When a child is first diagnosed, parents are consumed with appointments and therapy sessions and learning how to help their 

children. There is no time for social gatherings or activities they once enjoyed. Friends stop extending invitations to social gather-
ings and babysitters, even family members, feel unequipped to care for the children. Parents find it difficult to leave their behav-
iorally challenged or medically fragile children, as they fear something might happen if they leave.

On a sunny afternoon, parents meet at the park so their children can play and 
the adults can visit. On a weekend, families go to movies, attend community 
events or stop at the popular pizza place for lunch. On Saturday night, parents 
have date night to unwind and recharge. On Sunday afternoon, moms get 

together at a local coffee shop. 
For parents of medically fragile children, or those with special needs; life is much 

different. 
Sunny afternoons are spent at the doctor’s office. On a sunny afternoon, the park is 

too crowded for a child with special needs. On weekends, a movie is not feasible for 
some children. The noise, lights, dark, people and smell of popcorn can be overwhelm-
ing. A trip to the grocery store is difficult to maneuver with a wheelchair.  A date night is 
not possible because mom and dad are exhausted and can’t both leave their child with 
medical needs. Meeting with friends on Sunday afternoon sounds lovely; but often, the 
invitations stop coming. 

Carnegie Science Center
carnegiesciencecenter.org

Carnegie Science Center offers sensory friendly times 
throughout the year. Noise-canceling headphones and 
sunglasses are available upon request. Check the website for 
specific dates and times and for more information. 

Flight Fit n Fun  (Bridgeville)
flightfitnfun.com/locations/pittsburgh/activities

Flight offers a sensory friendly jump on the first and third 
Tuesdays of the month. A sensory friendly atmosphere with 
lower lighting and calmer music for children who need a quiet, 
less stimulating environment. Check the website for more  
information.

Little Lake Theater
littlelake.org/sensory-friendly-performances

Little Lake offers sensory friendly performances throughout 
the year. This summer, the performances include The Lion King 
Jr, Junie B. is NOT a Crook!, and Winnie-the-Pooh. Check web-
site for dates and more information on available adaptations.

Bounce U of Jackson’s Pointe (Zelienople)
bounceu.com

Bounce U offers a sensory jump session on select Mon-
day evenings. Check the calendar for more information. All 
children must be accompanied by an adult and reservations are 
required as space is limited. 

Kennywood Park
kennywood.com/certified-autism-center

Kennywood is now a certified autism center. Staff has 
received training and there are noise canceling headphones 
and sensory bags available for guests. Although a quiet room 
has not been established at this time, the park hopes to offer 
one in the future. Special programs to limit wait times as well as 
a sensory booklet that outlines areas of the park according to 
sights and sounds are offered to guests as well. Check website 
for more information. 

AMC at the Waterfront
amctheatres.com/programs/sensory-friendly-films

AMC offers sensory friendly movies where they turn on 
lights and lower the volume. Guests are permitted to move 
around during the shows. Family friendly showings are avail-
able on the 2nd and 4th Saturdays of the month. A showing 
for more mature audiences is available on Tuesday evenings. 
Check the website for local listings and showtimes. 

The Children’s Museum of Pittsburgh
pittsburghkids.org/visit/accessibility

The Children’s Museum has monthly sensory friendly 
afternoons on Tuesdays. The museum offers free admission to 
support therapeutic support staff support, counselor, doctor, 
therapist or nurse with proper documentation. Sound blocking 
headphones, sensory blankets and vests, and wrist assistance 
cuffs are available upon request. Check calendar and website 
for more information.  

Sensory Friendly Places to Go!

Even at fun events, parents cannot engage in casual conversations because they have to attend to their children. After long 
days of lifting, carrying, bathing and chasing, they are physically exhausted. Children may have medical needs that don’t allow for 
long periods away from the home. Parents are mentally exhausted from constant appointments, and even worrying about upcom-
ing challenges, bullying from peers, or what their children’s futures will look like.

Parents are often exhausted and alone. Parents tag team to take care of other children in the home, or even to shower and 
complete chores like grocery shopping and housekeeping. Other children in the home can feel left out and isolated too. Taking 
other children to extracurricular activities can be challenging. Often, entire families are unable to attend sporting events and pro-
grams because one family member must stay home to care for a child with special needs. 

Relationships are tested. Marriages are strained. Parents want to spend time with spouses, friends and other families; but it 
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continued on page 24
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isn’t always possible. Left with high 
emotions and low energy, it is often 
easier to stay home. 

The physical and mental  
effects of isolation

The stress and isolation can take its 
toll. When days are filled with appoint-
ments and nights are filled with routine; 
parents can feel cut off from the outside 
world. Their worlds are small and 
demanding. As much as they love their 
children, they can feel like prisoners in 
their own homes. 

Constantly being on the go; and try-
ing to predict, prevent and manage trig-
gers and responses is draining. Tend-
ing to strict medical schedules can be 
all-consuming. Not having time to relax 
or to rest is debilitating and can lead to 
mental health issues such as anxiety and 
depression.  

The stress can cause health issues. 
Stress decreases natural immunity and 
makes parents more susceptible to 
illnesses, colds and flu. Stress can also 
cause physical ailments such as back 
and neck pain, or headaches. 

Parents must seek help  
for themselves as they  

do their children
Parents should begin with the list of 

resources provided by their pediatrician. 
Parents can search online for local sup-
port groups for their children’s specific 
diagnosis and then show up to meet-
ings. They can learn invaluable informa-
tion and connect with other parents and 
professionals.

Parents should take full advantage 
of social media. Social media can be a 
blessing to a parent with a child with 
special needs. Parents can connect with 
families all over the world, even those 
with a rare diagnosis. Even an online 

https://www.horseswithhope.org
http://www.amazingkids.org
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ISOLATED continued from page 23
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connection can make parents feel less 
alone, and the support can be so ben-
eficial.

Find special events for children with 
special needs. Movie theaters and live 
theaters have special showings and 
performances for children with sensory 
issues. Gyms and trampoline parks have 
allotted days and times for children with 
different abilities. 

When participating in activities 
tailored for children with special needs, 
parents should network with other par-
ents and take advantage of the social 
setting. Parents should introduce them-
selves, ask questions, as well as share 
ideas, struggles and accomplishments. 

Research qualified caregivers for 
children. Use those newly formed 
connections with other parents to get 
recommendations. When parents feel 
comfortable their child will be cared for, 
they can leave the house without worry.

Parents should exercise self-care reg-
imens. Getting enough sleep, physical 
activity and healthy food is important. 
Although this may not be easy, a few 
simple changes in routines can make a 
world of difference. 

https://teisinc.com
https://www.wpsbc.org
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ISOLATED continued from page 23
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How you can help a parent  
of a child with special needs 

• Don’t wait for them to ask for help. 
They won’t. Ask them what you can 
do. 

• Offer to go with a parent to an event 
for extra support. 

• Offer to learn about caring for their 
children. Learn about their daily rou-
tine or medical tasks. 

• Offer to help with grocery shopping, 
yard work or cleaning. 

• In public, say “hello” and start a 
conversation. Helping parents feel 
included and accepted is a tremen-
dous gift. n

Jennifer Collins is a mom of two 
amazing kids and wife to her very own 
Superman. She likes to read, drink 
hot tea, and chase sunsets. She is a 
freelance writer, who journals about 
navigating life with terminal cancer on 
her blog, LifeConfetti.

http://www.eiskids.com/
http://www.pittsburghparent.com/Resource-Directories/



