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Good morning everybody.  Thanks for tuning in at Moms Fighting Autism.  I’m your 
moderator, Nancy Bernotaitis.  I have a 13-year-old son with autism and I’ve been very active 
in the autism community since he was diagnosed at the age of 4.  I’ve served as president of 
the Autism Society of America Dayton Chapter and I’ve worked as the assistive technology 
specialist for Goodwill Easter Seals.  I’m also a regular contributor to Autism Today. 
 
There are 2 ways to listen to today’s webinar.  You can log in to momsfightingautism.com or 
you can call 949-333-4806 and then our conference ID number 168978.  All callers are 



immediately muted so don’t worry about background noises.  We can’t hear you.  Later in our 
webinar, I’ll let you know how you can ask a question directly to our presenter if you wish. 
 
We try to get to as many of the question and the common themes as we can and the time 
that we have.  But if you don’t get your question answered, don’t worry, we’ll give you 
information on how to contact our presenter after the webinar is over. 
 
We do have a slideshow today and we’ll let you know when that begins.  You should see if 
you’re logged in through the website, you should see a blue box and there are different tabs.  
One says register for the webinar, one says Listen In, one says Ask a Question and one says 
Slides.  So you would click the Slides button to view the slide show and it takes a moment to 
connect.  Once the slides are up, you can synchronize the slides to either your phone or to 
the webcast audio by clicking in the button at the bottom of the slideshow.  That way, you 
won’t get overlap and you won’t get an echo. 
 
We have an hour and a half for today’s topic so I’m going to go ahead and get started so we 
can use our time wisely. 
 
Today we have Eric Chessen who is going to be talking about “Fitness for the Autism 
Population.”  Eric is the Founder of Autism Fitness, the leading source of fitness information 
and programming for the autism spectrum disorder population. He is an exercise physiologist 
with extensive training in Applied Behavior Analysis and Best Practices approaches for teaching 
and behavior support.  Eric works with his athletes, consults, and presents around the U.S. 
and internationally.  Eric is the creator of the PAC Profile Assessment Toolbox, the first 
physical screening program that incorporates behavioral and cognitive aspects. 
 
Nancy: Welcome Eric. 
 
Eric: Thank you very much.  I’m happy to be here. 
 
Nancy: Now, I wanted to ask you before we get started on the slideshow, how did you 

get started in this field? 
 
Eric: A question that is always coming up because when I say I run something called 

Autism Fitness, people say, oh cool.  And I say, wait a minute, there’s more to 
it.  I started in the fitness realm several years ago and I was as a child, I 
became an overweight kid then in high school, I discovered weight training and 
nutrition and it really turned my life completely around, not only from the 
physical perspective and being physically healthy, but also from the emotional 
standpoint as well.  And then later on, when I was in graduate school for 



general psychology, I had a colleague who was working with teenagers on the 
autism spectrum, and at the time, I was kind of freelancing as a personal 
trainer, and this classmate of mine said, “Would you like to start developing 
some fitness programs for these teenagers on the spectrum?”  And I wasn’t 
really sure what I wanted to do career-wise at that point, so I started working 
in this program, began developing fitness programs, began getting better at 
developing fitness programs, began undergoing a lot of best practices and ABA 
training, and I was trying to find whatever relevant research or information 
there was about fitness programs for the autism population and I distinctly 
remember just finding one article that said physical fitness is important for 
special needs populations.  And I said, well that doesn’t really help a lot, so that 
was got them to see that germinated autism fitness and what would become 
autism fitness later on.  And that was about 10 years ago. So since then, in 
addition to working with my athletes on the spectrum, I also teach other people 
how to integrate fitness programs and physical education programs that are 
actually meaningful and beneficial and look at long-term development for the 
autism population. 

 
Nancy: Very interesting.  And you do this all out of your center? 
 
Eric: I actually, I’m all over the place.  I don’t have a center myself because I travel 

so much and because I’m working with so many different organizations.  My 
athletes, I typically work with in their homes which is a lot more comfortable for 
everybody and there are educational institutions or schools that I will consult 
with so I will bring my program there as well. 

 
Nancy: I love that you refer to them as athletes. 
 
Eric: Well they are.  Well, definitely … 
 
Nancy: Instead of clients or patients. 
 
Eric: Those are my athletes. 
 
Nancy: That’s awesome. 
 
Eric: Those are my kids.  They move and they get better at.  If you move on a 

regular basis and you get better on it, you know what, you’re an athlete. 
 
Nancy: Well, I move sometimes, maybe I’m an athlete too, sometimes.  Okay, do you 



want to get started with your slideshow? 
 
Eric: Absolutely. 
 
Nancy: Okay.  I’ve got it up and ready to go.  And again everyone tuning in through the 

website, you can click on the blue box and a little button that says Slides and it 
takes just a moment for the slides to come up.  So you should be able to follow 
along.  Be sure to sync them either with your phone or with the website, 
whichever way you’re listening.  Okay. 

 
Eric: Alright.  That’s so cool technology.  You can sync it up to a phone. 
 
Nancy: I know. 
 
Eric: Alright so we got hour.  First slide here, and before I get in to that, just a basic 

overview.  We did a little bit of introduction as to my background and how I got 
involved in all this.  I want to preface or introduce everything by explaining and 
I will get into it later in the slideshow that fitness, I refer to it as the missing key 
in optimal programming for the autism population because it’s something that, 
well people are beginning to discover a little bit more.  I think that it’s not 
prevalent enough in the community yet because when you go over an IEP or 
you go over the brochure for an education program, the fitness and the physical 
education part of that is not highlighted in the way that it should be.  And with 
everything that I’m going to present in this hour and a half, I think the most 
important underlying idea or point is that fitness has an impact on every other 
part of development. Not only from the physical standpoint but also from the 
cognitive standpoint, from the emotional or regulatory.  I refer to it as the 
adaptive component. 

 
And really, when we look at the importance of everything in life, you need to 
take into account what is the quality of life, what is the goal? In order to have 
the best life possible, we have to be physically healthy.  Otherwise, everything 
else 1) isn’t going to be as optimal and 2) we’re going to have other problems 
that creep in that could be easily avoided. 
 
So let’s go into this first slide and discuss first some of the problems that we 
have in the autism population with reference to physical issues.  Now, the 
research that I was doing when I was doing my graduate studies in exercise 
physiology, I was trying to figure out what are and it had been my experience 
with my athletes also that they definitely had some physical issues.  What does 



the literature or what does the research say about autism and these motor 
deficits? And when we talk about motor deficits, what is their gait pattern look 
like? Are they walking a little bit differently? Do they have difficulty performing 
daily life skills, bending and reaching and turning and carrying heavier objects 
and picking things up off the floor, and all these things that we have to do on a 
daily basis? 
 
So the research has demonstrated that there are a lot of physical issues with 
the autism population more so than with neuro-typical or normally developing 
individuals.  In fact, one study, I believe it was a Canadian one and I actually 
have it somewhere in a pile here in my home office.  But this study in their 
discussion section at the end stated that physical deficits and gross motor 
deficits were so prevalent in the autism population that they should be part of 
the diagnosis or should be part of the diagnostic criteria, meaning you have the 
social component, you have some of the cognitive delays and then you should 
also have this physical aspect because so many of these young people are 
presenting with a difficulty moving or are presenting with strength deficits and 
coordination deficits.  So there’s certainly a preexisting problem. 
 
Now, here gross motor deficits include abnormal gait patterns, hip flexibility, 
kinesthetic awareness, and when I speak with some of my other colleagues in 
the fitness industry who are also working with young athletes, whether they be 
sports-specific athletes or if they are just seeing those clients for general 
fitness, one of the issues now is that kids in general do not move as well as 
they did a decade ago or 2 decades ago, and the reason for this is the 
sedentary lifestyle. They sit all day at school, they come home, they sit in front 
of a computer and then they’re sitting, sitting, sitting in front of the TV and so 
on.  They’re not going outside and playing. Everything is preprogrammed 
entertainment so it’s taking away from our the abilities that we are born with 
and then it’s also taking away from the abilities that we are going to be able to 
develop. 
 
So what’s happening as I speak with some of my other colleagues is that gap 
between the physical issues and the autism population and the physical issues 
of the neuro-typical population is closing but not in a good way.  It’s because 
now, so many kids whether they have autism or not are not moving.  They are 
sedentary, and the problems with that are multifold.  
 
So when we’re looking at the physical deficits, we’re often starting out with 
these preexisting issues.  Now, the cool thing about fitness and the great thing 



about developing a home-based fitness program or having individualized PE 
goals that make sense in the schools is that we can erase a lot of these deficits 
through fitness programming. So along with good physical therapy and 
occupational therapy, a fitness program can really serve to erase these gross 
motor problems that we see. 
 
So let’s go to the next slide.  Fitness versus sports.  And I’ve been told 
numerous times that this section of my presentation is the one that is most eye 
opening and also relieving for parents because it is often the case that parents 
get frustrated or upset that their child is not participating in a team sport.  Now 
as a representative of the fitness industry and the fitness field, I will tell you 
that there are a lot of problems culturally right now with our obsession with 
sports, and there are a lot of problems that come out of it. 
 
1) We try to take what’s going on in the mainstream and apply it to special 
needs populations. It’s not always the best idea.  Now right now in 2011, we 
have more sports leagues, more team sport opportunities, more extracurricular 
activities in some areas of the country than ever before, and yet, physically, we 
have one of the unhealthiest and unfit generations or several generations that 
we’ve ever had.   
 
So where is the rift in this?  The problem is that we’re not looking at general 
fitness and play as the vitally important factors that they are.  The problem is 
that when we just look at sports and say okay, well sports are the be-all end-all 
of athleticism and being an athlete 1) It’s way too narrow. We’re only including 
those kids that are good at or want to play those particular sports and I can 
rattle them off on one hand.  We have baseball soccer, basketball, football, 
some of the individual sports, tennis, and so forth.  The problem is that human 
movement, there’s a lot more that we can be doing.  And by just saying these 
are the only physical activities that we have to offer is 1) very, very short term.  
And one of the ways that I illustrate is I’ll have a room full of a hundred people.  
I’ll say how many of you participated in a team sport when you are in 
elementary school?  And I’ll have 60 or 70 or 80 hands go up.  And then how 
many of you participated in that same sport in middle school? And I’ll have half 
of those hands. How many in high school?  Maybe 15 or 20 people out of that 
hundred.  How many in college? Maybe 5 or 10 and it’s usually an individual 
sport that they played whether it’s tennis or some type of Olympic sports or 
gymnastics.  And finally, how many of you are playing that sport today?  And 
again those individual sports sometimes, I’ll get 1 or 2 hands. 
 



So if fitness, if I’m actually right, and fitness is an important of an optimal life 
and being physically healthy is actually important, which obviously, I have a 
professional bias but I happen to think that’s pretty important.  What are we 
doing by placing all of our bets on sports?  Well it’s pretty short term.  And in 
the long-term, we always want to be physically active.  It would be ridiculous to 
say, well I did a push up when I was 14 so I’m good for the next 30 or 40 
years.  What we want to do is have general activities that we can continue to 
perform and get better at over a lifetime because this is always going to give us 
new opportunities. It’s going to give us new activities to do.  And the more 
general physical activities we have, so yeah, we have our squats and our 
medicine ball throws and our rope sways and all the cool stuff that we do with 
autism fitness, but then we also have getting out into the community, going 
hiking, going trail running or doing some other type of interactive physical 
activity, and this is also the way that we develop socialization and peer 
interactions in the community.  There’s no better way than doing that with 
physical fitness. 
 
The way I describe it and I think it gets into the next slide here, hopefully it 
does, is that sports, we look at sports here in the United States in 2011 and it’s 
starting to get better but we look at sports as the top of the pyramid, that’s 
where you want to get to. You want your kids playing sports, sports, sports, 
sports.  I will tell you from the perspective of a professional in the fitness 
industry that the more a child specializes in one particular sport, the greater 
they are likely heard of 1) physically getting hurt or 2) getting burned out.  And 
for every story that you see on the news about a 12 or 13-year-old Olympic 
hopeful who has been training for that sports since they were in the room, 
there are 50 or 100 or 200 kids who were on that same track who burnt out 
because they were either injured or because emotionally, they just did not want 
to deal with doing the same thing over and over and over again. 
 
The best thing that we can do for children and for adolescence and teens for 
that matter, it is by providing them with an environment where they can play, 
where they can perform general fitness activities, and we’ll get into the specifics 
of general a little later in the slides.  But rather than look at sports as the top of 
the pyramid as the best you can possibly do, sports are a branch on a tree.  
And the roots and the trunk of that tree are general fitness and play. Now, I 
know that we don’t have time for play anymore but play is very, very important.  
And I don’t mean play on a videogame system, I don’t mean play on a Wii fit, 
and people ask me about those all the time.  The problem is that 1) those limit 
your options; 2) I don’t think there is any real social interaction with them; and 



3) play is about creativity.  And if someone is designing a computer program for 
you, you don’t have much creativity.  Yes, you can choose left or right or up or 
down, but really, there’s not too much imagination involved there and what 
both research and real life evidence shows us now is that play is critical.  The 
reason that we are able to develop really cool concepts and products and all 
kinds of stuff is because there’s a creative factor.  It’s innovation.  We’re able to 
develop new concepts and ideas. That’s all creativity.  That’s all because we 
played with cardboard boxes and we played with Legos and all kinds of general 
types of toys and games 
 
Now with the autism population, you usually see a lack of creative play.  In fact, 
that’s one of the things that we see early on with children on the spectrum.  So 
to be able create activities that allow them to be creative and give them new 
options for doing new things is critically important particularly considering this 
population that we have.  So rather than say, alright, we have these 3 or 4 
sports that we can do units on, I would rather say, here is an object like a 
medicine ball or a sand bell which is another great piece of equipment that I 
use a lot with my athletes.  Or here’s a giant rope.  What are we going to do 
with these? First of all, what are the general needs of my athletes or your 
athletes? And then how do we develop a program around them instead of trying 
to put them into a situation that doesn’t really work for them.  We have a lot of 
inadaptive PE.  I see a lot of round hole square peg type of situations where, 
well we only know about baseball and soccer and basketball and this is what 
they’re doing in the mainstream program so this is what we’re going to do 
regardless of whether that suits the needs of that individual or those individuals. 
 
So we can still, I’m not demonizing sports.  I’m not saying sports are bad.  I’m 
just saying that they are a branch on a tree.  They’re not the top of that 
pyramid. We need to establish healthy movement and general fitness before we 
can get into sports.  And if kids do play sports, it’s just going to make them 
better at the sport and safer when they’re doing it.  And when they decide they 
don’t want to do that sport anymore in 5 or 6 or 10 years, they have something 
else that they can do because they have that general fitness basis. 
 
So let’s go to the next slide and let’s talk about play.  Now play is very, very 
useful and it translates to a lot of new abilities.  I was just talking about how 
play then translates to innovation, to being able to think critically, to make 
decisions, problem-solving.  And it’s interesting because a lot of people do not 
think or wouldn’t think that you could break play down into components, that 
it’s just its own thing and that you can’t measure it, that there aren’t principles 



that govern and play.  But you can qualify play and quantify it as well.  When 
children play or when adults play for that matter, because I along with my 
fitness friends, we will run onto a playground and climb on a monkey bars and 
jump and do all these fun stuff and it is play.  We would not be able to do that 
if we did not have some baseline skills. 
 
So when we think about play, if we’re thinking about playing on a playground 
which is the kind of the quintessential example there, we’re thinking about 
playing in a playroom.  What kind of skills are we using? We’re using jumping 
and climbing and skipping and crawling and pulling and pushing.  The reason 
children who do play are able to play is because they already have these skills 
or they are in the process of developing these skills as well. 
 
If those skills don’t exist, then they can’t be used in that random chaotic way.  
Play is just the random and chaotic expression of mastered skills.  So if we 
teach those mastered skills in the right environment, if I say, Susan here, Susan 
is 8 years old and she’s having trouble squatting right now. So what I’m going 
to focus on in her individual fitness program or her individual adapted PE 
program, we’re going to do a lot of activities that help to strengthen her lower 
body. So she’s able to squat.  Now, we’re going to take that out onto the 
playground and see how she generalizes it to the play situation.  All of a 
sudden, she’s jumping a little better, she’s climbing a little easier, she’s more 
stable when she’s doing certain movements like running and skipping.  
So our fitness, the fitness program that we’re doing is translating over to the 
play situation.  She’s mastered these new skills, she’s getting stronger, she’s 
getting more stable, she’s more coordinated and she’s able to demonstrate 
those skills.  This is the key.  She’s able to demonstrate those skills in new 
environment across different situation.  That’s what fitness really is.  It’s 
developing the strength and stability and coordination and endurance but being 
able to use them in a variety of different situations.  That’s what true physical 
fitness is. 
 
So with play, what we want to do with play is foster physical activity and 
socialization but we cannot do that unless we have the baseline skills.  So we 
can develop play skills.  We just have to do them the right way.  So if we design 
fitness programs or adapted physical education programs around developing 
play skills, then we’re going to see skills that can generalize to new situations. 
And in the process, the kids are going to get stronger and healthier and fitness 
will become more reinforcing and enjoyable. 
 



So let’s head over to the next slide.  What does a successful fitness program 
look like? Because I’ve been speaking about the general components of it and 
1) We have to look at what are the physical issues that we have? What are the 
adaptive issues? What are the cognitive issues as well?  When I was introducing 
myself and my background, people love oh, autism fitness sounds like a great 
name.  But there’s a lot of information in there that makes a fitness program 
successful.  Because what I’ve had to do is take a lot of great exercises and 
fitness modalities and different types of equipment or activities and I’ve had to 
make them work, not necessarily adapt, but I’ve had to make them work for the 
autism population. 
 
Now the difference between my programming and the fitness programming of 
one of my friends who works with other athletes is that myself and anybody 
else who works with the autism population or if you’re a parent, you have to 
consider the adaptive functioning and you also have to consider the cognitive 
functioning and that has to be part of the program as well. 
 
Let’s go to the next slide.  The assessment.  I developed something called the 
PAC Profile over the last year because I knew in the back of my mind, I knew 
how I did things but the whole, the purpose and the vision and the mission 
really of autism fitness is to be able to provide every individual on the autism 
spectrum in the United States and around the world with a great, not just a 
good but a great physical fitness program in schools, in the home, in the 
community center, in the fitness center.  So how do I go about doing that?  
There has to be a methodology. There has to be a way to do it where it makes 
sense for everybody and I’ll get emails from parents or other professionals and 
the email will say, what does or what type of fitness program would you put 
together for a 12-year-old on the autism spectrum.  And I will politely reply 
back, I need a little more information than just age because if I think about my 
athletes on the autism spectrum, there’s not a whole lot of correlation or 
similarity with age and the other skill sets. 
 
So what are those other skill sets? What am I actually looking for? And that’s 
where PAC comes in. PAC stands for Physical Adaptive and Cognitive.  So what’s 
the physical functioning or the physical abilities or the adaptive abilities meaning 
behavioral and motivational? How reinforcing is exercise or physical activity for 
this individual hints with most individuals on the autism population? Physical 
fitness is not going to be very reinforcing or enjoyable in the beginning.  And 
the last thing that I want to do for parents and educators is have them think 
that all of my athletes are kids and adolescence and teenagers and young 



adults who immediately started enjoying fitness.  It was a process for every 
individual, every athlete that I have ever worked it.  And I’ll tell people, you 
know, I’m teaching movement, I’m not teaching magic. So I don’t come into a 
situation and just wave a magic wand and say, okay now, this individual now 
little Timmy likes fitness, because it never happens that way.  It can happen 
quicker when you have the right programming but it’s not as though I 
handpicked a bunch of individuals on the autism spectrum that for some reason 
already enjoyed movement activities.  So that’s the adaptive component. 
 
And then we have the cognitive component.  The cognitive component is not 
only…it’s not a simple as are they low cognitive functioning or are they high 
cognitive functioning.  It’s not smart versus stupid.  It is what type of learning 
style do we have?  Do we have more of a visual learner who’s very good at 
imitating what he or she sees?  Do we have more of an auditory learner who is 
good at processing instructions that are given verbally?  Most of the time, no.  
In fact of the 3 different ways of information processing, I think that’s probably 
the least likely for an individual on the spectrum.  And then we have kinesthetic 
learning.  So if I prompt or physically guide this athlete through the activity, 
then they are going to get it. 
 
So the cognitive is what type of learner do I have?  Which situation do they 
learn best?  Because if I just said okay, this athlete is really high functioning 
cognitively versus this athlete is really low functioning cognitively.  It doesn’t 
give me the whole picture.  And the more information I have about the physical, 
the adaptive and the cognitive, the better fitness program I can create for them 
and you can create for them as well. 
 
So if we go into the next slide, let’s get in to some specific here.  Teaching 
exercise effectively rule 1) With physical fitness for anybody is you can’t force 
fun.  You can’t tell somebody that they are having a good time when they are 
not having a good time, it is not going to change their mind.  So rather than a 
take a child into a new situation where you’re doing exercise for half an hour 
and just trying to get them through it, we want to create and establish an 
environment, a situation that is appropriate for them.  If that means that we 
have to start with 10 seconds or 20 seconds or 5 seconds of fitness at a time, 
fine. That’s fine.  We have to start at the pace and ability level of that particular 
individual. 
 
We want to break the movements down into steps.  So what comes first before 
teaching that squatting movement to Sally and she can’t perform the whole 



squad, and for a lot of these videos, I have them all on autismfitness.com, we 
have a whole library of videos but we’re teaching that squat and she’s having 
trouble bending down.  How do I break that movement down for her so she can 
be successful at it?  How do I make it simpler?  So we have 2 things we have to 
do with physical movement.  We either regress it and make it simpler, or we 
progress it and make it more challenging.  And the steps should be appropriate 
and specific to the individual athlete.  It can be done in groups also and the last 
of couple years, a lot of my focus has been developing and then implementing 
fitness programs for different schools and different education programs that 
don’t always have the luxury of taking each kid out of the classroom, doing a 
fitness program and coming back in.  Can it be done with groups? Yeah 
absolutely.  It takes a little bit more planning but you can still have those 
individual goals. 
 
Now let’s bring this back to sports programs for a second. It’s very difficult to 
break down a baseball swing or even kicking a soccer ball or any of the other 
sports-specific activities.  It’s very difficult to break those down in the middle of 
the game.  I’ve seen it done and it’s always a mess and the reports that I get 
back from parents and educators is that it’s always a mess, so I don’t think it’s 
just me.  But when you have more general activities set up for a group, I can 
and you can start with the activity that is simple for one individual and then 
make it a little bit more challenging when the next individual performs that 
activity if he or she needs more of a challenge, if they’ve already mastered that 
baseline skill. 
 
So we want to teach steps incrementally so that our athletes master the skill 
meaning I don’t want to start with carrying two sand bells or two weights 
overhead across the room if I know that my athlete can’t hold them over his or 
her head yet.  We want to start at the baseline functioning at where that athlete 
is right now.  We want to see what is the assessment look like?  Can they raise 
their arms over their head? Yes.  Okay, great. They have that skill mastered.  
Can they raise the 2-pound weight overhead? Yes.  Can they raise a 4-pound 
weight overhead? No, not yet.  Okay, that’s where we’re starting. 
 
And then in terms of teaching, one of the things that I tried to avoid a lot is 
using too much language.  We refer to it as over cuing sometimes.  So if I’m 
teaching that squat which is sitting back and the butt gets as low in the ground 
as possible.  And I’m saying, okay, look forward, eyes up, now bend knees, butt 
back, look forward again, chin up, way too much information for anybody.  
What I wanted to do is limit the amount of language that I use when I’m 



teaching.  I’m better off demonstrating the activity to the athlete rather than 
having to explain it because what is my ultimate goal? My ultimate goal is for 
them to master the activity independently, for them to be able to do it on their 
own.  And if I’m always there giving them 10 different cues, it’s going to be 
very tough for me to step back and then step further back and then be on the 
other side of the room saying, hey Jared, do a forward roll.  If I always have to 
cue him every step of the way, it’s going to be very tough for him to master it 
and it’s also going to be tough to learn too when we have too much information 
coming in, it’s very difficult to process.  Now if you think about the autism 
population and some of the processing difficulties that they have, it’s going to 
be really tough.  So I would rather demonstrate than explain.   
 
And the key component in feedback is providing behavior-specific praise not just 
good job, but good job jumping or good job throwing or good job looking at me 
if you want to focus on exactly what they are doing well because that type of 
feedback is helpful.  It tells them exactly what they are doing correct.  If I have 
little Frankie and Frankie is stepping over some hurdles and picking his nose at 
the same time and then he is finished and I say, “Hey great job,” Frankie may 
think, “Okay every time I go over the hurdles I have to pick my nose now.”  And 
I’ve seen those type of things happened.  So what I want to do is tell Frankie he 
is doing great job stepping over the hurdles so he knows what he’s doing 
correctly, or maybe I’m even holding that off until he steps over the hurdles 
without picking his nose.  So I always want to focus and you always want to 
focus on what the athlete is doing correctly. 
 
Now, for individuals who are not reinforced by physical activity, we want to 
bring in aspects of their lives that they already like.  So they perform the 
exercise activity and then they get the reinforce.  Usually, I really don’t like 
using edibles because to have them do an exercise activity and then go eat a 
bag of chips, it’s kind of counterproductive, but anything else if they like 
listening to music, if there is another activity that they prefer to do.  What’s 
great is when they discover physical activity that they actually enjoy.  So maybe 
we’ll have them do rope swings for 10 seconds and then they can go use the 
trampoline or they can roll around on a big stability ball. So there are so many 
different ways that we can incorporate reinforce so it just have to be right for 
that particular individual. So let’s head over to the next slide. 
 
Big five movements.  So what are we doing in these fitness programs? I break 
movement down and this is not something that I invented.  This is something 
that I actually borrowed from a number of different individuals in the fitness 



industry that I followed over the years.  The Big Five Movements are pushing.  
That’s movement away from the body. Pulling, that’s movement towards the 
body.  So you’re pulling something towards you.  Rotation which is movement 
around the body.  Bending which is butt towards the floor which can be picking 
something up or lowering something towards the floor.  And we have 
locomotion, getting from point A to point B and there are variety of different 
ways.  It’s not just walking, not just running.  We can also skip, we can jump, 
we can crawl. One of my favorite warm up activities is doing animal movements 
– bear crawls, crab blocks, spider crawl.  I have some of my higher functioning 
athletes invent their own animal movements too which if we talk about 
creativity is a great way for them to start creating their own movements.  So 
these are the five movement patterns that we’re looking at and these are the 
building blocks of our fitness program. So I say what are we doing here for not 
doing sports?  We’re working on activities that incorporate these five movement 
patterns. So let’s go to the next slide.  
 
Where can we do these fitness activities?  Well, I think the more environments 
that you have, the more situations, the more places, the better, because we 
want those skills to generalize.  What do we know about autism?  We know that 
individuals on the spectrum have difficulty carrying one skill set from one place 
to another.  So for example, we may have a child who will say hi to their 
teacher in one room but won’t say hi to their teacher when they move to 
another room or won’t say hi to another teacher in the other room.  There’s not 
that consistency, it doesn’t carry over because there’s that lack of making 
contingencies, those if then relationships. 
 
So if we have a home-based physical fitness program where the skills are being 
learned and then they are also performing it in the classroom and I’m a huge 
advocate of classroom fitness because honestly, I know that with budget cuts 
and with a lot of what’s going on in the educational field right now, some 
schools don’t even have P.E. or adaptive P.E. program.  You can do it in the 
classroom and it doesn’t have to be something that interrupts the daily learning 
process.  In fact it’s going to enhance it.  One of the really cool things about 
fitness is that it helps individuals to focus and it also helps with concentration. It 
helps with short-term memory and recall if it’s being done correctly. 
 
So the cool thing is classroom teachers can have kids get up every 15-20 
minutes, throw a medicine ball around, do some bear walks, slam some sand 
bells on the floor, and just move the desk back and do 10 minutes of fitness, 
and you will actually see an increase in focus and oftentimes a reduction in 



maladaptive for problematic behaviors.  Everybody talks about how the kids 
have to sit for a long period and can’t concentrate.  If you have them up every 
25 minutes or half hour or so, you’re going to 1) It’s preventative because 
you’re going to prevent a lot of these problematic behaviors from occurring and 
2) It’s also pro-active because you’re enhancing the learning experience. We 
always learn better when we’re doing something and when we’re doing 
something that we enjoy and by doing something I mean something physical.  
We learn better when we’re engaged in physical activity. 
 
So, to be able to bring other aspects of daily life skills or academics or speech or 
socialization into the classroom through fitness is tremendous and I’ve seen it 
integrated successfully numerous times.  Now I know that there are a lot of 
parents who are not going to run fitness programs in the home for a variety of 
reasons which is why it’s so important that every child and young adult has 
access to a fitness program in the school or in the therapy center because 
unfortunately not everybody has that type of motivation to start a fitness 
program in their home so that’s why the more places the child has access to 
fitness and play and movements, the better. 
 
The keys to mastery and being able to perform all these activities independently 
are 1) enjoying it – the more you enjoy it, the more often you’ll do it; and 2) 
generalization – being able to take those skills and put them into different 
situations.  This is a long term commitment.  This is about quality inconsistency 
of life.  This is what we’re missing right now in therapy and in education for the 
autism population and if not embraced soon, we are going to see some of the 
same problems in the autism population that we see in the general population.  
We’re going to see an increase in type 2 diabetes. We’re going to see an 
increase in lifestyle related diseases and illnesses and complications.  But it can 
be easily avoided if we start integrating fitness programs.  
 
Let’s go to the next slide.  So, here’s a review of a lot of information here 
because it’s a lot of step and I realize that it can be overwhelming because 
number one, I think what I’m doing is demystifying fitness for a lot of people. 
It’s not just sports. It’s not just about the different activities that we often 
consider.  It’s not about running on a treadmill or being able to run for 20 
minutes at a time, or even being able to go into a gym and use the machines. 
I’ve written a lot about the problems in modern gyms today that just because 
the equipment is there doesn’t mean that that’s the sort of equipment that 
really promotes fitness so I’m not a big fan of machines or steppers or a 
treadmills, if anybody has any questions about that and wants to contact me 



later, that’s fine, but I’ll tell you right now I’m not a fan. 
 
So to review, we have to be able to and that’s the reason that I developed the 
PAC Profile to assess physical, adaptive and cognitive ability levels because 
that’s when you get the whole story.  It’s not just, “Can Jennifer jump up?” It’s 
“does she want to jump up?” Does she understand when I say, “jump up,” what 
jump up actually represent, what the words mean?  Because a lot of times, 
that’s the issue.  It’s not that they can’t perform an activity, it’s that they may 
not understand the language that we’re using. 
 
And you have to teach pre-requisites. We wouldn’t expect a classroom full of 3rd 
graders to be able to do astrophysics on the first day of math class.  Same way 
if we want good healthy physical fitness and movement patterns, we have to 
start at the current abilities of the individual. 
 
Behavior-specific praise, the more laser focused and the more on target you can 
be with your feedback, usually the better they’re going to perform and the 
quicker they’re going to master those skills. 
 
Limit that verbal prompting.  There are many different ways.  The cool things 
about having general movement is when I break those movement patterns 
down and say we have pushing, pulling, rotation, bending and locomotion, 
there are so many different ways to do any of those movement patterns that I 
can’t even count them.  So the more opportunities we have or the more 
different activities that we incorporate, if we want to talk about bending, I can 
have an athlete do a bear walk and then do squats and then do an activity with 
the sand bell where they are bending down and then jumping up and right 
there I have 3 different ways of squatting, so it’s not just one thing, it’s many 
different things and that’s how we generalize those skills also and that promotes 
quicker mastery of that skill because there is not just one way that we reach or 
bend or push something during the day, there is multiple ways. 
 
If you’re not having fun neither your athletes, which is why I’m a big proponent 
of family-based fitness, too.  If you’re just standing there and I don’t care who 
the individual is, they know if you’re engaged in the activity with them.  You 
have to find something about fitness that is also reinforcing for you as well.  
The most efficient teachers are those who love the subject matter and fitness is 
same way too.  So as a family, if you can have fun with this stuff, you’re going 
to be doing it for a long, long time rather than taking the ball out one day and it 
doesn’t go well for two minutes and then you quit and say, well we don’t have 



to do fitness anymore because we don’t like it. Unfortunately I’m not going to 
let you go on that one.   
 
It’s extremely important and I mentioned in the beginning of this slideshow that 
fitness is really the missing key to optimal development and optimal lifestyle for 
the autism population and you can believe that or not believe it, but in the next 
10 years if things don’t change, we’re going to see a lot of those lifestyle-related 
diseases and illnesses because we’re already seeing it with the general 
population.  So the excuse that Justin or that Betty or I don’t think anybody 
names their kid Betty anymore, but the excuse that your child doesn’t like 
movement is not going to make some of the other issues go away.  So this is 
something that can be integrated and it should be and can be fun and dynamic 
and something that we want to do.  We just have to go about it the right way, 
but ignoring it like any problem is not going to make it go away. 
 
So start moving and seriously and playfully and I’m sure we’ll mention later 
some of the free resources that we have for different movement activities and 
fitness activities, but it’s something that needs to start tomorrow and again if, 
we’re starting with an athlete for 30 seconds or 3 seconds, that’s out starting 
point and that’s fine.  I’m not saying, go out and you have start an hour 
everyday now because that’s going to be a very difficult agenda with a lot of 
kids on the autism spectrum, but just start, just start.  And when you figure out 
what their physical abilities are, their adaptive, and their cognitive, you’re going 
to be able to build a very successful fitness program. 
 
So thank you very much for listening.  We have information and contact 
information.  My main site, it’s autismfitness.com. There are links on there.  My 
blog where I put a lot of video of me working with my athletes so you can get a 
better understanding of how we integrate physical fitness program is 
ericchessen.com.  And then for more about the PAC Profile which is really the 
autism fitness program in a box is pacprofile.com.  You can access that all 
through autismfitness.com. 

 
 
Nancy: These are awesome resources and this is awesome information for someone 

who does not like to exercise but I certainly like to have fun.  So I’m really 
excited about it because it gives me permission just to play and I can say I’m 
working out.   

 
Eric: Oh yeah.  The problem is that so much of our idea of fitness is defunct. 



 
Nancy: I lost you, Eric.  Okay, I’m going to make an announcement for those that want 

to ask a question that are calling in.  If you’d like to ask a question, please press 
*2, and that is how you can ask the question directly to Eric.  You can also 
submit questions through the website and I will ask those to Eric as soon as he 
rejoins us on the phone.  It should be just momentarily. 

 
His website is, for those listening, www.autismfitness.com.  His blog is 
www.ericchessen.com. And the PAC profile website is www.pacprofile.com.  
That’s where you get the PAC profile assessment and what he calls the autism 
fitness toolkit.  So I would suggest visiting all three of those websites and you 
should find, there’s a lot of free resources.  I’ve been there, there is videos free 
to watch of him working with individuals.  There’s all kinds of resources he talks 
in his blog about how to do the PAC profile, how to start the fitness program 
just piece of the time. 

 
Eric: I’m sorry I’m back.  My phone got disconnected for some, I think it was the 

treadmill people hanging up on me. 
 
Nancy: Oh, probably, yes.  Well I was just giving them your website again while we 

waited for you to return, and I told them how to raise their hand to ask the 
question if they’re calling in on their phones. 

 
Eric: Okay. 
 
Nancy: We can go to some of the questions that were submitted through the website.   
 
Eric: Okay. 
 
Nancy: Let’s see.  It says, Ardie from San Antonio asks, “My 7-year old with Asperger’s 

is mainstreamed, attending a private school that has P.E. four times a week.  
He participates in all activities.  I was curious to know if the P.E. teachers could 
benefit with any additional information that could help children with autism in 
their neuro-typical peers.” 

 
Eric: Well, I think, I obviously don’t know what they are doing in their program 

already.  I love the fact that it’s going on four times a week.  I would say that 
the more general they can make their activities, I’ll give an example here and I 
know that it’s tough, as far as explaining it on the phone but that’s why I put up 
a lot of video about this stuff also.  If you have different stations set up, let’s 

http://www.autismfitness.com/
http://www.ericchessen.com/
http://www.pacprofile.com/


say we have a station where individuals are swinging a rope at one station, 
they’re throwing a medicine ball back and forth to each other at the second 
station, at the third station, they are doing frog hops, and at the fourth station, 
they are carrying an object overhead to the other side of the room, and then 
they switch every 30 seconds or every minute or every minute and a half.  At 
each one of those stations, if one individual is better or more proficient at that 
activity, they can do a more advanced version of it.  So, if one individual has 
already mastered holding that object over their head while they’re walking, 
maybe now, they can press it up and down while they’re walking.  Do a more 
advanced variation of that movement.  At the same time, if another individual is 
struggling with an activity for example that frog hop, we can break it down and 
regress it and make it a little bit simpler.  So I think the most important in the 
feedback that I get from the adaptive P.E. professionals that I have in my PAC 
profile workshop and that I consult with on a regular basis is they know how to 
make things more challenging but it’s regressing things and making them 
simpler that they find more difficult.  So the more activities you choose where 
you can immediately make it simpler or you can immediately make it more 
challenging, the better time your students are going to have and the more 
they’re going to progress as well.  It’s like any other subject, you need the 
foundation before you develop those higher order skills.   

 
Nancy: We have a question here about the PAC profile.  I hope I pronounce this name 

right, it’s Anam, who is a student speech therapist from Karachi asks, “Can you 
please explain to me again how to access the physical, adaptive and cognitive 
ability levels and did the fitness activities help the ASD population increase their 
attention span, boost their attention?” 

 
Eric: Well, a lot of, in terms of access, the physical, the adaptive and cognitive, I’m 

not quite sure what he is referring to.  It might be the PAC profile website itself 
which is pacprofile.com.  You can also find through the main site through 
autismfitness.com and then I think that in that section of the webinar there that 
I explained it just a little bit, so hopefully that makes sense.  And it’s really just 
a question and the PAC profile program itself does all this.  It outlines all this 
information for you so there’s a movement screen of 20 different exercises that 
we go through in order to assess physical functioning.  And then depending on 
what goes on during that session and what goes on in general behaviorally, we 
have our adaptive component and then from the cognitive proponent, we can 
figure out during our physical assessment how best does that individual learn. 

 
And the second part of the question, increasing attention, I don’t know that a 



study has necessarily been done yet on the ASD population.  I know that many 
studies have been done on the neuro-typical population showing that when 
children and adolescence and teenagers are more physically active, they do 
attend better and they do focus better and if you look at the brain studies, 
when you perform certain movement activities, jumping, throwing a medicine 
ball, it actually lights up the areas in the brain that are responsible for short-
term memory.  So I think one of the best things you can do before a test or, 
before kids need to concentrate for something, throw a medicine ball around 
and do a variety of different bursts, different jumps, and then have them sit and 
you’ll see a lot more pairs of eyes looking back up at you than you’re used to. 

 
Nancy: Can anyone do this assessment or does it need to be done by professional? 
 
Eric: Anybody can do it, that’s why it was developed.  I developed the PAC profile so 

that anybody could use it and what we’re doing right now is creating a 
membership site for people who use the PAC profile where they can see video, 
they can upload video of their children and their students and their athletes 
going through these activities so that other parents and other professionals can 
say, oh that’s what it looks like when this kid goes through the PAC profile 
versus this child.  We’re creating a database of movement which is something 
to my knowledge we haven’t, I haven’t seen yet.  I don’t know that exists yet. 
But yes, the PAC profile, anybody can use. 

 
Nancy: And then is there information somewhere about where people can get the 

equipment that they need such as the sand bells? 
 
Eric: Yeah, actually, I have links on autismfitness.com and we’re going to have some 

more links coming up as well and you’ll see that my equipment selections are 
pretty minimal but you can do a lot with them and it’s much less than people 
would think is needed to outfit a home gym. 

 
Nancy: That is wonderful news.  Okay Ardie from San Antonio asks another question 

here.  They have a 7-year old son with Asperger and a 5-year old neuro-typical 
child.  They are trying to set up, they want to put a playground in.  If you could 
choose certain elements to incorporate at a playground or a tree house for a 
child on the spectrum, are there any prefer for example, a rock climbing wall, a 
rope ladder , monkey bars, a disc swing versus a sit swing, a zip line.  I’m 
thinking mainly of activities that strengthen the core and balance.   

 
Eric: I think Ardie is right on there and I love the idea of monkey bars.  I’m sad that 



they’ve gone away and you don’t see them a lot.  I think the rope ladder is 
great.  I think having a, if you can get the rock climbing wall, it’s great. I 
actually prefer that cargo net or that kind of spider web climber to a rock 
climbing wall. It’s a little bit softer.  I think it’s a little bit more friendly but all of 
the things that he mentioned are great additions to a backyard.  The more 
general you can be, just the way that I look at it is the more options you have 
with that piece of equipment, the more general it is, the better.  If you have 
something that you can climb on in a variety of different ways, I absolutely.  So 
the less specific that piece of equipment, for example, one of my favorite piece 
of equipment is the sand bell which people can go on autismfitness, there’s a 
link to the sand bells. It’s a disk, it looks like a big fat Frisbee filled with sand 
and it’s soft, so we use that in the place of a dumbbell, sometimes we use that 
as a medicine ball.  There are so many different things that I or anybody else 
can do with it and it’s completely safe also.  I would rather have that than a 
piece of equipment.  You look at a $3000 piece of equipment that is specifically 
to work your chest.  That seems a little bit ridiculous to me.  It costs a lot of 
money. It only does one thing.  There’s no creativity with it for the most part. I 
like things that could be described as open-ended or very general piece of 
equipment but Ardie is right on with the equipment that he listed there, I would 
definitely go for it. 

 
Nancy: And just to remind anyone calling in on their phone can raise their hand by 

pressing *2 and you can ask a question directly to Eric.  Samona from Atlanta 
asks, “What is the parents best argument to convince the school to include this 
fitness goals in the IEP?  They told me that if my child can move, that he does 
not need it.” 

 
Eric: That’s a very good question and I know that the IEP meetings can turn into 

battle zones very quickly.  Now parents are looking for services and rightfully so 
and school are looking for the most part, yes somewhat in the interest of the 
child but also to save money.  And that’s something it’s an issue that I hear 
over and over and over is well if your child doesn’t qualify for PT, basically, if 
your child doesn’t have a severe movement disorder, then they can just kind of 
be on their own and wait another 10 years and not have a movement disorder.  
I would say that, in addition to having them look at the research which I don’t 
know if that’s going to be very effective and say that physical fitness is 
absolutely a crucial part of the curriculum, the more parent advocates that are 
out there who tell the school board that they want physical fitness to be a part 
of their children’s curriculum, that’s how things get done usually when voices 
are raised and the more of a consciousness and a consensus that we have 



about fitness for this population, I think the more things are going to get done.  
And that’s the reason that you know when I created the PAC profile I wanted it 
to be able to be the go to program for schools.  I want this program in every 
school because not only do you have the assessment but you can develop full 
program out of this as well, but I think getting together with some other 
parents and having the strength and numbers will certainly help.  The argument 
is that fitness is going to enhance all of your child’s other skills and cannot have 
access to that physical fitness program, I don’t know what the laws are and I 
believe it was Atlanta, was it? 

 
Nancy: I think so.   
 
Eric: Yeah.  I don’t know what the laws are there.  Usually they are kept very vague 

in general on purpose but if you can find something specific about physical 
fitness for mainstream students, then there might be a way to also suggest that 
those opportunities also be provided to individuals with special needs.  But it’s 
definitely a problem that seems to be occurring at a pretty high rate and I think 
the more parents that get together an advocate for a adaptive PE programs and 
physical fitness programs, the more we’re going to start seeing a change in that 
positive way. 

 
Nancy: You know too Eric, school systems put a lot of emphasis on test scores because 

test scores are tied to money.  And if physical fitness would help their focus and 
cognitive development and their eventually test scores, I think that would be a 
good angle as well, don’t you? 

 
Eric: I absolutely agree and it’s unfortunate that everything is tied to test scores 

when we can show that test scores aren’t tied too much as far as planning for 
future success.  But you know that’s the current state of education in this 
country, so I’m sure that we could, that there’s plenty of data supporting and 
there is supporting physical fitness as an aid to concentration and to academic 
skills.  So if we want to tie that to test scores, then I don’t see a problem with 
that and I would think that there would be a strong correlation with physical 
activity and test scores. 

 
Nancy: Okay, so we have a question here from Dorothy in Texas.  She asks, “Do you 

teach young elementary children and pre-schoolers as well as teens? If so, have 
you seen the books “Follow Me Too: A Handbook of Movement Activities For 
Three- To Five-Year Olds?” 

 



Eric: I do work with any young individuals and I work with people who work with 
elementary age students as well, and the cool thing about breaking down 
movement into this bending and pushing and pulling, is that everybody does 
these movements regardless of whether you are 4 years old or 14 years old or 
40 years, we all do these same movement patterns, so rather than look at it by 
age, I’m looking at it by the movement itself, how good does that movement 
look.  I haven’t heard about book but I’m definitely going to check it out later. 

 
Nancy: Yes.  She said it was called “Follow Me Too: A Handbook of Movement 

Activities.” 
 
Eric: Very cool. 
 
Nancy: Okay.  We have a question from. My son has found a squeaky toy for the dog 

so sorry about that if I take it away from him, the screaming would be much 
worse, hopefully.  

 
Eric: All kinds of interesting noises. 
 
Nancy: Kathy from California asks, “My son is 15.  He has NEVER wanted to put out any 

energy and try his hard not to do anything that requires effort.  How do I get 
him to take better care of himself and exercise? I’ve taught him about health 
and the fact that he needs exercise.  Any ideas?” 

 
Eric: Sure.  And that’s probably one of the most common situations that I walk into 

and that’s fine.  You can start, the easiest way to start is by taking away all 
pressure from that situation.  So what I will do is walk into a room, put a couple 
of objects down and see if that individual gravitates towards one of those or so, 
put down a sand bell or medicine ball, some cones, whatever. See if they want 
to explore them.  If they don’t, I may pick it up and I may toss a ball or I may 
hand them the ball, have them hand that back for me and that’s it, and then I 
walk away, leave them to do whatever they’re doing and I’m going to progress 
with it, and it seems just arduous sometimes and it may seem like where are we 
going with this.  But I actually just finished writing an e-book for parents of 
individuals on the spectrum, how to teach your child to ride a bike, because this 
is a big issue in the autism population as well and it’s something that I didn’t 
feel was covered adequately if at all.  And one of the things I point out in the 
book is that we have to act short-term but think long-term.  So a 15-year-old 
son, that’s still young.  There is still plenty of opportunity, it just has to be 
planned correctly. So maybe you do again, 30 seconds or a minute of physical 



activity and be very careful with the language that you use.  Using the terms 
have to, and let’s work, that doesn’t make stuff fun.  But if you say, let’s try 
this, here catch, throw it back to me, okay, we’re done.  And you approach it 
very, very softly, in a way, and just, let’s see what we can do with this.  Okay, 
now we’re done.  A week later or two weeks later, or three weeks later, you’re 
going to be able to do that activity for maybe a minute longer or two minutes 
longer.  And then eventually, you have half an hour of that.  Now that half hour 
of fitness, that maybe down the line, that maybe two or three or four years 
later.  But if we’re looking at long-term goals and fitness as a life skill, I would 
much rather my athlete learn how to squat correctly over a 5-year period and 
that’s happened than not at all, than say, okay well it’s going to take them a 
really long time to learn it, so let’s just give up now and not even try, because 
we see already in the population what happens when people don’t try.  So I 
would rather plan for the long-term and start integrating these things correctly 
and slowly and see kids blossom over a while.  It’s going to take time, a lot of 
things, a lot of teaching strategies and a lot of skills come slower to individuals 
on the autism population, that’s fine.  We just go with it.  We go with their pace 
of ability.   

 
Nancy: I’m just reading through your blog and you had mentioned working with an 

athlete that it took her, I don’t know, a month for her to let you in the room 
with her and so much more time for her to even give you eye contact and then 
even a year later you were just then beginning the actual exercises. 

 
Eric: Oh sure. 
 
Nancy: That is tenacity. 
 
Eric: I’m actually working with her later this evening and right now we’re working on, 

she’s 8, by the way, 8 years old.  Right now, she’ll be able to step over a hurdle, 
do 3 forward jumps, touch cones, and then throw a 4-pound sand bell to me 
using a push throw back and forth. 

 
Nancy: Wow.  So this has taken how long? 
 
Eric: I would say a year and a half, two years.  But who cares, she can do it now.  

And she’s going to be able to take that with her through life, so why would I not 
want to put in the effort to do that. 

 
Nancy: Right.  It’s just when we have so much on our plates when we’re trying to you 



know teach our children and we have to prioritize what’s working and what’s 
not, we may give up before we even get to that point. 

 
Eric: Oh yeah.   
 
Nancy: We don’t understand. 
 
Eric: It’s never a linear proves.  So there going to be off days, and I don’t know if 

you saw in the blog, did you see the video I put up, it’s titled “Off Day 
Squatting.”   

 
Nancy: I saw, I didn’t click on it. 
 
Eric: Okay, you have to watch that.  This is one of my athletes I have been working 

with for I guess 6 or 7 years now.  He’s 16 and it took him, here’s another one, 
it took him about 4 years to be able to squat correctly and that video was taken 
maybe a couple of weeks ago.  He was just having a really off day where all the 
ability to squat had just completely dissolved.  So in the video, we go through a 
progression where we start at whatever his level was that day and progressed it 
up and about 2 minutes into the video, you see it just clicked with him and he’s 
able to do it again.  So you’re going to have those off days, but as long as 
you’re teaching at the level of that individual, all they’re going to do is acquire 
the skill.  It might be slow but they’re going to get it. So I guess the more all 
there is don’t give up with it, because eventually it will happen. 

 
Nancy: Heidi from Baltimore asks, “I try to get my 10-year-old with autism interested in 

Special Olympics for the social and fitness aspects with little success.  Would it 
be appropriate to bribe him to do it?” 

 
Eric: Well, it depends what activities in the Special Olympics also and I always have a 

hierarchy with physical and social issues. And I’ve spoke with a lot of parents 
who want to get their kids involve with sports for the social aspect and then I’ll 
ask them which is more important in this situation? Is it the physical aspect or 
the social aspect? Because if it’s the physical aspect, then we need a lot more 
than just that one sport.  If they are out there and they’re having fun, even if 
they’re not the best one, that’s fine.  But you have to look at the situation as a 
whole.  Are they interacting with the other individuals or are they at least 
around the other individuals in the situation that make sense.  And I would see 
also if we assess that situation, where is the resistance coming from.  Is it that 
they’re not able to perform the physical activities?  Is it a physical issue? Is it an 



adaptive issue? They don’t want to. 
 

Now the term bribing and reinforcement are a little bit different because with 
reinforcement, they’re performing the activity, then they’re getting the 
reinforcement but the idea is to make the activity itself enjoyable and 
reinforcing.  And that’s the way that we, for the most part, as neuro-typically 
functioning people, that’s the way we begin to make new associations also 
because the first time that we do something or we try something, we’re not 
usually very good at it so it’s not reinforcing yet.  But once we do it a lot, then 
we get better at it, then it becomes something that’s more fun, more 
reinforcing.  So, the bribery, I would ask what are the goals first.  Are the goals 
to become more physically active and if so, are there other things that can be 
done if the goals are social, then is that not the right situation for that child to 
socialize as well.  So there are couple other questions that need to be asked 
before we go the route of bribery.  And you know what sometimes, when you 
say try this and they try it, they find that they like it as well.  So I would 
definitely need those other questions explored before I could give a black and 
white answer on that. 

 
Nancy: Now, is it important to know ABA to do the program? 
 
Eric: No, because the best practices derived from ABA are already built in to the 

programming and a lot of it is just being able to as I mentioned progress and 
more importantly regress the different activities so the concepts that you’ll need 
are already in the programs.  Having a background in it will certainly help 
absolutely.  But it’s not necessary, that’s the way the program was designed.  
But the program is successful because I was able to have access to all these 
different disciplines so it’s not just a fitness guy deciding that he was going to 
start teaching fitness to the autism population and it’s not a behavior therapist 
who decided that they were going to start integrating fitness programs because 
there’s always something missing and the reason that the autism fitness 
program has worked so well is because I’ve had the luxury of having both 
backgrounds.  I’ve worked with the autism population and had plenty of 
instruction and hands-on education and best practices for education and 
behavior therapy, and then you know fitness has been my personal and 
professional life for quite some time.  So what I found is that you have many 
fitness professionals who want to work with the autism population or special 
needs population but don’t understand the adaptive and cognitive concepts very 
well. And then you have people in the special needs and autism field who want 
to put together a fitness program but don’t really have a clear understanding of 



what fitness is and what the different options are.  So ultimately my job is being 
a bridge between those two worlds and that’s what I think I’ve done hopefully 
with the PAC profile.  

 
Nancy: And I know on one of the website, there’s something called the AutFit e-book? 
 
Eric: Yes. 
 
Nancy: Can you tell us a little bit about that? 
 
Eric: Sure.  For those of you who find that they don’t work best by just hearing 

exercise explained, the e-book is a great resource.  It features a lot of the 
different exercise activities with progressions and regressions that I used in 
autism fitness.  So the e-book is a really nice resource for people and it will give 
you some programming ideas for individuals or groups and definitely plenty of 
visuals in there so you can get an idea of the different types of activities that 
you can use.   

 
Nancy: I had one quick question coming, what is ABA? 
 
Eric: ABA is applied behavior analysis.  It is the science that has become a 

practitionary basis and a successful one for many schools and therapeutic 
practices and there’s a lot of mythology and a lot of misinformation around ABA, 
a lot of people say, well, it’s robotic training for kids. But that’s not really an 
accurate or a fair description of ABA.  When it’s actually used correctly or when 
the methodology and the concepts are used correctly, it’s a great way of 
introducing new skills whether they be academic or life skills into the life of an 
individual and many of the things that I’ve been talking about as far as 
reinforcement and being able to develop a program incrementally, that comes 
out of the concepts in ABA as well.  So there are a lot of educational programs 
that utilize ABA, not only for targeting problematic behaviors but also for 
developing new more positive or useful behavior and life skills along with 
academic skills as well. 

 
Nancy: With this great big ABA thing in a nutshell, that was really great.  
 
Eric: I try because I always feel like there are too many asterisks with stuff that I say 

because, well you have this but it’s because of this and everything. In my head, 
it looks like a big spider web because I can’t qualify anyone’s statement without 
saying, well squatting is good but you know you have to be squatting correctly 



and in order to squat correctly you have to, so I always feel like there are six 
points to any one point that I make.   

 
Nancy: The caveats there. 
 
Eric: Yeah.  I feel that I’m probably not a sound bite diva but at least I get the 

information across well.   
 
Nancy: If anyone has questions after this webinar ends, how can they reach you? 
 
Eric: They can reach me through autismfitness.com.  You can email me there 

directly. I also do a lot of distance consultation so if you’re interested in 
developing a physical fitness program in the home and don’t know how to start, 
then I can definitely help with that.  And then I have the PAC profile workshop 
which I bring to all areas of the country and all areas of the world.  And if 
anybody has any questions about that or wants to know how they can set up a 
PAC profile workshop in their area, they can also reach me through 
autismfitness.com.  E-mail is probably the best way to get a hold of me and, it’s 
pretty simple, it’s just eric@autismfitness.com. 

 
Nancy: Well, I appreciate your time today. This has been a wonderful presentation.  

I’ve really enjoyed it.  
 
Eric: Thank you very much.  I’m glad you have. 
 
Nancy: And you’re going to be hearing more from me personally.  I also want to let our 

listeners now that if you want a transcript to this event, join our Spectrum Gold 
Club by clicking the button on your screen if your logged in to the website and 
we will send you a copy of the webinar audio and transcript plus 29 other 
webinars when you join.  Also, tell us what you think.  Call us at 877-211-0212, 
extension 1 and leave a short comment or a testimonial.  Again that number is 
877-211-0212.  And please remember this webinar is being pre-recorded for re-
broadcast during our autism conference which will be Saturday and Sunday, 
April 9th and 10th.  So please plan to join us for this wonderful presentation.  
There’s going to be so many topics covered and it’s all free.  So, go to 
www.momsfightingautism.com and you can join the conference and learn all 
kind of things. 

 
Our next pre-recorded webinar will be “Raising A Sensory Smart Child” and that 
will be taped tomorrow morning at 11 o’clock Eastern Standard Time presented 

http://www.momsfightingautism.com/


by Lindsey Biel. So please join us for that and again that one will be rebroadcast 
on April 9th and 10th.  I want to thank everyone for attending and I hope you 
have a great day. Bye bye now.  

 
-END- 
 


