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Receiving an autism diagnosis is a significant moment for families, filled with 
a range of emotions and critical decisions. As a provider, your role is to help 
families navigate this new chapter with clarity, compassion, and confidence. This 
module explores how to support families using a strengths-based, culturally 
responsive approach that honors each family's unique journey.

COMMUNICATING WITH FAMILIES
After a diagnosis, families may experience a rollercoaster of emotions, including 
overwhelm, helplessness, and uncertainty. These feelings may eventually shift to 
acceptance and resourcefulness. When families ask big questions like, “Will my 
child talk?” or “Will they live independently?” respond with empathy and honesty, 
rather than predictions. Encouragement, such as "You've already taken a big step 
by being here," can also help build their confidence.

EARLY CHILDHOOD INTERVENTIONS AND SERVICES
Timely access to services is crucial, as delays can negatively impact a child's 
outcomes and increase family stress. Early intervention helps strengthen social 
communication, play skills, and adaptive behaviors. Key services include:

•	 Naturalistic developmental behavioral intervention (NDBI): Creates 
learning opportunities embedded in a child’s daily routines, informed by 
developmental and behavioral principles.

•	 Applied behavior analysis (ABA): Supports children with autism and related 
conditions learn new skills that are important for their daily life.

•	 Speech-language therapy: Addresses delays in verbal, nonverbal, and social 
communication.

•	 Occupational therapy (OT): Helps with motor coordination, sensory needs, 
and self-care skills.

•	 Early intervention and special education services (Part C and Part B services): 
Provides educational support and services for children with disabilities from 
birth through 21 years. 

•	 Providers can also help families navigate the complexities of funding and 
insurance and guide community resources like county caseworkers or 
advocacy organizations.

STRUCTURING INTERVENTION
Effective intervention sessions balance active child engagement with meaningful 
family involvement. It's easy for sessions to shift into extended caregiver 
discussions, but the focus should always return to the child. Use a structured 
approach to guide each session, ensuring space for everyone’s voice while 
keeping the child at the center.
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STRENGTH-BASED PRACTICES AND FAMILY ENGAGEMENT
A strengths-based approach focuses on a child’s abilities and interests, 
rather than labels like "mild" or "severe". This involves creating therapy 
plans individualized for each child’s unique interests, family routines, 
and developmental needs. By using a child’s interests as powerful tools, 
you can boost engagement and make them feel more comfortable 
during sessions. Additionally, actively reinforcing their efforts and 
successes with specific praise can build confidence.

A strengths-based approach relies on authentic, ongoing collaboration 
with families. Families are the experts on their own children and bring a 
deep understanding of their strengths and needs. When you work with 
families, not just for them, you honor their role and co-create supports 
that fit their real-world environment.

BUILDING TRUST AND CULTURAL RESPONSIVENESS
Trust is the foundation of a strong provider-family relationship. When 
families feel heard, respected, and valued, they are more likely to 
engage in services. Trust is built through intentional actions, including 
understanding and respecting how a family’s culture shapes their views 
on autism and intervention. It’s essential to adapt your language and 
strategies to reflect family’s beliefs and values.

RESPECTING FAMILY PERSPECTIVE
Every family has a unique story shaped by their culture, values, beliefs, 
and lived experience. As a professional, your role is to support these 
perspectives, not shape them. Respecting family goals and motivations 
builds trust, improves outcomes, and honors the strengths they already 
have. Your goal is not to change their beliefs, but to respectfully support 
them by building on their strengths and collaborating on strategies that 
fit their unique context.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER
Each family’s journey after a diagnosis is unique, and your role as a 
provider can significantly impact how supported, empowered, and 
hopeful they feel. By leading with empathy, listening deeply, and 
centering the child’s strengths, you help families move from uncertainty 
to action. Intentional communication, trust-building, and collaboration 
can make a profound difference in a family’s ability to engage in services 
and support their child’s development.


