PLaydAZe: One mummy's thoughts 
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My name is Elizabeth Foti and I have a beautiful 41/2 year old son named Thommas. About 20 months ago, Thommas was diagnosed with PDD (Pervasive Development Disorder). OR (Autism Spectrum Disorder). 
 
As a baby, Thommas was very quiet but always seemed very content, reaching all required developmental milestones. However his speech was a little delayed and could only managed about 5 to 7 words, all of which were clear. There was a little unclear mumbling but I wasn't too worried about that. Most people always commented how "boys took longer to develop" and it was a "boy thing". So we start speech theory, but something was not right. It wasn't till I noticed that his eye contact was poor and his attention span was not developing that I started to have some concerns. He was also starting to show sings of distress and seemed to tantrum and scream when we couldn't understand what he wanted. He was also becoming less compliant.
 
Things were becoming more and more difficult at home. After visiting our Maternal Health Nurse, it was suggested that perhaps we should have some assessments performed on Thommas so we could get a clearer indication of just what we were dealing with. 
 
When we finally got the results, as you can imagine, we were devastated. We spend many sleepless nights and worried filled days wondering what our next move would be. We were provided with many options, which included early intervention. But when we realised how long the wait was, we knew we had no option but take matters into our own hands. But where to start?
 
On one of my many sleepless nights, I came across a web page for "PLayDAze". I called the numbers provide and after talking to the very helpful and organised staff, I thought I'd take Thommas down for a look. The first thing I noticed was how safe it was. The children were in a secure room with a glass wall that I could sit on the other side and watch my son. I was instantly put at easy. As a mother, you are entitled to provided your child with as many opportunities as possible in order to maximize their full potential. So, to also have access to a safe learning environment is very important, if not, the most important. We need to feel that we can not only educate but protect our children. That's where Playdaze really impressed me. Safe and secure. 
 
It was a small group which meant that the carers and assistants were able to provide all the children with support during the sessions. The children were encourage to play together as a group using a range of games and activities. There were picture schedules for the children that had little or no language skills and the for Thommas they encouraged him to use the language that he did know, this would later help him develop more language so that he could start putting together small sentences. The picture schedules also help the child to recognise everyday routines like "saying hello and goodbye" and "talking turns" and other things like "waiting to be asked and staying and participating with the group" eg: Listening to stories and playing games in a group. This also helps with transition between one activity to another. They all knew what was happening next at all times. Less chance of fear setting in and tantrums.
 
They used singing and dancing to encourage the children to join in activities as well as provide relaxation time to settle them after the 2 hour session. (Remember that Thommas really enjoyed that) There was light exercise and stretching. They had snack time. (You bought your own snack) There was also some motor skill tasks encouraged like holding a pencil, colouring in and cutting out paper. Both the children and carers were enjoying themselves. There was lots of laughter and fun going on. All the while, the children seemed comfortable enough to be in the room with each other. Which is very important to a child that has difficulty relating and just being around other children. I remember thinking how well the stuff coped with all the different demands the children had and how gentle and compassionate they were with the children that had severe anxiety and panic stages.
 
Just watching through the glass was making me laugh! The carers seemed to be more out of breath than the children did! It was amazing to watch.
 
At the end of the session, I was offered a weekly report that I would received at the end of each session, outlining the goals set by staff and reached by your child. Thommas had emerged from the room looking quiet relaxed and happy and as a first timer had integrated fairly well. He was a little quiet at the beginning, but had stopped observing and decided that he may want to join in. He was smiling and that was so wonderful to see.
 
It has been approximately 9 months since Thommas commenced with Playdaze, and the results are amazing! I can now get my son to sit at the dinner table and finish his meal with the family. Although some of his tasks at home are prompted by myself, he can help me dress him, and change activities at home without much fuss. The most important thing to us was the fact that he now wanted to play with his older sister (gabby who is 7). He shares his toys and enjoys games with her. It's lovely to see that the struggle for self domination has settled (He doesn't have to run the play) He's quite happy for her to go first and they often sit on the Laptop together and play on the "Playhouse Disney web page". They both communicate quite well and he tries hard to use his language. 
 


He acknowledges people with a "Hello" when he enters the room as says "good bye" as well when he leaves. He even waves and smiles. 
 
 
His attention span has also improved his speech pathologist reports. She can get through a whole 40min sessions and have his attention most of the time. He contributes well to his sessions and loves looking at picture books and pointing out words he recognises.
 
Kinder is no longer a drama. And his aide at Kinder tells me she has seen great improvement, with things like, changing from one activity to another, trying new things, listening to stories with the group and even eating his lunch correctly. (One bite at a time!) He can still get a little anxious but is quickly settled and put on task. He's even attending 3 full sessions a week! 
 
Thommas has become more aware of facial expressions and empathy. Last week he came running in at Grandmothers house to let me know that his cousin Daniel had fallen off his bike. He face showed concern and put a hand on Daniel's shoulder because he was crying. 
 
He happily comes along to the shops with his dad and I, and walks along nicely. It's such a relief not to always have the stroller with us or struggle to control his behaviour when we are out. He seems to be accepting his anxiety and his social skills and behavoiur are on the improve!
 
Most of all, he loves going to Playdaze and we love taking him. He just loves playing along. You can't imagine what a relief that is to us. Just seeing his face when I tell him "it's time to go to Playdaze" is wonderful. He promptly runs to the car, grabbing his jacket and backpack on the way through.
 
I know that Thommas has a long way to go, we often discuss his progress with the staff at Playdaze, we are encouraged to contribute to new goals they have set with Thommas. Jen talks to us about how we can set new task for Thommas at home and when he's out elsewhere. She also suggests ways we can implement thing with minimal or no stress to the child.
 
Unfortunately with a child like Thommas, there will always be a struggle, and Thommas occasionally still is a little "temperamental", but after seeing him respond so well to the program at Playdaze, things can only get better! I'm so proud of our little man! He's a very special boy!
 
 
And as a parent, isn't that what we all want? Children that want to play!.....and to see them smile, now there's nothing quite like it. 
 
Many thanks to Jen and the wonderful staff at Playdaze for all the great work they do. 
 
 
Thanks for reading, 
 
 
Elizabeth Foti
