
An Open Letter About Play, for the IEP Team

 By a Child with Autism/Special Needs

by Penina Rybak MA/CCC-SLP

Speech-Language Pathologist & 

Educational Technology Consultant 

Dear Grownup(s) in My Life _____________, 
I know you. I know what you’re doing. You’re doing many 
important things for me, and you are more important 
to me than you’ll ever know. You will soon sit down 
together for the annual event known as the IEP 
Meeting. You will come together to evaluate my 
performance this past year. How I did in therapy, on all 
those tests and observations, and in class; whether  I 
am enrolled in a self contained one or a mainstreamed 
one. 

You will talk about my behavior, my strengths and 
challenges, and my “current level of functioning”. You’ll 
inadvertently make comments about where I am vs. 
where you thought I’d be by now. Where you all hoped 
I’d be. 
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That’s OK. I frequently  wish I were further along too. I 
may not consistently show it but I see you. I hear you. I 
love spending time with you and want to make you 
proud. I really try to make progress, each and every 
day, in my own way. I try to show you,  sometimes 
inappropriately, what it takes for me to do so. Sorry 
about that!  

I wish you could understand how hard I’m working on 
things. I wish you’d know some of the things I’d love to 
have, that would better help me progress and make 
sense of this thing you call learning.....

So I have 4 ideas and suggestions for you to think 
about:  

1. Play IS learning for me. It answers the WHY of many 
of questions I have. That I wrestle with. It’s why my 
play can be repetitive, aggressive, and even surprising. 
It’s how I practice the roles and rules I see around me 
and internalize all the related vocabulary for future 
reference. Please play more with me, and take my 
lead when you can. Please make it about the process, 
not the end product. Please consider reading these 
books to learn more: 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1843108321/
karelsofwa-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0615737048/
karelsofwa-20

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0876590083/
karelsofwa-20

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1849058725/
karelsofwa-20

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1594860688/
karelsofwa-20

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0199733821/
karelsofwa-20

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0226644898/
karelsofwa-20

2. Play IS developing my personality. My learning style 
(visual/auditory/tactile) affects HOW I learn, and HOW I 
show what I know. Please give me choices and watch 
what I gravitate towards. Please take notes. Honoring 
my preferences means honoring my inner landscape 
and empowering me to share more of it with you. 
Please help me do so while developing self esteem and 
opinions. Please consider discussing and sharing these 
links: 

http://www.earlychildhoodnews.com/earlychildhood/
article_view.aspx?ArticleID=595

http://www.schoolfamily.com/school-family-articles/article/
826-what-is-your-childs-learning-style
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http://www.abilitypath.org/areas-of-development/learning--
schools/learning-and-teaching-styles/articles/childrens-
learning-styles.html

3. Play IS teaching me about Time, and that it passes 
for all of us. Toy selection is crucial to my 
understanding of WHEN.  Because toys that are easy 
to hold/manipulate, fun, comfortable re: textures and 
size, and safe (more wood based, less plastic based) will 
hold my attention longer. I’ll be able to learn about 
Causality (cause & effect) and first/last. I’ll be able to 
better understand and remember consequences. I’ll be 
able to more frequently “share a moment” with you 
that becomes several. This will allow me to experience 
time passing, and retain more experiences and 
vocabulary words for later recall. Please consider 
buying toys from these vendors:

http://www.melissaanddoug.com

http://www.discoverytoys.net

http://www.alextoys.com

http://store.scholastic.com

http://www.patchproducts.com/category/244261/Lauri

4. Play IS orienting and socializing for me. Thinking 
“outside the box” about free style, unstructured play 
opportunities away from the table or mat, will help me 
learn the WHERE of it all. Of different spatial 
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relationships, self regulation techniques, and social 
communication skills I need to generalize. So that I can 
transition from Me>We which I know you want. So 
that I can learn to make associations, explore, and 
enhance my independence and ability to self-soothe and 
problem solve. Please consider playing with me in the 
kitchen while cooking/baking something together, in the 
bathtub, outside in the leaves/grass, when setting/
cleaning tables, sorting/folding laundry, and waiting for 
the bus. Please consider giving me a few specific, easy 
to complete, and relevant chores for “teachable 
moments”. You can get more ideas here:

http://www.babble.com/dad/why-you-should-make-your-kids-
do-chores/

http://www.todaysparent.com/blogs/special-needs-
parenting/child-special-needs-chores/

http://www.friendshipcircle.org/blog/2012/03/07/how-to-
teach-chores-to-your-special-needs-child/

Thank you for all that you do for me, try to do for 
me, and will be doing for me as time goes on. I hope 
your IEP Meeting goes well and that my letter helps. I 
hope I get to play more, and truly can’t wait to find 
out what’s in store for me next! 

Love

___________
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* This first appeared in The Friendship Circle Blog

http://www.friendshipcircle.org/blog/2014/03/19/from-a-
child-with-autism-an-open-letter-to-the-iep-team-about-play/

Join the Journey for Change!

Penina Rybak MA/CCC-SLP, TSHH
Speech-Language Pathologist & 
Educational Technology Consultant
Founder/CEO of Socially Speaking LLC 
Email: Penina.SociallySpeaking@gmail.com 
LinkedIn: Penina Rybak http://www.linkedin.com/pub/penina-rybak/37/900/191
About.Me Page: http://about.me/sociallyspeakingwithpenina
Website: http://sociallyspeakingLLC.com
Facebook: Socially Speaking LLC http://www.facebook.com/pages/Socially-Speaking-LLC/
142172065830783
YouTube Channel: socialslp http://www.youtube.com/user/socialslp
Google+: Socially Speaking LLC http://google.com/+Sociallyspeakingllc
Pinterest: Peninaslp pinterest.com/Peninaslp
Twitter: @PopGoesPenina https://twitter.com/@PopGoesPenina
Phone: (646) 820-5547

Socially Speaking™ App for iPad: 
http://itunes.apple.com/us/app/socially-speaking-app-for/id525439016?mt=8
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