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Autism has set all these families on @ unigue journey and, while the road ahead is still unclear, they cherish
small triumphs along the way. Grinker has a Ph.D. from Harvard and, in his community, many parents
dream of sending their children to the Ivy League. He and his wife, Joyce, a psychiatrist, know that Isabel
will mever join them, But raising Isabel has its own rewards. Isabel's sister, Olivia, 13, is "like a third
parent,” says Grinker, The family judges Isabel not by the standards of others but by how far she has come.

"When Isabel achieves something, I feel like we're a team, like we all did it, and I feel incredibly rewarded,"
he says. For now, that is enough,

With Karen Springen and Mary Carmichae!
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Landon's world: living and learning with
autism

By Joy Swearingen, Managing Editor

Autism: A pervasive developmental disorder that occurs at
birth or soon after. A prominent feature of autism is the
inability to communicate in realistic or traditional ways.

That simple explanation has defined Robin Shipman's life for
the past 23 years.

Ever since Robin learned that her firstborn son, Landon, was :
autistic, she has been immersed in learning, teaching and
advocating about the condition. Landon has been growing,
learning and sharing.

Robin has given up a career of her own to teach and care ~ -@ndon Shipman and his mother,
for Landon. She has created a home schooling curriculum  Robin, cuddle two of his white silky
for autism which she is sharing with others, and she has  chickens. Caring for animals on his
voiced her message of advocacy with U.S. senators. I':”D'l:‘t‘i::rm is part of Landon’s daily
In the process, Landon has thrived, now growing some produce and caring for animals in the
mini-farm set up by his family at their rural LaHarpe home,

The diagnosis
The story began Dec. 20, 1981, when Landon was born in Iowa.

"By the time he was two, I started recognizing that something was not quite right. He acted like he
was deaf, but he definitely could hear,” Robin said.

"Werbal communication was a problem. We were not seeing the progress this young mom wanted,”
At three years, he could say three words: mom, dog, and applesauce. They had his hearing
checked, and his tied-tongue was clipped.

"He had attachments to very strange things, like the vaccuum sweeper, and he would fold wash
cloths into complicated geometric shapes to put in the back of a toy dump truck.” Landon had
sensitivity to light and touch. He always smelled things.

When Landon was three and a half, he was diagnosed with autism at the University of Iowa Clinics
in Iowa City, after a long series of tests. For one set of psychological tests, he stayed at the
hospital without any contact with his family for two days.

"Those were dark days. The doctors shared with my husband and 1 that this was a lifelong
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condition, They said, 'He and you would be better off to put him in a group home.' I said,
‘Absolutely not!"”

During this time, Robin became acgquainted with her "angel,” Sue Baker, the Iowa autism
consultant assigned to Landon, She guided them with information, and helped them understand
how to best deal with Landon. By this time, Robin and her husband, Audie, had a second son,
Brenton, two and a half years younger than Landon.

"Being the optimist I am, I poured myself into this, I went to the library - no internet back then - 1
was llke a sponge scaking up all I could read,” she said. "The doctors were so focused on what he
couldn't do. For me failure has never been an option. It can't be, not when it relates to your child
and his livelihood. You find the strengths, the things they can do and help them increase self
esteem.”

Educating Landon

Landon went to preschool. They started him in kindergarten, setting up his IEP (individual
education plan) in a special education program.

"When the local teachers didn't know what to do, Sue came in,” Robin said.
After a bad incident at the school, Robin withdrew Landon from school and contacted the state

board of education for an approved curriculum for home schooling a child with autism. There was
none.

So she worked with Baker to create her own, Focusing on what Landon could do became her
mantra. By this time they had moved from [owa to Wisconsin,

"l took Landon's strengths and accelerated them. For example math is typically hard for autistic
children, but he loves to cook. Measuring in the kitchen, that wasn't math, it was fun, but he was
working with fractions. I was elated,” Robin said.

She started incorporating music, finding just the right piano teacher when he was nine.

*It brings enjoyment into his life. It's a positive,” Robin said. He has played Christmas recitals at
nursing homes and at Shopko. "People were touched with his humbleness. That's what Landon has
been able to do.”

Other points in her work with Landon have been to take advantage of his incredible memory.

He has sharp vision and hearing. Many concepts are best learned visually,

She initiated the STAR concept: Stop, Think, Act and Reward. These steps help Landon to focus on
the task she wanted him to do. The reward was most often high verbal praise.

Many things become frustrating to an autistic child, or he can become overly stimulated because of
the sensitivity te noise, light, etc. Two tools were used as Robin worked with Landon.

"A bean bag chair was instituted for when he would get frustrated, rot as a 'time out’ for discipline,
but more as a method of relaxation and therapy, You could just see the frustration ease up,” Robin
said.

"Sometimes we would light a candle to release tension. We'd just stop what we were doing, relax
and focus on the candle, watch the flame. After a while we would put it out and go on.”

Throughout her education of Landon, Robin has learned the rules, used the rules and then broken
the rules. Sign language, for example, is sometimes used because it is an easier way to
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communicate than speaking.

"But I had a conflict with the school. I pushed speaking. 1 was afraid he would get lazy at verbal
communication,” Robin said.

Early on, developing a systematic routine is important in helping an autistic child.

"When he began to reach adolescence, 1 felt the need to vary his schedule. It was important that
he could break that routine, because life is not like that. I'm not saying don't reinforce structure
and routine, that's important, But I would spontaneously throw changes at him, maybe change
piano lessons to a different day.”

Robin has developed Landon's social skills with a home schooling and youth bible study groups.

Several manuals for autism and Augsbergers have been helpful, with ideas on how ta maintain
conversational skills. She runs through questionnaires asking him opinions on what foods he likes,
etc.

During rmuch of this time, Audie has had a job that took him away from home for weeks at a time.
When his dad is at hame, Landon works outside with him, gaining confidence with physical tasks.

"He would go with his dad working on private jobs, like tree trimming and hauling brush, Boating
and fishing are a great love for our family. These outdoor things help him with self esteem,
focusing on what he can do,” Robin said,

As Landon has grown into adulthood, Robin continues to develop what he can do. They study
language skills and work on daily life skills like cooking, cleaning and shopping with her.

The family purchased their farm home near LaHarpe about a year ago. As a family project, a small
shed for calves, chicken house, and rabbit hutch were built. Landon lovingly cares for the animals,
with a little guidance from his family, He raises pumpkins and gourds, and makes cider from the
apples.

Landon describes his day

*In the morning, I get up early. I crack the eggs, whip them up and make a cheese omelet. I like
cheese omelet,” Landon said proudly. "Then I take care of the animals. Larry and Curly are the
cows, 1 lead them to the stalls. T give them alfalfa hay. [ feed my chickens. There are two roosters,
and nine hens, Sadie, Dixie, Cotton Candy.....”

Some of the chickens are white silkies with extremely soft, white feathers and a black beak.

"I love Buster,” Landon said. Buster is a white Flemish giant rabbit. "I am a farmer,” he tells
visitors., "My brother is a police chief, My job is as iImportant as his, because [ keep these animals
alive,”

Landon likes to come up with long lists of rhyming words, and has a remarkable memaory. With
glee he rattles off a long, complicated tongue twister about the Fudnutter Brothers, Sunday
afternoon is often time with his grandparents and cousins, where likely as not, he is the winner at
board games and Uno Attack,

He continues with piano. His favorite tunes are Handel's “Largo” and "The Battle Hymn of the
Republic.”

"What is that song?” he asks and then quickly answers, "It is a patriotic song.”

While autism often puts its carriers in a non-communicative, parallel existence with the people
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around them, Landon is friendly and curious, greeting visitors: "My name is Landon Shipman. What
is your name? How many children do you have? And what are their names? When was Jason born?
Is he the oldest?”

Advocating for understanding

“Landon is our blessing; society's ignorance is really tough for us,” Robin said. "For 25 years ['ve

been trying to advocate by telling his story. Education is the first crucial step, the best remedy, the
best tool.”

Early on, Robin had cards printed which she or Landon could give people that might not understand
his needs or actions when they were in public.

It read: "My child was born with autism. Please help to educate others. Use your local library and
learn more. My son, Landon, thanks you.” This message could chanage scorn or impatience into
understanding and interest,

In Wisconsin, she stepped Into the political arena.

“I was concerned with the lack of resources for families. He was not able enough to take on a
sheltered job, but he was too high functioning for their workshop.”

Congresswoman Tammy Baldwin from Wisconsin took the issue to Washington D.C, They also had
an unexpected conversation with Sen. John Kerry,

"We were in a cheese shop in Wisconsin, when suddenly they were locking down all the doors. Sen.
Kerry was there campaigning. We talked with his wife for a while, and then she told him to come
talk with us. He listened to cur concerns. We hope that they can give Congress a sense of direction
on what's going on out here.”

She has had teachers call and ask her to observe a student in their class, locking for traits that
might be autism.

"It is important to help advocate, to help other families. 1 speak to parents who are at their wit's
end. We are thankful to be there as an encouragement.

"Landon has come milestones from where he was when he was diagnosed. I'm a mom with a
mission. I want other families of children with autism or other disabilities to know there is hope. |
fee| this is what I'm supposed to do,” Robin said.

"It is not always easy, but hang in there. Be tenacious. Every day we're all a work in progress. We
can have a pity party now and then, but then blow your nese and go on.”

Robin welcomes communication through sshipman@winco.net or call 319/316-2402,
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