The Road to
HANDLE®

Leads to Hope for Children with

Neurodevelopmental Needs
By Peg Simon




ast November, | sat in the front row of a small confer-

ence room at a HANDLE® community information

night, listening to Mary Robson,a HANDLE practition-

er, talk about neural plasticity — the fact that the nerv-

ous system adapts continuously. Movement can create
new pathways in the brain, she said. (HANDLE is an acronym for
Holistic Approach to Neurodevelopmental Learning Efficiency.)

“This is reasonable,” | thought, only partly paying attention. |

was worried about some of my students.As a reading tutor, | was
passionate about helping children heal from the stigma of not being
able to read. Although | was success-

As she tapped, she explained to the boy that this would help him
to form his words so he could speak and be understood. She told
his parents to do these exercises twice a day at home.

The following day, as the mother was doing the face-tapping
exercise, the boy began to contort his face. She had long been in
the practice of speaking to him, though he never answered, so she
paused and said,“Am | hurting you? Do you want me to stop?” To
her astonishment, the boy responded, “No. Need to talk better”

With tears in her eyes, she called her husband to tell him the
astounding news. The boy had never spoken a sentence to his

father, but before she hung up,

ful with most, in some children,
there was something else going on
beyond their difficulty decoding
words and mastering other reading
skills. | felt driven to understand
what that “something” was.

Robson explained that specific
activities, designed to work with
specific neural pathways, could
help people with a wide range of
needs — from handwriting and
reading problems to ADHD, to
traumatic brain injury, to autism
and cerebral palsy.

“Now wait a minute!” |
thought, suddenly alert, “how can
one approach help people with
such obviously different problems?”

And then she told the story.

Judith Bluestone, the founder
of the Seattle-based HANDLE
Institute International, LLC, was
working with a severely autistic
12-year-old boy. Frail and thin, his
speech was limited to a few set
two-word phrases, such as “Taco
Bell” or “Captain Crunch.” He
couldn’t dress or feed himself,
made no eye contact, and kept to
himself unless he became agitated,
when he would spit on people.

Bluestone gently took him
through a series of exercises, thank-

What to Expect if You Go to a
HANDLE® Practitioner

If you go to a HANDLE practitioner, expect to spend
most of the day on your first appointment.You'll have a
two-hour evaluation in the morning, and you'll return a
couple of hours later for a two-hour presentation of
results and activities. You'll also receive a videotape of the
session. About a week later, you return for another two-
hour appointment, in which your program is further fine-
tuned.

HANDLE is a home-based program; the activities take
no longer than a half hour per day, and may be spread out
throughout the day. Some may be done alone, and some
require a helper.You are encouraged to keep in contact
with your practitioner as often as you wish, and to return
at monthly intervals for five follow-up appointments.

At the HANDLE Institute International, LLC, the cost
is $1,800 for the entire package; however, it is more
expensive if you want to see Judith Bluestone (and more
difficult to get an appointment — these days she is usually
only seeing clients with the most complex needs.)

There are many independent practitioners outside of
the Institute, from Bellingham to Olympia and in Yakima
and Vancouver; and the Institute encourages inquirers to
go to their closest practitioner. Fees may vary somewhat
in different locales.

The HANDLE Institute’s main office is at 1300 Dexter
Ave. N. in Seattle. For more information or referrals, or
for a free 20-minute phone consultation with a practition-
er, call 206-204-6000 or visit www.handle.org.

she asked him, as she had
done a hundred times
before,“Do you want to talk
to your dad?” The boy took
the phone from her and
spoke into the receiver, “l
love you, Daddy. | love you,
Daddy”

It was at this point that |
started to pay close attention.

Judith Bluestone’s Story

Judith Bluestone’s pro-
found understanding of
autism and other neurode-
velopmental difficulties
begins with her own wrench-
ing childhood struggles.

Born with abnormalities in
the brain and skull, her face
was so misshapen that she
could not swallow solid foods.
By age 3 she was still babbling
an unintelligible speech. By age
8, the bones in her inner ear
fused shut, leaving her deaf
until surgery corrected the
defect. She engaged in self-
stimulation activities such as
“riding” her tricycle for hours
each day by turning it upside
down and watching the
wheels spin round and round

ing him for any cooperation that he showed and constantly reas-
suring him that she knew it was difficult for him. She did a face-tap-
ping exercise, in which she gently tapped her fingers along the out-
line of the trigeminal nerve, one of the cranial nerves emerging
through the skull at the temple and branching out across the face.
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or riding her pogo stick everywhere. She suffered from seizures
and was the object of continuous ridicule at school.

It took numerous surgeries to reconstruct her skull and face.
It took courage, an irrepressible will and her own unique genius
to train her neurological and muscular systems to see, speak,
hear and move in an organized and coordinated fashion. Not
knowing the scientific reasons at the time, she instinctively sup-
plemented her speech therapy and medical treatments with her
own improvised exercises. Partly because of this, Bluestone can
“see” and understand what is going on in a person who has
been given one of the various labels such as autism, ADHD,
Tourette’s Syndrome or dyslexia. To Bluestone, a person’s behav-
ior is a logical result of his neurological processing.

Continued on page 18
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Dylan’s Story

Dylan Summerlin, the son of Kim and Ray Summerlin, has just
finished fifth grade at Lake View Elementary School in Auburn.

When he was younger, Dylan had difficulty with reversals in
handwriting. In reading, he switched letters around, jumped from
line to line, left out words and had
difficulties with comprehension.
Math was hard, too, and he had
some attention problems. “He
struggled so hard just to get the
words right, by the time he got the
sentence out, or the paragraph, he
would say, ‘Whatd | just read?””
Kim Summerlin says.“| cried so
many times with him. | talked to
them in school all the time. It just
got worse and worse.And they'd
say, ‘Well, he’s still young. And then
he was in fourth grade.The other
kids were leaving him behind in reading and comprehension. That
really hurt his self-esteem.”

Dylan also got into trouble at school, touching and bumping
into people.

“He'd kind of lean and fall into you,” Summerlin says.“| just
felt like | had to be right next to someone,” Dylan explains. The
family turned to the HANDLE program in the summer before
fifth grade, on the recommendation
of a school counselor. Their practi-
tioner, Pamela Ruffner, explained that
Dylan wasn'’t trying to invade other
people’s space when he bumped
into people. His sense of proprio-
ception (where his body is in space)
was not well integrated, so he need-
ed that close physical connection to
know where he was.Also, his eyes
were not teaming (working together
well) and several other senses were
not well regulated.

“At first | didn’t know how
doing the activities could help,” Dylan says, “and | didn’t want to
do them.” But they persisted, spending 10-15 minutes each day
on the program Ruffner prescribed.

“It’s kind of like playing games,” Dylan adds.“You do it at
home. It’s not hard. Don’t think it’s a waste of time. Stick to it,
because if you slack off, it will just take longer.”

“Right off the bat, we saw improvements in him,” Summerlin
says. “His grades went up; he’s a more happy boy. He was never
mean, but never wanted to be hugged. He was rough when he
showed affection. He’s not like that anymore. He’s more open.”

“When | do a math test or reading, | feel like | can do it bet-
ter. Before, | was barely passing. Now | can read more and under-
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Gentle, organized stimula-
tion is helping 5-year-old
Braxton McQuilkin of
Olympia to organize his
senses and his body.

PHOTO COURTESY OF
SARAH MCQUILKIN

“The ‘experts’ saw a child in a
‘world of his own.’ | see the bright-
est ray of sunshine.They saw a
child who ‘may never speak.’ | see
a gift that needs no words. They
saw a child with ‘limited possibili-
ty.’ | see a child, my child, who can

soar past the heavens.”
— Sarah McQuilkin, speaking about her grand-
son, Braxton McQuilkin, whom she is raising

stand more,” Dylan adds. “At school, when we read books, we take
quizzes on the computer. I've been getting mostly 100 percent.”

Dylan says he is proudest of the changes in how he can be
around others. “Now we go out walking, and he says, ‘Mom, look,
| haven’t bumped you at alll’” says Summerlin.

Braxton's Story

Sarah McQuilkin of Olympia is raising
her grandson, Braxton, 5. Braxton has
been diagnosed autistic and suffered trau-
matic brain injury as a result of shaken
baby syndrome. She found the HANDLE
Institute while surfing the Internet, and it
matched her philosophy of using a holistic
and natural approach. She took her grand-
son to Marianne Wagner; an independent
HANDLE practitioner in Olympia.

“Some of the things Marianne taught
were amazing. You wouldn’t think that
these exercises would make such a difference,” McQuilkin says.

Wagner explains that Braxton’s vestibular system (part of the
inner ear that allows us to experience gravity and balance) was
“most likely damaged when he was severely shaken as an infant.”
She describes how the activities work: “Through very gentle,
organized stimulation, we taught his vestibular system to tolerate
and process the sensory input. Now that it's functioning more
reliably, we are focusing on strengthen-
ing the sensory systems that build
upon it — visual functions, sounds and
language, his awareness of his own
body and the space around him. He
doesn’t need to engage in so much self-
stimulation, such as hand-flapping; this
frees him up for social interaction.”

McQuilkin has seen significant
progress. “Before, it was pretty hope-
less,” she recalls. “Lots of times, he
would have a meltdown, as if he’s in
pain.” McQuilkin and her husband like
to travel a lot, and it was “difficult with
the child kicking the driver’s seat and throwing his body back
and forth. Now there’s none of that.” Braxton enjoys the head
tapping now and is tolerant of more daily activities.

“You have to do it every day, you have to be committed. The
HANDLE Institute gave us the tools to help, but we have to fol-
low through,” McQuilkin adds.

Samuel’s Story
Christine Roberts, whose son, Samuel, was nearly 6 when
they went to the HANDLE Institute, is the director of Nurturing

Pathways in Lynnwood.There she combines her love of dance
Continued on page 18
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A Step at aTime

Continued from page 16

education, her “professional life experience with Sam” and everything she learned
about the brain to provide the benefits of movement to enhance brain function in
children ages birth to 3.

For Roberts, HANDLE was “the last thing in a long line of interventions.”
Sam was left partially paralyzed at 4 months from the pertussis vaccine. He did
not receive early intervention, and she strongly believes that if he had received
it at the time of the injury, he would have seen far more gains. He didn’t walk
until he was 3.

Roberts saw a HANDLE brochure and remembers thinking that “this could
really help Samuel.” At that time, Sam’s sensory system was easily overloaded, his
sensory modulation was very poor, as was his attention regulation, and his visual
systems were weak.As well, his left side was compromised.

“He had a 4-month-old brain trying to function in a 6-year-old’s body,” summa-
rizes Roberts.“| love how Judith (Bluestone) works, and how she is so sensitive to
what the nervous system can handle in terms of it being a productive therapeutic
session versus a session that’s going to put the nervous system into overload,”
Roberts says.“l became much more sensitive as a parent to when my energy level,
or what | was doing, was over-stimulating Sam, or was more than he could handle.”

Roberts says the changes were subtle, over time. He gained a much better
attention regulation and is “calmer in his body.” He made some gains in his visual
system. He’s more organized and less impulsive. He's using language, although it’s
still hard for him to get the words out clearly. He’s turning 10 now, and still has a
vulnerable system and a severe disability. But, his mother says, “He’s skiing inde-
pendently. No one would know he was paralyzed. He has good balance. His emo-
tional self is totally intact, and he loves language and music and dance.”

— Peg Simon

Continued from page 15

Bluestone did her graduate work in
neurological impairment, behavioral disabil-
ities and special education. Her doctoral
studies were in neurodevelopment.

She spent || years in Israel, where she
designed therapeutic activities for at-risk
young children in a crime-ridden area,
teaching preschool and kindergarten teach-
ers how to integrate the activities into the
curriculum. She succeeded, where every-
one else had failed, in mainstreaming the
children. It was there that she developed
many of the insights that were to become
the HANDLE approach. In 1989, she
received Israel’s National Prize for Early
Childhood Education.

The HANDLE Institute was founded in
1994, as people in the Seattle community
observed Bluestone’s work in a private
school, a King County hospital and a major
medical organization. She worked with spe-
cial needs children, adults with brain
injuries and people with learning and lan-
guage disorders.

Bluestone’s methods moved her clients
forward much more rapidly than it was
thought possible, and achieved progress

Excellence in Dentistry for
Infants, Children and Adolescents

KYOKO AWAMURA, DDS, MSD, PLLC
e New Patients Welcome! =

e Sedation & General Anesthesia available
* Member - American Academy of Pediatric Dentistry
 Orthodontics available for children and adults

(425) 614-3777

875 140th Ave. Ste. 200
Bellevue, WA 98005
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with some brain injury cases that had
been judged hopeless. Bluestone founded
the institute to train others in the meth-
ods she had been using for more than 20
years. In 2004, it was re-formed and
renamed the HANDLE Institute
International, LLC. Bluestone is clinical
and educational director. It is now the
hub of an ever-growing network of HAN-
DLE practitioners and screeners —
throughout the United States and in
South Africa, Switzerland and England.

Bluestone was one of five winners of
the 2004 Washington State Jefferson
Awards and is the winner of the prestigious
Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis Award for pub-
lic service.The author of two books, The
Churkendoose Anthology, True Stories of
Triumph Over Neurological Dysfunction (The
Handle Institute, 2002), and The Fabric of
Autism (The Handle Institute, 2004), she is
working on a third book, My Body, My Math
Skills, which will show how math must first
be learned in the body before it can be
understood in school.

The HANDLE Approach

HANDLE, as the name implies, is a
holistic and developmental approach to

neurological systems. It incorporates
research and techniques from the fields of
medicine, rehabilitation, psychology, edu-
cation and nutrition, emphasizing nondrug
methods to treat root causes of disor-
dered behavior.

Treatment begins with a full assess-
ment, in which the client is asked to do a
series of tasks and family and birth histo-
ry are evaluated. Practitioners design a
home-based program of activities tailored
to the individual. The activities typically
take 20-30 minutes a day, and can be
interspersed throughout the day, as best
fits the family’s schedule.

“HANDLE assessments are not tests.
We're not testing you; we're ‘learning you,”
Bluestone says.“The child is teaching us a
lot of important things that will help us
understand and translate back to you and
the family why particular things are difficult
for you.” Behaviors are communication, she
says, not problems to solve.

For example, if a child in the autistic
spectrum is seen, “We allow the child to
hum and spin and tap, because we need to
learn who he is,and when is it that he does
make eye contact, and when is it that he
needs to hum and spin,” she elaborates.

“Each of these things gives us information.
Behavior is not a negative. It’s a telling.”

The HANDLE philosophy is one of
“Gentle Enhancement™"" — because
“stressed systems do not get stronger.”
The therapeutic program is designed for
the particular client so that the stressed
systems can calm down and existing neu-
ral pathways can be enhanced or new
ones gently built. “Scientists have known
for more than 50 years about the neuro-
plasticity of the brain and nervous sys-
tems,” says Bluestone.“They are in a con-
stant state of adaptation, except when
there’s stress.”

Recently, Dr. David Lewis of the
University of Washington conducted a
pilot study of adults with traumatic brain
injury who were given a HANDLE pro-
gram of activities. Scans of their brains,
conducted at Harborview Medical Center,
showed that the activities produced signif-
icant changes in their brain functions both
while doing the exercise and at rest. All
the participants were at least three years
post-injury, with no further improvement
or changes in the brain expected by nor-
mal healing. Lewis is applying for a grant

Continued on the next page

eBook edition at SeattleChild.com

Peggy Washburn
Museum Quality Fine Art Portraits

www.peggywashburn.com

(206) 323-6705

Seattle’s Child August 2005 19
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to do further research.

Bluestone emphasizes the “H” in HAN-
DLE. She knows that holistic means that
nothing stands alone, including the HAN-
DLE therapy. Practitioners make sure that
their clients know about nutrition and may
suggest other complementary therapies
such as cranio-sacral treatments or allergy
testing. The methods do not replace med-
ical treatments, but work with them.

Says Bluestone: “One thing I'd like to get
out to the community interested in learn-
ing differences, is that when parents say,
‘We've tried everything, we've tried it all,
what they may have done is tried individu-
ally each of many things. They've gotten a
little benefit from each and see no more,
and so they say it doesn’t work. But they
need to try it all together. Life is a holistic
experience.You can't just deal with nutri-
tion and not deal with detoxification. If you
just take away allergies and leave behind
sensory stressors, then the body'’s stress
develops neuro-toxicity and you're back
with the allergies. A holistic approach is the
only real way for it to be lasting”

Judith Bluestone helps Brianna
Wilkinson with “Imaginary Chin-
ups,”’ an exercise that helps the

vestibular system and the eyes.
PHOTO COURTESY OF THE HANDLE INSTI-
TUTE INTERNATIONAL, LLC

The Road to HANDLE — Postscript

The other night, | attended another
community information night — this time, it
was Bluestone who was the speaker. She
told us of a recent email from a family
expressing their gratitude for the help they'd
received. Bluestone had never met this fami-
ly, or the HANDLE practitioner who helped
them.The practitioner was trained by one of
HANDLE' certified instructors. It was a
quiet moment in the presentation, but a big

one for Bluestone: Her dream of seeing her
work spread around the world is starting to
become a reality.

As for me, it has been quite a journey
since that first informational night. I've
completed both the introductory training
and the intermediate level, and have
recently received my certification as a
HANDLE screener. I'm taking the
advanced course this summer, and will
then begin my internship. In the process,
I've learned a great deal about the neu-
rodevelopmental systems. | know that for
some children, reading problems are a
sign of other needs that must be
addressed first in order to integrate and
organize their systems to allow them to
work efficiently. I'm already performing
screenings and incorporating HANDLE
exercises into my tutoring program, and
seeing the results. It's a very hopeful time.

Peg Simon is a reading tutor, proofreader for
Seattle’s Child and Puget Sound Parent,
and a certified HANDLE screener. She
recently began working at HANDLE part
time. She may be reached at:
pegsimon@emerald-forest.net.
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