“He’s not talking enough”, “He’s not making good eye contact”, “He shouldn’t   be lining things up”, “You should make him stop spinning”, “He needs to make more friends”, “He talks to himself too much”, “Why does he keep making that noise, it’s distracting.”
A diagnosis of autism for your child comes with a myriad of deficiencies and “non typical” behaviors that you are constantly reminded of.  My son, Ben, now 6 years old, was diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder at 2 years old and we spent the first year with many different  therapies focusing on his deficits, or what skills he is lacking or not up to par with his “typical” peers……that is, until we found his gift of music.
As an early toddler, Ben seemed to be pulled towards banging pots and pans, and making music with whatever he could.  What was interesting to notice, was that somewhere between his obsessive compulsion of lining up the pots and pans, and sensory input need to bang things with a stick or wooden spoon, was an innate rhythm or beat with whatever he did.
Realizing Ben’s desire for making music, Ben’s aunt gave him a keyboard that she had and was not using in her home, hoping that it would peak his interest…..and that was just the beginning.  Not only was Ben’s interest peaked, but he began to memorize many of the songs in the song bank by watching the keys light up as the demos played.  As the piano keys lit up across the keyboard, so did Ben, and we began to realize that Ben wasn’t a child with autism that we needed to rush and push to catch up with all of the others, but a musically gifted little boy that stood him apart in an amazing, positive way.
Next came my question….where do I bring Ben for help and encouragement with this gift?  Who would be able to foster his gift, develop him musically, while understanding the behaviors and inconsistent nature of autism?  Lucky for us, my father was reading a newspaper article and came across a story about Maria LaMon and her program at “The Music Academy for Special Learners”.  I immediately called this studio and inquired for Ben.  
Although Ben was only 3 at the time I first brought him to this studio, I knew right away that this would be one of the most important programs that we could find for Ben.   This is the program that would focus on Ben’s gift and allow him to shine in his own way.   To meet a music teacher with a special education background and a love of special needs children was a rare find.   The program developed by Maria, called Visual Music Concepts, incorporates music and piano teaching with a behavioral reward type of approach that helps keep special needs children engaged and focused.   
After about a year of working with Maria, we began to realize that Ben was able to identify the pitch of any note on the piano and recognize the notes in any chord played….a perfect pitch.  Although perfect pitch is relatively rare, Maria had told me that in the world of autism it seems to be more prevalent.
Now at 6 years old, Ben continues in this program and not only have we noticed an increase in his ability to attend for a lesson, but he also is able to play with both hands which is a marked improvement for him with hand to eye coordination.   I truly believe that this program has helped Ben with fine motor skills, and language, as he always seems more verbal after he plays.   Singing along with his music has helped him develop his speech and continues to relax him and bring a smile to his face and ours.  There is such a sense of pride on Ben’s face when we applaud for him and it will always warm my heart to know that he has something that gives him as feeling of self confidence and accomplishment.
[bookmark: _GoBack]We are so excited for Ben to see where this special gift takes him.  I hope that more families of autism and special needs children explore the music in their children, as this is a talent that often goes unnoticed.   I am so grateful that Maria LaMon and The Music Academy for Special Learners helped us to find the shining light in our son and we will forever be grateful, for we know that no matter where Ben’s life takes him, he will always have his music.
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