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A Mother’s journey  (part 2 of 5) by Alison Trimble

Homework and Handwriting 

Homework 

 

 This story is not about a child on the Spectrum who starred at High School, or     

indeed who did well. As I gradually came to appreciate just how much Matt’s         

characteristics did not fit the requirements of High School, I began to simply hope that 

we would both survive the experience, more or less in one piece. And any formal learning 

that he might pick up along the way would be a bonus. 

 

Thankfully we did both come through the experience. But a major hurdle to Matt’s 

school performance was homework. He did it, grudgingly, at primary school; whilst he 

was at High School I was doing University study so he saw me doing academic work at 

home every night; he had access to all the technology and information he could have   

required at home; and he was counselled and cajoled and eventually threatened by his 

teachers. But Matt saw school as school, and home as home, and he did not recognise any 

crossover between the two. As he saw it, schoolwork was for school and no place else. So, 

he simply would not do homework. 

 

I thought in the beginning that Matt might have been anxious about the homework 

tasks, and would not attempt them for fear of not getting the work correct. So I tried to 

support him and build his confidence, and do the stuff that teachers call “scaffolding”. All 

of which made absolutely no difference whatsoever. I eventually came to the realisation 

that I was unable to force Matt into doing homework, and found myself trying to explain 

his mindset to teachers – largely unsuccessfully. 

 

There was only one instance during the four years of High School when Matt, of his 

own volition, came to me and asked if he could practice something for school. He did a 

cookery subject in Grade 10, and his teacher had asked the class to practice some knife 

skills at home. With much trepidation I sorted out what he needed, and Matt actually sat 

down and did the homework tasks. And was then commended in class, which was     

fantastic. But that experience reflected Matt’s engagement with the task, his feeling of 

confidence in himself, and his respect for that particular teacher; regrettably those     

elements did not come together in other parts of his schooling. 

 



A Mother’s journey  (part 2 of 5) by Alison Trimble So, I was pretty much a failure on the homework front (because good parents have 

children who do their homework). And I’m certain that the way most of Matt’s teachers 

perceived him was negatively influenced by his refusal to do homework tasks. Looking 

back, I now think that I should have organised a free period at the end of each day, or 

even during lunchtime, for Matt to be able to do his homework at school. But hindsight’s a 

wonderful thing. 

Handwriting 

 

 As much as I love my son, I have to admit that his handwriting is outrageously    

terrible. I used to think that it was a secret sign that he would become a doctor, but it 

wasn’t. It was just a sign that he couldn’t write to save himself. 

 

 When he was young I noticed that his handwriting wasn’t all that good, and tried to 

see if I could help. We had lots of activity books where he would trace over the letters and 

numbers, and we bought really groovy-looking pencils that were ergonomically designed. 

And his Dad ranted and raved at him about how important handwriting was. But none of 

that helped at all. When I asked his teachers about why this seemingly bright child had 

trouble putting pencil to paper, they just said ‘It’s a boy thing’, and that I shouldn’t stress 

about it. 

 

 When Matt got to High School however, handwriting started to become an issue. The 

teachers were telling me that Matt wasn’t taking down the notes they had on the board, 

and wasn’t completing the written work that they assigned in class. In fact, if a task    

involved writing a couple of paragraphs (either notes from the board or a textbook, or 

writing out answers to questions), Matt might only get two or three sentences completed 

in the time given. I was fairly sure he wasn’t having difficulty with comprehension, or 

reading – to my on-going shame I thought that he might just be trying the teachers out, 

with passive laziness. Which led to lots of deep and meaningful discussions about the need 

to work hard at school, the duty he owed to teachers to do the work they set, and even 

some not-very-subtle bribes for finishing work on time. Again, none of this made a jot of 

difference. 

 

 After we got the diagnosis of Matt’s Asperger’s, it was strongly suggested by the 

school that I organise for Matt to have a fine motor skills “screening assessment” with an 

occupational therapist. Naturally, as with all assessments and consultations and specialist 

opinions, months went by before we were able to see anyone, and with each day my stress 



levels rose.  But this time, even though the news wasn’t good, the therapist was quite  

positive about alternative approaches, so we came away from the assessment with a better 

understanding of Matt’s challenges, and with ideas to help him overcome his handwriting 

deficits. 

 

 At age 14, Matt had the ‘pencil control’ of an eight year old. His fine motor skills were 

assessed as impaired: his hand and finger strength were below average, handwriting speed 

was low, his writing was poorly presented and he was quickly fatigued. This, combined with 

his low cognitive processing speed, meant that he had great difficulty with writing tasks. 

And the therapist advised that these difficulties are not at all unusual in children with   

Asperger’s Syndrome. She suggested that, as Matt was motivated to use a keyboard, he 

should have a laptop or PC available to him throughout the school day, and be permitted 

to type rather than write his work. 

 

 When I took the therapist’s report back to the school I sought information about any 

support that might be available – provision of a laptop, or a hire arrangement, or    

whatever they had done for other students in similar situations. And then came a      

thunderbolt which I don’t think I will ever forget. The Special Needs teacher informed me 

that Matt “wasn’t disabled enough to qualify for any assistance”. His level of disability did 

not support his inclusion of the Severely Disabled Register, and so he was not entitled to 

any educational support. It was not especially that I was looking for the government to 

fund Matt’s education, but the school was aware that he had real, diagnosed difficulties 

with his learning (of which handwriting was just one), and the whole burden of supporting 

him in mainstream education was put back on me. I truly felt that it wasn’t in any way a 

partnership between our family and the school – all the responsibilities and obligations fell 

on me as Matt’s parent. 

 

 So, I bought him a laptop, and he used it in class, and that overcame the problem of 

actually putting down the words, although the difficulty in processing the visual            

information from the whiteboard into keyboard strokes remained. 

Orientation and Organisation 

Organising stuff 

 

As much as I love my son to pieces, even I am forced to admit that when it comes to 

his personal organisation, he is a wonderful cook. When anything relates to his area of  

personal interest, he’s not great but he manages to find things eventually; the same     



cannot, however, be said of the rest of his life. If I was to ask Matt right now to put his 

hand on his wallet, a comb, a pen or his camera, I very much doubt if he could locate 

even one of those items. And would he give a damn? Absolutely not. For Matt, if it doesn’t 

relate to his passion (computers and gaming) then it holds no interest for him, and things 

will simply lie where they fall, or where Mum puts them. 

 

From speaking to other parents it seems that this is not terribly unusual for children 

on the Spectrum. I’m suspect that I’m probably a rubbish parent, because I allow Matt to 

get away with not thinking about this mundane stuff – but I have found that, for us, it’s 

not worth having a row about. I have been unable to change his mental approach, and 

fighting about where things are, or should be, is a waste of my energy and has little or no 

impact on Matt. Of course, other families, with other children, will all be different. 

 

But when it comes to High School, every student, on or off the Spectrum, needs a 

basic level of organisation if they are going to make it through the day in one piece. When 

Matt started High School I duly purchased all the books and bibs and bobs and put his 

name on everything that one could put a name on, stuck it all in his backpack, sent him 

off with all the other new students, and thought ‘Yes, my work here is done’. Oh the    

naivety! It was only when I started to get notes from teachers, saying that Matt was 

coming unprepared to class, that I began to suspect that all was not well in the area of 

personal organisation. 

 

I had simply assumed that Matt would be like all the other kids and sort out some 

organisation in this locker so that he could find the books and things he needed for each 

class. Such assumptions are my undoing – was it Jiminy Cricket who said something 

really corny about ‘ASSUME makes an ass of you and me’? Well, it does of me, anyway. I 

just took it for granted that Matt would manage, and he didn’t, and he didn’t even tell 

me that he was having trouble with his books and stuff, because he thought it would upset 

me. And I was upset – not at him, but at myself for being such an unthinking clot. 

So, the weekend that this all came out, we had a long talk about what things might 

make it easier for him to get to his classes, on time, and with the right gear. And we 

made a list (unlike my son, I am a compulsive list-maker and crosser-offer), together,  

because I figured there was no point at all us implementing organisation strategies if Matt 

was not involved in working out what those strategies would be. Then we had an exciting 

trip to the Stationery Superstore, where we filled a trolley with all sorts of groovy       

organising stuff, as selected by Matt. 



system). Our reasoning was based on the following: 

 

It doesn’t work for an individualized timetable, unless the student is going to be at school 

every day for Home Room (which Matt wasn’t). 

 

It labels the student as different, and disabled - even if it’s only themselves attaching the 

label. 

 

Matt’s anxiety about having classes in different rooms was so serious that, if he thought 

there might be a room change, he could not get out the front door, never mind make 

it to school. We had to deal with room changes before leaving home, otherwise the 

whole day would be written off. Thankfully Matt had the one of the most lovely and 

patient teachers for Grades 9 and 10, and she was very understanding when I would 

call for an update on substitute teachers, room changes and unexpected assemblies. 

 

 Just to follow up that bit about individualised timetables, Matt ended up attending 

school for about 60% of the time. This meant that he would start and finish at odd times, 

and would very rarely be present for the entire school day. But naturally, for safety and 

security reasons, the school staff needed to know when he was present and when he had 

left (all their duty of care stuff). But was Matt prepared to go to the Office every day to 

sign in and out again? No way! He came to school to go to class, so that is exactly what he 

did, and no reminders or requests from me caused any deviation from his mission. 

 

 Quite honestly, I thought I had more serious things to worry about than getting Matt 

to sign in and out (see what a bad parent I am?), so I didn’t stress too much about it. But 

then I started getting Please Explain letters from the school, listing every date during the 

term, and stating that Matt was not signed in as present for any of them. He had been 

present, mostly, but hadn’t been marked off at Home Room or on the sign-in sheet. So I 

had to explain all this long list of so-called absences, which took ages, was a real nuisance 

and made me feel guiltier than usual for not doing the right thing. 

 

 I eventually gave in and swallowed my fast-disappearing dignity and came to an   

arrangement with the office staff, whereby I would go to the office each morning after I 

dropped Matt off for class, and sign him in - that at least stopped the absenteeism  

nastygrams. I still think that it shouldn’t have been my obligation to keep their paperwork 

in order, and surely Matt’s teachers could have marked his presence on their computers. 

But sometimes, I think that it’s better for everybody if you go with the flow and just do 



what the system wants, allowing you to build up some credit for use in a more        

important battle. 

Orientation 

 

 This is an issue which is closely related to personal organisation, and is one which 

was just as important to the mental health and well-being of our family. It seems 

screamingly obvious to me that a student, who has recognised difficulties with change 

and uncertainty, as well as with the social melee that constitutes High School, is likely to 

benefit from a calm and quiet orientation to the school at the beginning of the year. 

This would involve meeting the student’s teachers, visiting his or her classrooms, locating 

new offices, storerooms and so on, before the school buildings are over-run with       

students making mayhem. 

 

 But it wasn’t similarly obvious to the staff at Matt’s school. Each year, I would play 

phone tag, trying to contact a senior teacher, then pleadingly put my case for a half 

hour visit before school recommenced. And each year there would be a discussion, and 

hmming and harring, and getting back to me, until someone made the brave decision 

that we could visit and check things out. 

 

 For such a minor inconvenience to a teacher, these orientation visits made a      

significant difference to Matt’s attitude to starting the school year. It was a simple 

means of bringing down his anxiety about all the new things, took minimal resources 

and made him feel so much more comfortable because he knew where he had to be, and 

when, and which teacher to look for. This was a battle, for us, that was well worth 

fighting. 

To be continued... 
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The staff & committee of  

Autism Tasmania wish you all a 

Merry Christmas  

& a Happy New Year! 



 

 

Autism Tasmania’s offices will be closed from 21st of December, re-opening on 
the 7th of January 2013. 


