Trail to Self-Discovery
Occupational therapy professors and students enrich lives of autistic children
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Along a well-worn path winding through the tranquil woods of Old Lyme, 
Conn., Stone Coleman, 7, bounces atop a gentle horse named Apache, 
a bright red helmet covering his brown hair. A white soccer ball dangles 
from a tree limb.
Apache stops, as if on cue, and Stone eagerly squeezes the ball.

“All done,” Stone says quietly, pausing each time before repeating the 
phrase. “All done… All done… All done.”
Stone, who spoke his first words last September, was diagnosed with 
autism before age 2. He looks forward to riding the chestnut-and-white 
gelding every Saturday during the school year at High Hopes 
Therapeutic Riding Inc. His equine-assisted therapy is known as 
hippotherapy.
“The gains he has made are remarkable,” says his mother, Dawn 
Coleman. Riding Apache has improved Stone’s fine motor skills, 
increased his core strength, helped his balance and given him an 
athletic activity to enjoy, she says. The “obstacles” placed along 
the riding path, such as the soccer ball attached to a rope, are designed 
to improve balance, coordination, sensory perception and other skills.
Donna M. Latella, an associate professor of occupational 
therapy, leads the way on this particular Saturday on the trail while 
junior occupational therapy student Lauren Thiele walks alongside, 
helping Stone keep his balance on Apache.
Quinnipiac’s occupational therapy (OT) department is on the front line of 
research and intervention for children and adults who fall on the 
autism spectrum, a set of disorders characterized by difficulties with 
social interaction and communication, along with repetitive behaviors 
and sensory impairments. An increasing number of children are being 
diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder, with symptoms ranging 
from mild to severe. There is no one cause, and researchers believe 
there is a genetic link.
Four professors in the OT department are involved in helping 
children and adults with autism and other developmental disorders 
achieve independence and enhance the quality of their lives. Each of 
them involves their students directly in such fieldwork, part of the 
department’s strong emphasis on practical experience.
“This is the application of everything that we are learning,” says 
Thiele. “You put it all together and apply it here.”
ONE IN EVERY 150 CHILDREN is diagnosed with an autism spectrum 
disorder, says Kimberly D. Hartmann, chair of the occupational therapy 

department. That’s up from just one in 1,000 children in 1990, according 

to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The CDC cites 

earlier screening, greater awareness and the broadening of the definition 

of autism to include children with milder symptoms as factors in the increase.
“Our task is to determine which occupations are most meaningful 
for them, and how can we help them to engage in those occupations. 
We strongly believe that every person has something to contribute to 
society,” Hartmann says.
The phrase “occupational therapy” does not apply only to the 
workplace. An occupation is anything from getting dressed in the 
morning to going to a movie theater. Each person with autism presents 
a different set of challenges to the occupational therapist; some have 
mild impairment while others require deep levels of evaluation and 
intervention. Some need help with basic motor skills such as balance 
and grasping objects, while others need help learning social skills.
Hartmann received a grant in 1980 from Apple Computer Corp. to 
research ways to use the early-model Apple II computer to help 
children with disabilities, and she continues to bring a variety of 
technologies to children in the public school system and other settings. 
One of her first clients was a child who was paralyzed with cerebral 
palsy. She could only communicate by blinking her eyes. Hartmann 
hooked up sensors to her eyes that allowed her to communicate using 
Morse code.
More recently, Hartmann was asked to help a 20-year-old man with 
Asperger’s syndrome (part of the autism spectrum) adjust to moving 
from his parents’ house to a group home. One of his symptoms is an 
inability to stand in line, so he has trouble going to a bank or a grocery 
store. And he loves to go to movies but can’t bear to stand in line to buy 
tickets. Hartmann taught him how to go online to do his banking, 
order groceries and buy movie tickets.
LATELLA BECAME a therapeutic riding instructor at High Hopes in 2006. 
Hippotherapy (hippo is the Greek word for horse) offers several advantages, 
she says. The therapist uses the motion and warmth of the horse 
to improve the child’s movement and modulate his or her sensory system, 
then adds functions to enhance fine motor, visual motor and cognitive 
skills, she says. Riding also boosts self-confidence and offers an 
opportunity to participate in a regular sporting or leisure activity.
“I’ve seen huge improvements in the riders,” Latella says. And, when 
students observe riders with autism (and other impairments) on 
horses, it gives them a different perspective. “They see the client in 
action, as opposed to in a hospital bed.”
Latella works at High Hopes every Saturday during the school year, 
conducting therapeutic riding lessons with multiple students several 
times during the day. She puts them through some gentle paces 
together in a large barn, and then takes them onto the riding trail one 
at a time, always aided by volunteers.
Mark Gardner, 15, has been riding since he was 7. “It puts a smile on 
his face when they go fast,” says his father, James Gardner of Madison, 
Conn. “He’s always loved coming here. He looks forward to it.”
Michael Pastorelle, 15, also started riding at age 7. His mother, Susan 
Pastorelle of South Glastonbury, Conn., says her son formed a strong 
connection with the horses from the start, and riding has improved his 
posture and core strength.
“He gets very excited about coming here,” she says. “His whole room 
is decorated with horses.”
OT graduate student Alissa Pacheco has seen hippotherapy and other 
therapies affect children in positive ways. She became interested in the 
field after she saw an occupational therapist help her younger brother 
overcome a mild learning disability.
“He developed an interest in reading because they helped him 
develop his reading skills,” she said. “Mostly it helped him decrease his 
stress levels because he was upset he couldn’t read as fast or finish his 
homework as fast as the other kids. I saw the change that it made in 
him, and it really inspired me to want to help other kids.”
Pacheco has worked at High Hopes and also assisted Latella with 
pet therapy using dogs at the Hospital of St. Raphael and local schools.
TARA J. GLENNON, professor of occupational therapy, has dedicated 
her professional life to helping children with developmental 
disabilities. Glennon owns the Center for Pediatric Therapy, a 
pediatric private practice in Wallingford and Fairfield that specializes 
in “sensory integration,” which addresses the difficulties in processing 
sensory data that children on the spectrum often demonstrate.
The center is filled with colorful balls, slides, climbing areas and the 
like as therapists engage the children in activities that feel like play but 
are carefully designed to address each child’s needs.
“The center is play-based because that’s how children learn,” says 
Glennon. “It helps them to figure out their bodies and plan more 
elaborate motor actions.”
Quinnipiac OT students try all of the play equipment to see how it 
feels and how it works. They then watch tapes of therapy sessions and 
analyze them before starting to engage directly with children. Glennon 
also hires OT alumni, such as Sue Schneider, a former intern there.

“You can’t get it all from a book,” says Schneider. “My guidance 
counselor in high school strongly recommended Quinnipiac, because 
the school emphasizes a lot of hands-on work.”
She became interested in working with children with autism while at 
Quinnipiac. “The autism spectrum features a wide scope of disabilities, 
and that really intrigues me because each child is unique, and you have 
to figure out how you can help them function to the best of their 
abilities. You have to get creative,” she says.
Glennon is the co-author of the Sensory Processing Measure, an 
assessment tool that helps school personnel examine the sensory and 
environmental issues affecting a child’s performance at school and at 
home. Her current research involves preschoolers.
“Autism is a community issue, and faculty are supporting children 
and training a new generation of occupational therapists to continue 
the work,” says Glennon.
People with developmental disabilities face more challenges once 
they leave school and attempt to increase their independence.

Assistant professor Nancy J. Bagatell conducts research to gain a 
better understanding of the experiences of adults with autism so that 
practitioners can offer interventions that better address their needs, 
as services for adults – particularly adults considered “high-functioning” – 

are limited.
Bagatell has helped young adults find and maintain jobs, and identify 
and get involved in social and leisure pursuits. “I help people construct 
the life that they want to live,” she says. “My role is not to impose 
societal norms but to enable people to create what they want for 
themselves.”
For instance, she worked with a young college student who was 
extremely bright and interested in trivia and similar hobbies. Bagatell 
helped him locate and join the Mensa organization, where he has 
found many other people with similar interests.
“Twenty-five percent of autistic persons don’t have intellectual 
limitations,” she notes. Because autism is a lifelong developmental 
disability, adults with autism must concentrate on their strengths 
rather than on their limitations, she says.
Back at High Hopes, Stone has finished his weekly ride and, with a 
little help from Thiele, he dismounts and scampers to his mother. In 
sparse words she has come to understand, he tells her what comes next 
on the day’s busy schedule of activities.
“He needs to know the order of things,” Coleman says, smiling at 
Stone as the two walk out the door of High Hopes and into the bright 
afternoon sunshine.
