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Kidnastics
TURNING THE ROUGH AND TUMBLE OF LIFE WITH ASD 
INTO A FUN THING

by Rachele Hosten

Sometimes the littlest 
gains are the sweetest.

 for clients. Ever. At first, I was “the strict coach.” “Difficult” 
children seemed to benefit from my firm guidelines, so many of my students were 
ones who had been redirected to me when other class placements had failed. I noticed 
many of these children had common behaviours. I was curious to figure out effective 
strategies for this population of mostly boys that could not function in a regular class. 
With no peers to share experiences with, I learned as I went; I was friendly and flex-
ible in my approach and did whatever it took to get these children playing. If a child 
was too stressed or lost to walk to the trampoline, I carried him. (I called it “executive 
support.”) I was proactive, kept it simple and tried to establish positive entry and exit 
rituals immediately. I used verbal, physical and other prompts, and made sure I was 
the Alpha in most control battles.( I had built-in leverage as the gatekeeper to the 
trampoline and foam pit: First stretch, then tramp was the rule.) I added artistic, mu-
sical and literary components to standard and custom-modified gymnastics curricula. 
I loved figuring out the puzzle of each child. My identity changed. I had become a 
special needs coach, and I had developed a successful program for children with ASD. 
Now, I run Kidnastics Inc., a small company that focuses on making a difference 
for children with special needs and to support family and community agencies with 
the logistics of meaningful inclusion. To share information, strategies and stories, 
Kidnastics Inc. offers practical clinics for clubs, schools and an array of practitioners 

Rachele Hosten combines coaching skills with 
custom interdisciplinary interventions to meet 
the needs of special children in the gymnastic 
setting. A competitive coach, focused for over 
20 years on producing athletes, by coinci-
dence, Rachele was asked to provide private 
classes for a boy referred to gymnastics activ-
ity by his physician. The initial success with the 
first client led to referrals, and a new service 
developed, designing custom accommodations 
and programs via collaborative partnerships 
to support children with a special need.
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that work with people with a disability, 
especially ASD. Also available for order is 
quality gymnastics equipment for sensory 
activity at home, school or in a studio or 
gym. New this fall is an Interdisciplinary 
Advisory Board, which I am setting up in 
consultation with Dr. Janine Flanagan, a 
developmental pediatrician whom I first 
met in a parent-and-child class at East 
York Gymnastics Club. Most parents of 
the children with autism that I serve are 
concerned about privacy issues and so are 
reluctant to discuss or disclose any extra 
information upon registration. I truly 
feel compassion for the spectrum’s high-
functioning children who are integrated 
without support. (High functioning need 
not mean low support.) So, I answer a lot 
of parent questions by phone and have 
started a monthly forum for parents to 
have a place to address concerns. 

I presently coach 16 children with 
ASD (disclosed), eight children who ap-
pear to have ASD-like behaviour (undis-
closed), and a handful of children with rare 
disorders (undisclosed) that get mistaken 
for ASD. These children range from ver-
bally precocious to silent and from active 
to calm. As a coach, I have come to be-
lieve that a rudimentary understanding 
of a condition or behaviour is necessary 
to provide effective support for a child 
with ASD. Many interventions are coun-
ter-intuitive, and without direct training, 
a coach or assistant’s best efforts aren’t 
enough for success in the gym. The chil-
dren pay the price of non-disclosure; for 
example, a high-functioning child with 
ASD can be mistaken for a rude child. 
Many parents do not accept the message 
that there is something atypical about 
their child’s development. (And you 
know what happens to the messenger!) 
I keep on hand an array of pamphlets, 
posters, and tip sheets from agencies like 
Service Ontario, The Geneva Centre for 
Autism, and Toronto Preschool Speech 
and Language Program as resources for 
coaches and parents to communicate 
respectfully about challenges and to be 
solution-oriented.

I developed a unique special-
needs, interdisciplinary program based 
on the training models and level sys-
tems of Canada’s Long-Term Athlete 
Development Program (LTAD). I 
consider Ontario’s High-Five learn-
ing concepts, but I cannot follow all of 
them. To these I have added specific, 
evidence-based best practices: ABA and 
errorless learning, Social Skills as taught 
at The Geneva Centre for Autism, and 
onsite sensory profiling and accommo-
dations. When recommendations are 
contradictory I consult parents and ad-
visors. Keeping updated about ASD is 
a priority so I to attend conferences. It 
was at one of these, The Geneva Centre 
for Autism’s International Symposium 
in October, 2012 that I had my “aha!” 

activity that I do was setting a foundation 
of a kind I never expected. I had goose 
bumps. In the gym, I foster joint atten-
tion and have come to realize in hind-
sight that it is is one of the first social 
stages. I focus on building foundations, 
both physical and social.

So, what does this all mean for the 
children I work with? Well, working in 
the gym is fun! The physical environ-
ment offers a wide selection of stimuli, 
and a child is sure to find something en-
gaging and also develop tolerance for less 
pleasing stimuli. I have unique opportu-
nities for eye contact; for example, while 
I’m bouncing a child who is lying on his 
back on a trampoline and he is fidgeting, 
we share an action song or story face to 
face. I observe for any sign of intention, 
focus on it, and make the dream come 
true by supporting the manifestation into 
action. I model and amplify responses; I 
observe the children’s subtle communi-
cation clues and follow up. If they like 
shiny things, I provide shiny things and 
lure them. (I’m the “candy” lady.) Once 
I have a rapport, I can use it to leverage 
their attention and their intention. An 
inside joke is the bonding base for future 
coach and athlete rapport.

Sometimes the littlest gains are the 
sweetest. I coach nine Severely Impaired 
Communicators who are non-verbal 
to semi-verbal. For some participants, 
a parent and/or PSW are required for 
smoother, safer transitions (bolting is 
one of many issues). These non-verbal 
children are amazing to work with. The 
group includes a 15-year-old boy I’ve 
coached since he was six – poetry in mo-
tion and hands-down the highest jumper 
on the trampoline. Two busy nine-year-
old boys experienced improved speech 
in the gym, and a four-year-old stopped 
screaming and blossomed into a laughing 
boy who walks and plays. 

One cannot predict, so I don’t wor-
ry. My strategy is to work a program 
consistently, have fun, and be patient. 
Development occurs eventually. While 
there is much to be studied, proven or 

I loved figuring out the 
puzzle of each child. My 
identity changed. I had 
become a special needs 

coach, and I had developed 
a successful program for 

children with ASD!

moment. Dr. Tony Atwood, a world-
renowned autism expert, recommended 
trampoline and gymnastics activity for 
children with ASD. I went up to speak 
to him after his speech and he penned a 
note of support. It was encouraging! At 
the same conference, Michelle Garcia 
Winner spoke about Social Thinking, 
and at some point joint attention was 
mentioned, the “reading intentions of 
others and paying attention to others 
and the environment” (Jones and Carr, 
2004). As a former coach of athletes, I 
understood that a missed stage of move-
ment could be problematic later on, but I 
had not realized there was a name for this 
hallmark of the Kidnastics Inc. program. 
I was so excited I flew to Orlando the fol-
lowing December to a Social Thinking 
Conference featuring the ILAUGH 
model. There, it became clear to me that 
the type of interdisciplinary gymnastics 
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by Doris Barkley, Autism Ontario Board of 
Directors, Scholarship Committee

 that made donations to the Scholarship 
Fund. Funds raised this fiscal year (April, 2013 – March, 2014) will pay for the schol-
arships that were given out in June, 2013. We encourage all chapters to contribute in 
any amount you are able.

We are very excited and pleased to have received 45 applications for the Eleanor 
Ritchie Post-Secondary Education Scholarship for students with ASD. This award is 
named after Eleanor Ritchie, a long-standing member of Autism Ontario, in recog-
nition of her dedication and support for individuals with ASD. The annual award is 
in recognition of the achievements of students with ASD who are enrolled in a post-
secondary education program. Each award consists of $1,000 towards their first year 
tuition fee. 

Scholarships
TRAINING A NEW GENERATION FOR THE BENEFIT OF 
THE ASD COMMUNITY

debunked, I do not think it is ridicu-
lous to consider the merits of gymnastic 
participation, specifically for the ASD-
affected child, as an adjunct to interven-
tions. A handful of children with ASD 
can manage a typical program, but most 
benefit from a program with accommo-
dations. Gymnastics is a gateway sport, as 
physical skills do transfer. Making friends 
and sharing peer experiences are impor-
tant to any child, and the gym facilitates 
these for children on the spectrum lack-
ing natural friendship skills. (Sadly, many 
children are lonely; one of my greatest 
challenges is organizing peer sessions in 
cases where parents cannot commit to 
joint schedules.)

Motivated by crisis management, I 
invented what I do, before “inclusion” 
and “Aspergers” were household terms. 
Please note that I’m an independent ar-
tistic gymnastics coach – not a therapist 
– who works in partnership with indi-
viduals or teams. In the gym, we do gym-
nastics for the love of it, not for health. 
Gymnastics fulfill our passion. As in any 
sport, participants rise to the challenges 
that participation demands. We engage 
office staff with friendly greetings, clap 
for athletes that impress us, and say hello 
to other coaches in the gym. If a child 
gets stressed, we finish the task at hand, 
use targeted strategies to cope, and redi-
rect attention. Belief in the right of ev-
ery child to participate and reach their 
full potential forced me to learn, develop 
new skills and pursue measurable success 
for the special children in the gym. From 
preparing competitors, I’ve moved to 
preparing players. And I love it! Q

Kidnastics Inc.
416-737-1255 
rachele.hosten@gmail.com 
www.kidnastics.com


