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My mother always used to tell me, “Take time to smell 
the roses.” Growing up, I could sometimes appreciate 

her message … but mostly I responded, “Okay Mom!” while 
continuing to do whatever it was I was doing. However, as 
the years go by and I continue to engage families in the 
Relationship Development Intervention® (RDI) Program, 
I have learned to wholeheartedly embrace and pass on her 
underlying message: it is important to take time to enjoy 
moments, and keep things simple. In my opinion, there are 
few things in life that are as easy to do (if we really want to, 
that is!) where the payoff is so big. Life is busy, and we all 
have a lot to do. Yet each time I mindfully slow down, “be” 
in the present, and keep things simple, whether as a parent, 
clinician, or consultant, I am glad that I did. The progress 
that I have observed as a result of keeping things simple 
speaks to the value of this underrated strategy.

Keep It Simple Clinically—What Does This Mean?
RDI has taught me to thoughtfully consider these important 
components of any interaction:

0 Pacing:  How fast are we moving (or trying to move) an 
activity along?

0 Complexity:  How many materials or items do we have? What 
are the actions and role requirements of each participant?

0 Shared Space:  Where are we? When we take a look around, 
what do we see?

0 Language Use:  How much are we talking? What are we saying?

Here is a little more information about each of these areas and 
how to consider them as you create an activity with your child 
that is simple and geared to success:

Pacing
There have been many times when I’ve entered a therapy 
session with several things on my agenda; my intention being 
to power right through each of them in order to move on to 
the next thing. On paper this seems like a good idea; however, 
so much is lost in this approach. Time and time again, within 
therapeutic interactions where I have been overly ambitious, 
I have been reminded that picking up my pace without sensi-
tivity to those I am teaching, is usually counterproductive. 

Here is why: As I pick up my pace to get everything on my list 
checked off, I often leave behind good teaching practices that 
require me to be open to the feedback of my students.

I have found that the best teaching experiences are the ones in 
which I take my time and let things gradually unfold so as to 
allow time and space for dynamic exchanges between myself 
and the child. If I can offer a child new information, give him 
or her time to process and respond, and then add more infor-
mation based on those responses, we will always be in a good 
place. In contrast, if I teach quickly merely to deliver specific 
content or to get a job or activity done, it is likely that my pace 
will be out of sync with that of the child. Slowing our pace and 
waiting for feedback from the child enhances the flow of infor-
mation, as it enables us to give more information based on this 
feedback, and so on. Thus, teaching becomes a dynamic process 
that sets the stage for engaged learners. Remember: All children 
are capable of engagement in learning, but we have to slow down 
our own pace in order to facilitate it.

Complexity
Another area in which to keep things simple is within the 
actual setup of a game or activity. This means, thinking about 
the items we are using and what each person will do. So often, 
because we want to do more, we incorrectly assume that we 
need more. Many parents have told me that they fear their 
children will become bored if they don’t have enough inter-
esting things at-hand to keep their attention. In contrast, I have 
found that when I am able to successfully guide parents to scale 
things back a bit and focus on simplicity (less stuff, fewer roles, 
and fewer ideas to keep track of), they discover that their child 
is able to sustain attention for longer periods of time. This is 
why: When we keep things simple, kids feel more competent, and 
when kids feel competent, they tend to stay engaged.

This does not mean that we can’t introduce greater complexity—
for example, more materials and role actions—over time. Clearly, 
we will; however, when we start simple, we are able to concen-
trate on building a relationship with the child and increasing 
his or her feelings of competence around the particular set of 
ideas we are introducing. When mutual trust and feelings of 
competence take root, children become generally more receptive 
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to the addition of new 
components. Why are 
these things impor-

tant? When we incorporate new elements mindfully, at a pace 
that encourages competence in the child, we preserve both the joy 
of the interaction and our social connection.

Shared Space
Many things in the surrounding environment can compete 
for a child’s attention. Rather than struggle to “get” the child’s 
attention, or place demands on him or her to ignore infor-
mation that may be difficult to filter out, think ahead about the 
space the child and you will share so that you can proactively 
minimize potential distractions. Thus, keeping it simple in this 
regard means taking a look around before the session begins. 
Are there things that could take the child’s attention away from 
what you want him or her to do? These may include items on the 
floor or table where you are working together, tempting toys, or 
even pictures on the wall that distract from what you are doing 
together. Be sure to attend to the auditory components of the 
environment as well, since sounds that may not be distracting 
to us may be very difficult for a child with ASD to ignore.

Keeping it simple means keeping visual and auditory distrac-
tions to a minimum and working within an organized shared 
space. How can this help? This will enable children to better 
attend to the important things.

Language Use
Last but not least, we should modify the way in which we use 
language with children. One of the most important strategies 
that I have learned as a speech language pathologist—thanks to 
RDI—is to be quiet! That may seem counterintuitive, but I have 
found it to be emphatically true. To keep things simple with 
respect to language, we need to be mindful of the way in which 
we phrase things. We also likely need to say less than may be 
typical. It is most important that we speak at a level and pace 
that allow the child time not only to process what we have said, 
but also to respond. What happens when we do this? By pausing 
to allow children time to process language we create the space they 
need to become authentic and competent conversational partners.

Examples of Simple Activities to Do with Your Child
0 Connect the dots.  Get one piece of paper and one marker. 

Make several dots on the page and number them. Invite your 
child to connect your dots. Use language to comment on the 
colors you are using and to share ideas about the picture you 
are creating together.

0 Top a pizza together.  Think ahead about a few ingredients 
to have available. Put all toppings off to the side. Take turns 

adding one item at a time while commenting on your actions. 
Be sure to share opinions and preferences using simple 
language (e.g., “Yum! I love pepperoni, but I know that you 
like cheese the best!”).

0 Mail letters together.  Walk to the mailbox together. Hand 
your child envelopes one at a time to drop in the slot. Use 
language to predict what might happen after the letters are 
in the mailbox. (e.g., “I think the letter carrier will come get 
these and take them to the post office.”)

0 Candyland.  As you play this board game, instead of using 
two game pieces, use just one as a team. Take turns choosing 
a card and moving that one piece toward the Candy Castle, 
continually building upon each other’s previous moves. Hold 
the deck of cards in your hand, handing one card at a time to 
your child instead of having the stack of cards available and 
in view. Use language to celebrate your work together as a 
team. (e.g., “Yey, we made it!” or “Oh no! Looks like we have 
to go back to Gingerbread Forest. Oh well!”)

A Final Word
In this article I have shared some of the clinical thought 
processes I have learned as an RDI consultant. When engaging 
families in RDI, consultants actively guide parents and 
caregivers to make thoughtful decisions regarding the compo-
nents of the interaction.

When we take messages such as less is more, keep it simple, and 
take time to smell the roses to heart in a clinical sense, we set our 
kids up for success. And, when we simplify what we are doing, 
we enable kids to become competent. We can then build upon 
this competence to create interactions in which children feel 
joy and want to engage with us. o

When we simplify what we 
are doing, we enable kids 
to become competent.
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