Puzzle Centre ‘Better Beginnings’ Conference – 31st October 2017, The
Ridgeway Centre, Milton Keynes
– bringing together researchers and practitioners to discuss good practice in
early intervention and support for children with autism and their families.

Anna Kennedy OBE, Chair of Conference with Alex Stanyer, Founder and Principal, Puzzle Centre Trust

The main aim of the conference was for practitioners to better understand how to support
parents of young children with autism to focus on early social communication skills with
their child through play.
125 delegates attended the conference from all over the SE England, London, E Anglia and
the W Midlands. We also had two delegates from Pakistan and our keynote speaker, Emily
Rubin, from the USA. Many delegates (almost half) were speech and language therapists
but there were also teachers, parents, learning support assistants, occupational therapists,
nurses, paediatricians, educational and clinical psychologists and family workers.
Each delegate was working with anywhere between 1 and 50 children with autism, with the
average being around 10 children per delegate.
There were 57 online evaluation forms completed after the conference. Of these, 96.3%
rated the conference overall as ‘Good’, ‘Excellent’ or ‘Outstanding’, with ‘Outstanding’
being rated by 47%.

The day began with Alex Stanyer, Founder and Principal of Puzzle Centre Trust, welcoming
all of the delegates and explaining that each speaker has influenced the practices adopted
by the centre’s specialist nursery and outreach services. She also said that Puzzle Centre is
committed to disseminating its expertise in early intervention for children with autism and

other communication difficulties. Alex introduced the Chair of the Conference, Anna
Kennedy, OBE, mother to two young men with autism and founder of various schools and
respite homes.
Our keynote speaker for the day was Emily Rubin (Educational Outreach Specialist. Marcus
Autism Center, Emory University, USA), whom Puzzle staff have worked closely with since
2010. Emily spoke about ‘social connections as the fuel for brain development and learning’
and how the understanding of this neuroscience underpins how educational goals are
prioritised within the SCERTS model. Emily’s presentation was not only insightful and
educational but also gave delegates many practical ideas and examples of how to enhance
their practice.

Emily Rubin, Education Outreach Specialist, Marcus Autism Center, Emory University, Georgia, USA

Paul Isaacs spoke movingly and entertainingly to the conference about his own personal
experience of autism, his upbringing and what helped him as a child and teenager.
Gina Davies, Specialist Speech and Language Therapist, Attention Autism, never fails to
entertain, inform and energise her listeners and she has been influential in the way in which
Puzzle Centre was set up and operates. Her presentation was about creating ‘irresistible
invitations to learn’ by inspiring attention and communication and making activities fun for
children and adults alike.

Gina Davies, Specialist Speech and Language Therapist addresses the conference

Vicky Slonims (Senior Consultant Speech and Language Therapist, Newcomen Centre and
Honorary Lecturer Kings College, London) finished off the day by bringing us all right up to
date about some exciting new research findings from the PACT study (Parent mediated
social communication therapy for young children with autism).
There were four stalls at the conference – Puzzle Centre, Autism Education Trust, one stall
selling special education books and one selling play packs.

In response to the question ‘If you were to sum up the event in one sentence, what would
you say?’ delegates responded very positively, for example:












A brilliantly organised day inspiring enthusiasm and change in thinking in how we
work with children who have a diagnosis of autism
Brilliant
A thought provoking and inspiring event with a collection of engaging speakers who
have a great deal of knowledge to share with the world
Amazing, inspirational and motivational day
Stimulating, thought provoking, enjoyable from start to finish
Fantastic
Inspiring and insightful. Building social relationships lead to better beginnings
A fascinating day with high quality speakers
Amazing day, learned a lot. I am looking at our pupils with a different pair of eyes
A well-organised and professional conference which was both inspiring and
informative
One of the best single day conferences I’ve been to

In response to being asked ‘What ideas, strategies or principles that you have heard about
or reflected upon today will you try to implement in your own practice?’
There were some key themes and concepts with practical implications that many delegates
picked up on, for example:















Creating learning opportunities which are desirable and predictable
Encouraging and working on teaching the use of people’s names and also verbs –
rather than focussing mainly on object names
Consider the child’s developmental age before introducing pictures – non-verbal
communication targets may be more appropriate
Think about using video feedback to support parents to develop their communication
‘synchronicity’
Embed SCERTS framework in daily practice – more training for other staff on this
Prioritise building social relationships – social connections are vital for brain growth
Shared attention – making it fun!
Using subject-verb-object sentences
Giving children time to process information/language
More awareness of how sensory differences might impact on learning
Waiting for initiations
Intrinsic versus extrinsic rewards
Using Gina’s bucket – irresistible invitations to learn!
Make memories by having fun – adult and child

The conference was not only in line with Puzzle Centre Trust’s mission, as a charity, to ‘lead
the development of best practice early intervention’ but also achieved our stated aims to:




give early years practitioners and other professionals the knowledge, skills, tools and
confidence to better meet the needs of the children with autism and other
communication difficulties with whom they work
help to raise national standards across the UK for children in their earliest years.

It was very exciting to be able to use the conference as a way in which we could share Puzzle
Centre’s model of specialist education and early intervention with others. We are so grateful
to our wonderful presenters for coming together to make this day such a success.

Alexandra Stanyer
Founder and Principal, Puzzle Centre Trust
November 2017

