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“After a few years here, I realized what we called ‘good service’ back home is not the same here. I had to learn to 
define it again for my child.”
— Parent 9, mother of a 9-year-old child with ASD



Why This 
Question 
Matters
• Many autism-related studies aim to 

understand families, yet families often 
wonder what changes as a result.

• Families are often expected to navigate 
diagnosis, school systems, services, and 
community life all at once.

• What they need is not only information, 
but also trust, practical guidance, and 
support that continues over time.

• This talk asks a simple question:
• How can research become part of real, 

local, and sustainable support for 
families?
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Families do not make 
decisions in isolation. They 
respond to policies, 
institutional rules, and 
cultural expectations that 
shape what feels possible.

Their experiences with 
schools, providers, and 
community organizations 
shape trust, belonging, and 
willingness to keep seeking 
support.

At home, families are 
constantly interpreting what 
support means, what 
counts as a good service, 
and what is right for their 
child.



A Parent Story
One parent’s journey was not simply 
about finding a service.

It was about learning a new system, 
rethinking what “good support” meant, 
and deciding which voices to trust.

Over time, the parent moved from 
confusion and comparison to a more 
active role: asking questions, 
interpreting options, and redefining 
support in a way that made sense for the 
child and family.

That journey reflects what many families 
experience:
not just choosing services, but learning 
how to navigate, evaluate, and reshape 
support over time.



Study 2: Understanding within Context
13 voices, 7 states, 5 cultural backgrounds, and
one shared journey of navigating ‘good service.’

• Families are not passive users, and they are 
active navigators who learn, adapt, and 
negotiate within complex service systems.

• Parents mobilize cultural and social capital 
to access and interpret services, reshaping 
their own understanding of “good service.”

• Decision-making reflects agency under 
constraint. Families balance structural limits 
with creative strategies and redefinitions.

• Cultural adaptation is dynamic, blending 
home and host values through everyday 
advocacy and interaction.

“Knowing how school systems work has 
helped me support other parents as an 

advocate. Other parents benefit from just 
watching how we negotiate our way through 

it.”
— Parent 7, mother of a 12-year-old child 

with ASD

“We decided that we should group up together to make our voice 
heard, and I believe unity is strength.”— Parent 5, mother of an 8-
year-old child with ASD

“After a few years here, I realized what we 
called ‘good service’ back home is not the 
same here. I had to learn to define it again 

for my child.” — Parent 9, mother of a 9-
year-old child with ASD

“Many Asian parents are scared to speak out about their needs… 
So, what we’re doing now is helping all the parents who are 

influenced by Asian culture.”
— Parent 13, father of a 22-year-old with ASD



From Research 
to Community 
Work

Past → Present → Future

Toledo Community Work

Working with local families 
has shown how much 
parents value not only 

resources, but also 
connection, trust, and space 
to learn from one another.

National Nonprofit Work

Broader collaboration with 
nonprofit and family-serving 

spaces highlights how 
community organizations 
can shape trust, inclusion, 

and ongoing support.

These efforts shift the focus 
from studying families at a 

distance to building support 
with families in context.



Thank You

What do families 
really need?

Often, they are 
already telling us.
The next step is to 
listen in ways that 
lead to action.
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