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O
vernight camp with 

classmates?  No way!  

Overwhelming sensory 

challenges would surely 

drive 12 year-old Luke into 

an incoherent state of emotion. Even the 

anticipation of being immersed in nature, 

with the confusing sounds of warbling 

birds and babbling brooks ... of sleeping in a 

tent packed with unpredictable kids ... and 

of eating not-Mom's food triggered Luke's 

anxiety. 

But Luke didn't want to lose being part of 

the group.  

So, his family used a problem-solving 

method that occupational therapists 

call “clinical reasoning.”   This involves 

analyzing what is happening around and 

within the child and then thinking of 

modifications to help him become more 

comfortable in his body and environment. 

The proactive, preventative approach the 

family used is called A SECRET, explained 

below.  It was developed by Lucy Jane Miller, 

PhD, OTR, founder and former director of 

the STAR Institute for Sensory Processing.  

(See her book, Sensational Kids, as well 

as another book she co-authored with 

therapists Lisa Porter and Doreit Bialer, 

entitled, No Longer A SECRET: Unique 

Common Sense Strategies for Children with 

Sensory and Regulation Challenges.) 

Luke, his parents, his OT Lisa Porter, 

and his teachers worked out a winning 

compromise.  During the day, Luke would 

do particular physical exercises to get the 

proprioception and movement his nervous 

system required.  He would think hard 

and use willful control to stay calm in 

overstimulating woodsy experiences.  And 

at night, he (and his Mom) would sleep at  

a motel.

Overnight camp with classmates?   

With a few accommodations -- You bet!

A Changed Family

Looking back, Luke, now 16, says,  

"I've always been interested in using my 

brain to influence how I acted.  A SECRET 

gave me a set of 'sensory tools' to use.  They 

were hard to learn at first, but now they're 

hardwired."  

For instance, rules are especially 

important to Luke; he gets annoyed when 

people disrespect them.  Today, instead of 

having a meltdown or requesting a break 

so he can leave the classroom, Luke knows 

to jump or stretch to get calming input into 

his muscles and joints.  He says, "I don't 

have to remove myself when something 

happens in the environment that I can't 

control.  I know how to self-regulate.  I 

know what to say."

Luke's mother says, "A SECRET 

permeated our home culture and changed 

our parenting.  It gave us the power to 

advocate for our son. One of our angels, his 

OT, gave us permission to make changes 

that could be perceived as odd," like the 

motel arrangement.    "It was epic for us to 

learn we were good parents."

Luke's father adds, "The process gave 

Luke the words to use in triggering 

situations.  And it taught us that parents 

have the agency to find safety valves for 

sensory kids who can't measure up to 

teachers' expectations."  

What A SECRET Means

A SECRET is an acronym for seven 

elements: Attunement, Sensation, Emotion 

regulation, Culture (customs, habits or 

routines), Relationship, Environment, and 

Task. Implementing A SECRET, parents, 

teachers, children and teenagers learn to 

analyze these seven elements in sensory 

or motor challenges and then come up 

with ideas that may lead to smoother 

functioning.    A SECRET is not a rigid 

formula for what to do, but a flexible format 

for how to think about manipulating these 

elements.                                                                                               

First, choose one challenge area, such 

as getting dressed.  Then ask yourselves 

questions about how to alter a few of 

the seven elements.  These changes may 

pertain to sensory-motor based skills that 

the child struggles with, including self-

help skills, fine-motor skills, coordination, 

or organization.  As an example, let's 

imagine a daughter whose problem is 

putting on clothes in the morning.

Luke's Family Shares A SECRET: 
Problem-Solving with Lucy Jane Miller’s Method  

By Carol Stock Kranowitz, MA
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Example of A SECRET

Challenge Area: Getting Dressed

A = Can I improve my Attunement 

to my daughter’s emotional needs and 

moods? I won't reason with her or make 

demands when I see her burrowing into 

her bed.  Instead, I can say, "You look 

comfortable!  Wouldn't it be nice to spend 

the whole day snuggled under the covers?"  

Being empathetic may draw her out. 

S = Can I find a fun, feel-good Sensory 

strategy? A morning back rub or rolling a 

therapy ball over her may get input into 

her skin and muscles that will prime her 

to get dressed. 

E = Can she do something to affect 

her Emotion regulation in the moment? 

Perhaps  playing her favorite upbeat 

music, or brightening (or dimming) the 

room lighting would get her in the mood.

C = What could I change about the 

Culture or patterns of our family's 

behavior?  (This element focuses on how 

one does things at home or wherever the 

challenge occurs; it does NOT refer to the 

arts or to ethnic customs.) Our custom 

is to dress before breakfast, but we can 

change the culture so she can dress 

afterward.

R =  Could I retune our Relationship 

to motivate her?  Letting her wear what’s 

comfortable and not saying what looks 

best may help her dress quickly.  We 

could plan a Mother-Daughter shopping 

trip on a quiet weekday when she can 

select new clothes.

E = What in our Environment could I 

change?  I can install hooks in her closet 

so she needn’t fuss with hangers, or set up 

labeled bins (T-shirts, Socks, etc.), instead 

of a visually confusing jumble in a drawer.  

A dressing schedule posted on the wall 

may help, too.

T = Can I add or subtract a Task to 

change the situation?  She could lay out 

her clothes the night before, or use a 

visual schedule and check off each item 

as she goes.  

Implementing A SECRET takes a bit of 

practice, as do all worthwhile and life-

changing endeavors.  It can not only have 

a major impact on the child but also make 

school and family life much smoother.  

For example, parents and teachers at 

an IEP meeting could collaborate on 

problem-solving tasks.  A proactive 

problem-solving approach like this is 

definitely A SECRET to share! 

Carol Stock 

Kranowitz is an 

OT-wannabe.  

Her book, The 

Out-of-Sync Child: 

Recognizing 

and Coping with 

Sensory Processing 

Differences, has 

just been issued in its third edition.    

www.CarolStockKranowitz.com

Other ideas are hooks or bins for a kid's closet.   
Here's a cute idea from Better Homes and Garden: 
https://www.bhg.com/decorating/closets/reach-

in/clever-closets-around-the-house/

To learn about using A SECRET, go to 

sensoryhealth.org/search/

node?keys=A+SECRET   

Meanwhile, consider this sample chart 

with another adult who knows your 

child well. Under “Challenge Area,” write 

the problem your child is having, such 

as “Math homework.”  In other columns, 

fill in ideas where you can, such as “Do 

8 push-ups for proprioception” under 

Sensation, or “Put on Mozart” under 

Emotion regulation, or “Play outdoors 

first; start homework later” under Culture.

Problem-solving with A SECRET (Sample Chart)


