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How karate and
homeschooling helped
one family cope with
autism and ADHD

By Ellen Williams-VMasson
Photos by Jeremy Jones

He looked the reporter in the eye and
spoke with confidence, plunking down an
18-inch Bionicle action figure on the table
between them like any other 10-year-old boy
with a superhero fetish.

“When I was little, I didn’t know
how to be creative, but now I'm super
creative,” Josh Greaves began, describing
his construction of the toy from parts of
three other characters. “My brother Jacob
has taught me how to do stuff, and I have
thought about stuff to be creative with, and
also I have learned how to be creative.”

Creativity was not a birthright for the
Stoughton youth, who describes his early
years as “black, black, black” before his
eyes were opened to the world around him.
Hindered by delays in speech and social
development, Josh avoided interaction and
appeared “10 clicks behind” other children
to his mother, Shannon, when he was
diagnosed with an autism spectrum disorder
at age 4.

“Ome of the things that Josh could not
do was that he could not be natural with
his play,” Shannon said. “He would watch
a “Thomas the Tank Engine” movie and
memorize it instantly, and then he would go
and take his trains and move them back and
forth and back and forth, speaking so fast as
he recited the movie in his head.

“For him to take something that has a
clear paradigm like the Bionicle movie and
let go of that and do something from his
own imagination, we cannot tell you how
absolutely amazing that is, because that's
how you grow and learn about the world, by
exercising your own creativity.”

Playing with toys — and other children -
is learned behavior for Josh that Shannon
and her husband, Clay, had a hard time
envisioning in the early days as their son
hid beneath chairs and shielded himself
from eye contact with his hands. Breaking
through the emotional bubble wrap of
autism required intensive home therapy and
the concerted efforts of the entire Greaves
family, particularly Josh's big brother Jake,
15.

Jake, who holds a second-degree black
belt in karate and has been ranked 10th
in the nation in extreme martial arts, is
an aspiring young actor and model. He
also has attention-deficit hyperactivity

disorder (ADHD), a developmental disorder
characterized by inattentive behavior and
poor impulse control.

Jake recalled the day he was diagnosed
with ADHD at the age of 5.

“I remember coming home and playing
that day and thinking, ‘T have ADHD. I am
sick. I have a problem,” he said.

Shannon describes autism and ADHD
as “literally different doors into the same
room” — frontal-lobe issues that unite her
sons with a bond stronger than ordinary
brotherly love.

“They understand each other,” she said.
“It’s obvious Jake would help Josh, but
there are also some things that Josh does to
help Jake. Josh is more methodical, so he
reminds Jake to do things. They really help
each other along.”

Although raising two children with
developmental issues could splinter the
strongest of families, the Greaves have
discovered a way of life that helps them
hold it all together.

“Martial arts gives us a common goal of
inner strength, and homeschooling provides
the freedom to educate the spirit, the mind,
the body and the family as a unit,” Shannon
said. “Being able to compartmentalize your
life — that’s kind of a luxury we really don’t
have. If we don’t look at everybody in our
family as an interdependent unit, we are
going to fall apart.”

Changing focus

The Greaves were a typical two-career
family when the boys were young.

Clay worked in product development for
TDS Telecom and Shannon taught middle

Martial arts has helped Stoughton youths Jacob (back)

and Josh Greaves find focus in their lives.

school in the Stoughton school district. Jake
had already been diagnosed with ADHD
when the Greaves got their first inkling

that Josh, their “perfect child who never

got angry,” might also have developmental
issues.

“We were getting Josh into speech
therapy — it was like he was speaking
in Latvian or something — and we knew
something was wrong,” Shannon said.

Further evaluation eventually led to
a diagnosis of pervasive developmental
disorder — not otherwise specified
(PDDNOS), a milder form of autism that
falls on the higher end of the autism
spectrum. Shannon became a stay-at-home
mom to focus on Josh’s treatment schedule,
which included three years of intensive in-
home therapy by a team of developmental
specialists from Integrated Development
Services, Inc. of Madison (www.ids-wi.com).

The therapists worked with Josh for
eight hours a day and became an integral
part of the Greaves household.

“He needed to learn to play and to talk
to people and look at them,” Shannon said.
“He needed to learn to generalize, to read
social cues, and all that stuff that makes a
Kkid like him look really weird to the rest of
the world. We also combined schooling with
that — I was in charge of the schooling — and
together we worked this boy until he is just
not the same kid.”

In addition to lagging behind in small
motor skills and social development, Josh
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