
A Conversation Between 
Mother-Daughter Coauthors
By Dr. Nikko Peterson  
Da Paz ’83 and  
Olabisi Thompson ’09

Dr. Nikko Da Paz ’83 and her daughter, Olabisi Thompson ’09, sat down for a cross-coastal Zoom talk 
about their new children’s book, Mommy, What Is Autism? The book was written by Da Paz and cowritten 
and illustrated by Thompson. The story being told is based on Da Paz’s two youngest children, Evilasio 
(Papi in the book) and Emilio (Meely) Da Paz, who are both on the autism spectrum and display different 
characteristics of autism.
 Da Paz is a graduate of Stanford University, has a Ph.D. in health psychology, and is a board-certified 
behavior analyst (BCBA). She has worked as an education professional for children with autism both in 
the classroom and in the home. Da Paz’s private practice, CARES Consulting, exclusively serves families 
of children with autism in Los Banos, California. Olabisi Thompson is a writer and visual artist as well as  
marketing director for CARES Consulting.

Above: Dr. Nikko Da Paz ’83 and  
Olabisi Thompson ’09, mother and 
daughter coauthors, with their book, 
Mommy, What Is Autism?  
OLABISI THOMPSON
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Olabisi Thompson:

When you came to me about creating 
this book, you told me it was inspired 
by a conversation you had with Emilio. 
How did that conversation start?

Dr. Nikko Da Paz:

Well, it started after Evilasio had a “meltdown.” In the autism world, 
a meltdown is when an individual on the spectrum is extremely 
upset and inconsolable. In this state, they might resort to aggressive 
behavior like hitting others or throwing things, or, if they’re verbal, 
they might scream insults and/or use foul language. On this day, 
Evilasio had one of those meltdowns and it was a bit frightening 
for Emilio. It wasn’t the first time he had witnessed his brother 
behaving in this way and he really wanted to understand why.

What did you tell him?

I explained, as I did in the book, about his brother’s brain. “Inside 
the brain, there are millions and millions of tiny wires that 
send messages to the rest of your body. In a brain with autism, 
sometimes these messages can get mixed up.” In your brother’s 
brain, when he gets overwhelmed, self-control can be difficult. 
I let him know that his brother was not doing these things 
because he was upset with him. He was simply frustrated about 
something and was having a hard time trying to communicate.

How has Emilio embraced or been 
able to process understanding 
autism since that conversation?

He has learned to expect that a meltdown might happen. When it 
does, he usually stays closer to me and his dad until his brother 
is calm again. He embraces his brother by making a point to 
include him in family activities. For example, we make gingerbread 
houses every year around Christmastime. When we start to pull 
out the supplies and decorations, Emilio automatically says, 
“Hey, let me go get my brother!” Sometimes, his brother might 
say, “I don’t want to come,” but then he’ll show up later. That has 
been Emilio’s way of, one, trying to include his brother and, two, 
acknowledging that Evilasio sometimes needs a gentle push.

As his big sister away from home, it’s good 
to hear that Emilio is responsive to those 
conversations, and that you are able to find 
balance with the dynamics at home. And 
recently, Emilio asked you if he has autism. 
Tell me more about how that went.

It was right before his 13th birthday, and his brother had a meltdown. 
He said, “I know my brother has autism because we’ve talked about 
that before, but do all people with autism behave this way?” I had 
to pause because now, he was asking a bigger question about 
autism. This time, we talked about the main components of autism: 
difficulties with social interactions, communication, and displaying 

Da Paz’s granddaughters 
enjoying her book. At 
left, Symonne Singleton 
(daughter of her eldest, 
Nomathemba), and at 
right, Soleil Lloyd (coauthor 
Thompson’s daughter). 
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repetitive behaviors. I also talked about the wide spectrum of autism, 
explaining that there are different variations and combinations of 
abilities and challenges. He then asked, “Do I have autism?” He had 
never asked me that before. I immediately said, “Yes.” We talked 
about his unique challenges in social situations. We also talked about 
the wonderful gifts and talents that I see in both of my boys. Evilasio 
is a gifted violinist and a self-taught computer coder. Emilio plays 
piano and enjoys video animation (that was self-taught as well). He 
is also very gifted with drawing like you, Olabisi. He has been able 
to embrace and understand what we now call his unique style.

What were their reactions to Mommy, 
What Is Autism? and how did they 
feel about having their story told?

Evilasio chuckled a bit, especially the part where I talked about 
him having a meltdown in the store (after Daddy said no, he could 
not get the toy he wanted). He even said he remembered when 
he was 4 and he didn’t talk. “Yeah, I was tantruming a lot.” Emilio 
really liked the illustration you drew of the brain. He also liked 
seeing the conversation between us played out in the pictures. 
The way that you captured the moment really stopped time.

Can you talk a little bit about some impressions 
of the book from other families and its impact?

A lot of our CARES families have purchased the book. They have 
shared that this book was so useful for them because of the child 
with autism’s siblings. Sometimes, the siblings feel left out and 
believe their parents give preferential treatment to the child with 
autism. Being able to read this book to siblings has really helped 
families explain this to their children. I even had a client who read 
it to her granddaughter with autism. Her granddaughter was super 
excited and said, “That’s how my brain works!” Grandma was so 
happy, she burst into tears. Others have said they benefited from 
the parent section in the back of the book: “This is a story of a 
sweet family living with autism. At the end of the story, Dr. Da Paz 
gives her expert advice about autism, calming down, ideas and 
intervention, and I really enjoyed it!” Overall, I’ve gotten a lot of 
positive feedback. I am especially appreciative of the outpouring of 

support and genuine gratitude for providing a simple way to explain 
autism, not only to the child with autism, but also to their siblings.

How is this book a representation 
of CARES Consulting? 

As you know, I began working with individuals with autism in 1984, 
while a sophomore at Stanford University. Autism has been a part of 
our lives, even before your brothers were born. With the perspective 
of an autism professional and parent, I am creating opportuni-
ties for our families to receive quality services and support. To be 
honest, these families sometimes have an uphill battle getting help 
for their children. So CARES allows me to be the voice for these 
parents, working with school districts, psychologists, nurses, and 
administrators. When I attend the child’s IEPs, my main goal is 
to help the school understand the parents’ perspective and their 
true desire for their child to be happy. On our T-shirts it says “Who 
cares? We do.” CARES stands for Committed to Autism Research and 
Education Solutions—that’s what CARES is about, offering caring 
solutions and perspectives to these parents on their journey with 
autism. And I know what I speak of, because autism is my life.

I just love to see how you can help families 
break down those barriers and form these 
bonds and connections. And I really love being 
a part of that! For my last question, can you 
comment on what has been your favorite 
part working with me on this project?

My favorite part has been sharing creative space with you while 
providing something meaningful for your brothers. Because you 
went away to Taft, you weren’t here when we were going through 
the diagnosis process. And when you would come back for breaks, 
you were still somewhat unaware of all the challenges and the 
difficulties we experienced daily. You learned about it, really, 
from afar. So the most rewarding part of this project, for me, was 
to share these experiences with you and have deep conversa-
tions about our challenges and triumphs with your brothers. I 
also believe that writing this book with me has brought you closer 
to your brothers. This has definitely been a labor of love. !

Mommy, What Is Autism?
CARES CONSULTING

Dr. Nikko Peterson Da Paz ’83  
and Olabisi Thompson ’09

Papi and Meely are the best of brothers! They 
enjoy a lot of the same things but they are 
different too. Meely notices that sometimes, his big 
brother does things that he does not understand. 
Meely and Mommy have a heart-to-heart and 
she explains, “Your brother has autism.” Nikko 
Da Paz offers a simple way to explain autism 
to young children while also providing parents 
with behavior management tips and tools.
 A graduate of Stanford University, Da Paz 

has worked as an education professional for 
children with autism both in the classroom and 
in the home. In addition to holding a Ph.D. in 
health psychology, Da Paz is a board-certified 
behavior analyst (BCBA). From the perspective of 
a parent of children with autism, Da Paz deeply 
understands the challenges that caregivers and 
family members face on a daily basis, and shares 
her knowledge and experiences with families to 
help make their paths just a little bit easier.
 Thompson is a writer and visual artist with a 
passion for exploring old narratives and trans-
forming them with love. She is also marketing 
director for CARES Consulting. Thompson and her 
daughter, Soleil, live in Atlanta with their dog, Nova. !
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