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o m e  days  it  see m s  the  only  predicta bl e  
thing  about  it  is  the  unpredicta bility.  

The  only  consistent  attribute  --  the  
inc on sisten c y.  Ther e  is  little  argu m e nt  on  any  
level  but  that  autis m  is  baffling,  eve n  to  thos e  
wh o  spend  their  lives  around  it.  The  child  wh o  
lives  with  autis m  may  loo k  “n or m a l ”  but  his  
beha vi or  can  be  perplexin g  and  do w n ri g ht  
difficult.

S

Autism  was  on c e  thou g ht  an  “incura bl e ”  
disord er,  but  that  notion  is  cru m b li n g  in  the  face  
kn o w l e d g e  and  understandin g  that  is  increasin g  
eve n  as  you  read  this.  Every  day,  individuals  
with  autis m  are  sho w i n g  us  that  they  can  
ov er c o m e ,  co m p e n s at e  for  and  other wi s e  
ma n a g e  ma ny  of  autis m ’ s  m o st  chall en g i n g  
chara cteristics.  Equipping  thos e  around  our  
children  with  si mpl e  understandin g  of  autis m ’ s  
m o st  basic  ele m e n ts  has  a  tre m e n d o u s  impa ct  on  
their  ability  to  journ ey  to ward s  produ ctiv e,  
indep e n d e nt  adultho o d .

Autism  is  an  extre m e l y  co m p l e x  disord er  but  for  
purpos es  of  this  on e  article,  w e  can  distill  its  
myriad  chara cteristics  into  four  funda m e n tal  
areas:  sens ory  proc e s sin g  challen g e s ,  
spee c h/lan gua g e  delays  and  impair m e nt s,  the  
elusiv e  social  interacti on  skills  and  wh o l e  
child/self- este e m  issues.  And  thou g h  thes e  four  
ele m e n t s  may  be  co m m o n  to  ma ny  childr en,  
keep  front- of- min d  the  fact  that  autis m  is  a  
spectru m  dis ord er:  no  two  (or  ten  or  twenty)  
children  with  autis m  will  be  co m p l et ely  alike.  
Every  child  will  be  at  a  different  point  on  the  
spectru m.  And,  just  as  imp ortantly  –  every  
parent,  teach er  and  caregi v er  will  be  at  a  
different  point  on  the  spectru m.  Child  or  adult,  
eac h  will  hav e  a  unique  set  of  need s.

Here  are  ten  things  ev ery  child  with  autis m  
wish es  you  kne w :

1.   I  am  first  and  foremost  a  child.  I  have 
autism.  I  am  not  primarily  “autistic.” My 
autis m  is  only  on e  aspect  of  my  total  chara cter.  
It do es  not  defin e  m e  as  a  pers on.  Are  you  a  
pers on  with  thou g hts,  feelin g s  and  ma n y  talents,  
or  are  you  just  fat  (over w e i g h t),  my o pi c  (wear  
glass es)  or  klutzy  (unco or din at ed,  not  g o o d  at 
sports)?  Thos e  ma y  be  things  that  I see  first  
wh e n  I m e et  you,  but  they  are  not  nec e s s arily  
wh at  you  are  all  ab out.

As an  adult,  you  hav e  so m e  contr ol  ov er  ho w  
you  define  yours elf.  If you  want  to  singl e  out  a  
singl e  charact eristic,  you  can  ma k e  that  kn o w n .  
As a  child,  I am  still  unfoldin g.  Neither  you  nor  
I yet  kn o w  wh at  I may  be  capa bl e  of.  Defining  
m e  by  on e  chara cteristic  runs  the  dang er  of  
setting  up  an  expectati on  that  ma y  be  too  lo w.  
And  if  I get  a  sens e  that  you  don ’t  think  I “can  
do  it,”  my  natural  resp on s e  will  be:   Why try?

2.   My  sensory  perceptions  are  disordered. 
Sensory  integration  may  be  the  m o st  difficult  
aspect  of  autis m  to  understand,  but  it is  argua bly  
the  m o st  critical.  It his  m e a n s  that  the  ordinary  
sights,  sounds,  sm ells,  tastes  and  touch es  of  
every da y  that  you  ma y  not  ev en  notic e  can  be  
do w n ri g ht  painful  for  m e.  The  very  envir o n m e n t  
in  whi c h  I hav e  to  live  often  see m s  hostile.  I 
may  appear  withdra w n  or  bellig er e nt  to  you  but  
I am  really  just  trying  to  defen d  my s elf.  Here  is  
why  a  “si mpl e ”  trip  to  the  groc er y  store  may  be  
hell  for  m e:

My hearing  may  be  hyper- acute.  Dozens  of  
peopl e  are  talking  at  onc e.  The  loudsp ea k er  
bo o m s  today’s  special.  Musak  whin e s  fro m  the  
sound  syste m .  Cash  registers  be ep  and  cou g h,  a  
coff e e  grind er  is  chug g in g .  The  m e at  cutter  
scre e c h e s ,  ba bi es  wail,  carts  creak,  the  
fluor es c e nt  lighting  hu ms.  My brain  can’t  filter  
all  the  input  and  I’m  in  ov erl o a d!



My sens e  of  s m ell  ma y  be  highly  sensitive.  The  
fish  at  the  m e at  count er  isn’t  quite  fresh,  the  guy  
standin g  next  to  us  hasn’t  sho w e r e d  today,  the  
deli  is  handin g  out  sausag e  sa mpl es,  the  baby  in  
line  ahead  of  us  has  a  poopy  diaper,  they’re  
m o p pin g  up  pickles  on  aisle  3  with  am m o n i a….I 
can’t  sort  it all  out.  I a m  dang er ou sly  nauseated.

Because  I a m  visually  orient ed  (see  m or e  on  this  
bel o w),  this  may  be  my  first  sens e  to  be c o m e  
ov ersti mul ate d.  The  fluores c e nt  light  is  not  only  
too  bright,  it buzzes  and  hu ms.  The  roo m  see m s  
to  pulsate  and  it  hurts  my  eyes.  The  pulsating  
light  boun c e s  off  ev erythin g  and  distorts  wh at  I 
a m  seein g  --  the  spac e  see m s  to  be  constantly  
chan gi n g.  Ther e’ s  glare  fro m  win d o w s ,  too  
ma ny  ite ms  for  m e  to  be  able  to  focus  (I ma y  
co m p e n s at e  with  "tunnel  visi on "),  m o v i n g  fans  
on  the  ceiling,  so  ma ny  bodi es  in  constant  
m oti o n.  All  this  affects  my  vestibular  and  
proprio c e pti v e  sens es,  and  no w  I can’t  eve n  tell  
wh er e  my  bod y  is  in  spac e.

3.   Please  remember  to distinguish between 
won’t (I  choose not to) and  can’t  (I  am  not 
able to).   
Receptive  and  expressi v e  langua g e  and  
voc a bu lary  can  be  maj or  challen g e s  for  m e.  It 
isn’t  that  I don’t  listen  to  instructions.  It’s  that  I 
can’t  understand  you.  When  you  call  to  m e  fro m  
across  the  roo m ,  this  is  wh at  I hear:  “ *&^%
$#@,  Billy.   #$%^*&^%$&*………”  Instead,  
co m e  speak  directly  to  m e  in  plain  w or d s:  
“Please  put  your  bo o k  in  your  desk,  Billy.   It’s 
time  to  g o  to  lunch.”   This  tells  m e  what  you  
wa nt  m e  to  do  and  wh at  is  g oin g  to  happen  next.  
Now  it is  mu c h  easier  for  m e  to  co m p l y.

4.   I  am  a  concrete thinker.   This  means  I 
interpret  language  very  literally.  It’s  very  
confusin g  for  m e  wh e n  you  say,  “Hold  your  
hors es,  co w b o y ! ”  wh e n  wh at  you  really  m e a n  is  
“Please  stop  running.”   Don’t  tell  m e  so m e t hi n g  
is  a  “piec e  of  cak e ”  wh e n  there  is  no  dess ert  in  
sight  and  what  you  really  m e a n  is  “this  will  be  
easy  for  you  to  do.”   When  you  say  “Jamie  
really  burned  up  the  track,”  I see  a  kid  playing  
with  matc h e s.   Please  just  tell  m e  “Jamie  ran  
very  fast.”

Idio ms,  puns,  nuanc e s,  dou bl e  enten dr es,  
inferen c e ,  m etap h ors,  allusi on s  and  sarcas m  are  
lost  on  m e.

5.   Please  be  patient  with  my  limited 
vocabulary.  It’s  hard  for  m e  to  tell  you  wh at  I 
need  wh e n  I don’t  kn o w  the  w or d s  to  descri b e  
my  feelin g s.   I may  be  hungry,  frustrated,  
frighten e d  or  confus e d  but  right  no w  thos e  
w or d s  are  bey o n d  my  ability  to  express.   Be alert  
for  bod y  langua g e,  withdra w a l,  agitation  or  
other  signs  that  so m et hi n g  is  wr o n g .

Or, there’ s  a  flip  side  to  this:   I may  sound  like  a  
“little  profess or ”  or  m o v i e  star,  rattling  off  
w or d s  or  wh ol e  scripts  w ell  bey o n d  my  
dev el o p m e n t al  age.   Thes e  are  m es s a g e s  I have  
m e m o r iz e d  fro m  the  w orl d  around  m e  to  
co m p e n s at e  for  my  langua g e  deficits  be c aus e  I 
kn o w  I a m  expect e d  to  resp on d  wh e n  spok e n  to.  
They  ma y  co m e  fro m  bo o k s ,  TV, the  spee c h  of  
other  peopl e.   It is  called  “ec h o l a lia.”   I don’t  
nec e s s arily  understand  the  cont ext  or  the  
ter mi n ol o g y  I’m  using.   I just  kno w  that  it  gets  
m e  off  the  ho o k  for  co m i n g  up  with  a  reply.

6.  Because  langua g e  is  so  difficult  for  m e,  I am 
very visually oriented.  Please  sho w  m e  ho w  to  
do  so m et h in g  rather  than  just  telling  m e.   And 
pleas e  be  prepared  to  sho w  m e  ma ny  times.  
Lots  of  consistent  repetition  helps  m e  learn.

A visual  sch e dul e  is  extre m e l y  helpful  as  I m o v e  
throu g h  my  day.   Like  your  day- tim er,  it reliev e s  
m e  of  the  stress  of  havin g  to  re m e m b e r  what  
co m e s  next,  ma k e s  for  sm o o t h  transition  
bet w e e n  activities,  helps  m e  ma na g e  my  tim e  
and  m e et  your  expe ctati on s.   

I w o n ’t  lose  the  need  for  a  visual  sch ed ul e  as  I 
get  old er,  but  my  “le v el  of  repres e ntation ”  ma y  
chan g e.   Before  I can  read,  I need  a  visual  
sch ed ul e  with  phot o gr ap hs  or  si mpl e  dra wi n g s.  
As  I get  old er,  a  co m b i n ati o n  of  w or d s  and  
pictures  may  w or k,  and  later  still,  just  w or d s.

7.   Please  focus and build on what I  can do 
rather  than  what  I  can’t  do.  Like  any  other  
hu ma n,  I can’t  learn  in  an  envir o n m e n t  wh er e  
I’m  constantly  ma d e  to  feel  that  I’m  not  go o d  
en ou g h  and  that  I  need  “fixing.”   Trying  
anything  ne w  wh e n  I a m  al m o st  sure  to  be  m et  
with  criticis m ,  ho w e v e r  “c o n structiv e, ”  bec o m e s  
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so m et h in g  to  be  avoi d e d .   Look  for  my  stren gths  
and  you  will  find  the m.  There  is  m or e  than  on e  
“right”  way  to  do  m o st  things.

8.  Please help me with social interactions. It 
may  loo k  like  I don’t  want  to  play  with  the  other  
kids  on  the  playgr ou n d,  but  so m e ti m e s  it’s  just  
that  I si mply  do  not  kn o w  ho w  to  start  a  
con v er s ati on  or  enter  a  play  situation.   If you  can  
enc oura g e  other  children  to  invite  m e  to  join  
the m  at  kick b all  or  sho otin g  bask ets,  it  may  be  
that  I’m  delig ht ed  to  be  includ ed.

I do  best  in  structured  play  activities  that  have  a  
clear  beg in nin g  and  end.   I don’t  kn o w  ho w  to  
“read ”  facial  expressi on s,  bod y  langua g e  or  the  
e m o ti o n s  of  others,  so  I appreciat e  on g oi n g  
coa c hi n g  in  prop er  social  resp on s e s.   For  
exa m pl e,  if  I laugh  wh e n  Emily  falls  off  the  
slide,  it’s  not  that  I think  it’s  funny.  It’s  that  I 
don ’t  kno w  the  proper  resp ons e.   Teac h  m e  to  
say  “Are  you  OK?” 

9.   Try  to  identify  what  triggers  my 
meltdowns.  Meltdo w n s,  bl o w - ups,  tantru ms  or  
wh at e v er  you  wa nt  to  call  the m  are  eve n  m or e  
horrid  for  m e  than  they  are  for  you.   They  oc c ur  
bec aus e  on e  or  m or e  of  my  sens es  has  g on e  into  
ov erl o a d.    If  you  can  figure  out  why  my  
m eltd o w n s  oc cur,  they  can  be  prev e nt e d.   Keep 
a  log  noting  tim es,  settings,  peopl e,  activities.   A 
pattern  may  e m e r g e .

Try  to  re m e m b e r  that  all  beha vi or  is  a  for m  of  
co m m u n i c ati o n.   It tells  you,  wh e n  my  w or d s  
cann ot,  ho w  I  perc ei v e  so m e t hi n g  that  is  
happenin g  in  my  en vir on m e n t.   

Par ent s,  keep  in  mind  as  well:   per s i st ent  
behavior  may  have  an  underlying  medical  
caus e.   Food  allergie s  and  sens itivitie s,  sleep  
disord e r s  and  gastrointe stinal  problem s  can  all  
have  profound  effect s  on  behavior.

10.  Love me unconditionally.  Banish  thoug hts  
like,  “If  he  w oul d  just……”  and  “Why  can’t  
she…..”   You  did  not  fulfill  every  last  
expe ctati on  your  parents  had  for  you  and  you  
w oul d n ’t  like  bein g  constantly  re mi n d e d  of  it.   I 
did  not  ch o o s e  to  have  autis m.   But re m e m b e r  
that  it  is  happenin g  to  m e,  not  you.   Without  

your  support,  my  chan c e s  of  succ es sful,  self-
reliant  adultho o d  are  sli m.  With  your  support  
and  guidan c e,  the  possi bilities  are  broa d er  than  
you  mi g ht  think.  I pro m i s e  you  –  I am  w orth  it.

And  finally,  three  w or d s:   Patienc e.  Patienc e.  
Patienc e.  Work  to  vie w  my  autis m  as  a  different  
ability  rather  than  a  disability.  Look  past  wh at  
you  may  see  as  limitations  and  see  the  gifts  
autis m  has  giv en  m e.  It may  be  true  that  I’m  not  
g o o d  at  eye  conta ct  or  con v er s ati on,  but  have  
you  notic e d  that  I don’t  lie,  cheat  at  ga m e s ,  tattle  
on  my  class m at es  or  pass  judg m e nt  on  other  
peopl e?  Also  true  that  I proba bl y  w o n ’t  be  the  
next  Michael  Jordan.  But with  my  attention  to  
fine  detail  and  capacity  for  extraordinary  focus,  I 
mi g ht  be  the  next  Einstein.  Or Mozart.  Or Van 
Gogh.

They  ma y  hav e  had  autis m  too.

The  ans w er  to  Alzhei m e r ’ s,  the  enig m a  of  
extraterrestrial  life  --  wh at  future  achie v e m e n t s  
fro m  today’s  children  with  autis m,  childr en  like  
m e,  lie  ahead?   

All that  I mi g ht  bec o m e  w o n ’t  happen  with out  
you  as  my  foundati on.  Be my  adv o c at e,  be  my  
friend,  and  w e ’ ll  see  just  ho w  far  I can  g o.
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