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Autism & The Rest of Us
and receive these valuable insights:

• Learn the Seven Hidden Rules of Social Gravity, and how they 
create crisis in our relationships with those with autism.

• Learn why communication is difficult with those with autism, 
and what to do to overcome the challenges.

• Understand why the non-social perspective of those with autism 
make them appear that they just don’t “get it,” and learn 
strategies to compensate.

• Recognize why we feel alone in our relationships with those with 
autism.

• Gain insight and understanding to help you be more effective in 
any situation with a person on the autism spectrum.

• Find relief for the sense of frustration and aggravation that stems 
from your relationship.

• Explore the family ties and generational implication of life with 
autism.

• Begin to heal your deepest pains around autism when you relate 
to the secret, unspoken fears and pain that live inside the hearts 
of other people like you.

• Identify the common character traits of people with ASD in your 
loved one.

• Learn 38 strategies in 5 categories that will improve your 
experience of living with autism. 

• Discover the potential for joy and peace that exists in your 
relationship with a person on the autism spectrum.

Learn all this and more as you turn every day into 
a therapeutic day with your loved one with autism!
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Some of the greatest creative minds of all time have 
been reported to have been autistic. In 2014, Time Magazine 
published a special issue heralding Albert Einstein as a “Person 
of the Century.” It is believed that Einstein was on the autism 
spectrum. Other famous notables such as Thomas Jefferson, 
Charles Darwin, Sir Isaac Newton and Thomas Edison are 
also believed to have been on the spectrum. Some of the 
most talented artists who ever lived, the cream of the creative 
crop—Michelangelo, Mozart, Beethoven, Jane Austen and Hans 
Christian Andersen—are all thought to have been autistic. 
Brilliant innovators Jim Henson, Alfred Hitchcock, Bill Gates 
and Tim Burton also make the list of those with autism.1,2 And 
so does someone I love.

Most people who have not had a reason to learn about 
autism have no idea what autism is, let alone how to cope 
effectively. They do not know what to expect when they hear 
the word autism. I see this in the faces of people every time I tell 
them my son is autistic. 

Usually people don’t dare to ask what that means. I think 
they expect him to be retarded, or nonfunctional, or not able to 
communicate. The old stereotype of a child sitting in the corner, 
rocking back and forth, unable to speak, comes to mind. People 
with no experience with autism often harbor that old stereotype, 
and that creates an associated stigma. As a result, people on the 
spectrum often face not only their innate difficulties, but, the 
stigma that the label evokes in those who are uninformed. 

Introduction

 1 http://www.asperger-syndrome.me.uk for a more complete list
 2 http://www.babble.com/entertainment/famous-people-with-autism
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Autsim & The Rest of Us

People with autism can in many ways look very “typical.” 
This may be especially true for those over the age of 30 or so, 
who have always believed they are not on the spectrum, and 
have learned over the years to act as if they are neurotypical. It 
may not be until you are in a relationship where the types of 
challenges that particular individual faces play a role that you 
begin to see any difficulty at all. This is the more elusive autism 
of today.

My son is very high functioning; he appears at first to be 
neurotypical, in spite of the challenges he faces in his own 
mind and life. He has received extensive, quality intervention, 
and when he enters a room, no one would detect that he is 
not just another pain-in-the-butt teenager. My son is bright, 
talented, good hearted, deeply principled, funny, caring, 
loving AND autistic. But the world does not always see the 
remarkable qualities hidden behind the autism. Sometimes, in 
the fast-paced information onslaught that we experience in the 
computer age, when his life demands that he perform on cue or 
to social expectations, the autism shows first, and the rest is lost 
in translation. That hurts me.

When we are in relationships with people who have autism 
and we do not know that that they are autistic, we either think 

that they are just “not 
nice,” or believe they are 
somehow “screwed up;” 
we judge or criticize them, 
feel offended by them, 
treat them with disdain, 
or simply avoid them 
altogether. Understanding 
more about autism will 

The term neurotypical (or NT), 
an abbreviation of “neurologically 
typical,” originated in the autistic 

community as a label for people who 
are not on the autism spectrum. The 
term eventually became applied to 

anyone who does not have 
atypical neurology.
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Introduction

help us to recognize more readily when we are dealing with 
someone on the autism spectrum, and hopefully to develop 
some compassion. This recognition and compassion will have a 
two-fold benefit: it will enable us to interact with people on the 
spectrum more successfully, and it will change the nature of the 
experience for us.

I can relate to the dilemma of those who are uninformed. 
Before my son’s diagnosis, I was confused and frustrated. I 
could not make my expectations mesh with my experience. One 
minute my son seemed like a normal, bright, capable 11-year-
old, which led me to expect him to function accordingly, and 
the next minute he was struggling to tie his shoes! I could not 
make sense out of these mixed messages; they left me dumb-
founded and uncertain about what to do. I did not know what 
I was experiencing or why, and I certainly did not know how to 
respond effectively. 

As a parent, I did not know when to push through issues and 
when to back off. I was having little success in accomplishing 
my parenting goals. To complicate matters, I did not know how 
to manage my own emotional experience related to these issues. 
On an emotional level, this struggle created confusion and 
self-doubt. I did not know where to turn to get my feelings and 
experiences validated. As a result, sometimes I felt really crazy. I 
felt emotionally drained and was not sure how to help my son, 
or how to develop the good, positive, healthy relationship with 
him that I deeply desired.

The first indication I had that I was dealing with autism 
in my life was when my son was suddenly diagnosed. It felt as 
though it had come out of nowhere—I was totally unprepared. 
My reaction to the doctor’s diagnosis of “Asperger’s” was fear. I 
was scared to death and had no idea what to expect for my son’s 
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future. Like any parent, I want the best for my child, but when 
I heard “on the autistic spectrum,” the future was suddenly in 
doubt. I did not know if a full life would be possible for him. I 
freaked out. I promptly set out to find an authority on autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD). 

I looked everywhere for advice on what to do, what to expect, 
what would happen, and how I could make the most of this 
new reality to create the best possible outcome for him. The first 
speaker I ever heard talk about autism said, tongue in cheek, 

that when they diagnose 
the child, she thought 
they should also medicate 
the parent. That gives 
you an idea of the kind 
of reaction most parents 
experience when they find 
out that their child is on 

the spectrum. Because there is still a lot of stigma around the 
diagnosis, accepting it for your child, spouse or for yourself is 
often painful and difficult. My hope is that this book will help 
to reduce the stigma and increase the ease of embracing the 
diagnosis.

Finally, after several months and failed attempts, I found 
a therapist who specialized in working with children on the 
spectrum. He knew what was going on with my child, and 
that really helped me feel better, because he could help my 
son cope. Dr. Timothy Wahlberg, clinical director of the 
Prairie Clinic in Geneva, Illinois, began to explain to me the 
complicated tangle of issues that those on the spectrum face, 
the behaviors that arise from those issues, and what these 
individuals experience.

Beyond being healthy and strong 
ourselves, the next best strategy for 

helping those with ASD is to 
understand autism so that we 

can develop a relationship that is 
based on a common language.
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As I grew in understanding of my child’s autism and what he 
was going through, I began to understand my own experiences 
as well. But unfortunately, when a family member is diagnosed 
with autism, all of the focus usually shifts immediately (and 
often permanently) to that family member, sometimes to the 
detriment of the other members of the family. There has been 
very little written on how to cope with our own emotional 
reaction to the situation, or how it affects those of us who live 
alongside the individual on the spectrum. This book is intended 
to fill that gap. 

During the process of working with Dr. Wahlberg, I asked 
him, “Do you have any of this stuff in writing?” because I really 
wanted to study it. I wanted to understand it, internalize it, and 
use the knowledge to implement effective changes to improve our 
situation. He said that he was working on a book, but, as you can 
imagine, with the demand for therapists with expertise in this 
area, his time was limited. At that point, I was honored to become 
part of the writing team for his book, entitled Finding the Gray: 
Understanding and Thriving in the Black and White World of Autism 
and Asperger’s. It is an excellent resource for understanding ASD 
and the resulting behavior, and for learning some basic behavior 
modification. After we completed the book, Dr. Wahlberg told 
me that he felt I had earned a master’s degree in autism because 
of the level of understanding I was able to develop as he shared 
his knowledge with me during the writing process. I am deeply 
grateful for the opportunity to be tutored and trained firsthand 
by someone with his level of clinical experience and expertise. 
That process has changed my family’s lives. 

Autism & the Rest of Us is based on my own life experience 
living with individuals with autism, combined with the 
information that I learned from Dr. Wahlberg. I hope that 
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this amalgamation of clinically based expertise and life-
long experience will benefit you. My goal is to package this 
information for parents, therapists, educators, bosses, and 
coworkers. It is intended for medical professionals, as well as 
for people on the street; for anybody who desires to understand 
more completely what is going on with the autistic people in 
their world so they can create more fulfilling and successful 
relationships, and develop more peace in their own lives.

I am not a therapist, a diagnostician or a behavior 
modification specialist (although I often wish I were all three 
and a magician to boot). I am an experientialist. I have been 
studying autism 24/7 for 50 years. I am a mother, a daughter, a 

friend and possibly even 
an ex-wife of someone 
on the spectrum. I am 
a veteran of 30 years of 
family therapy; I have 
invested those years 
in study, practice, self-

examination, patience, personal therapy, couples therapy, 
talking with others and reading countless books to gain the 
insights I am sharing with you. My understanding has grown 
over years of painstakingly putting the pieces together.

Today, I can see the thread of having lived with autism all 
through my life and how that has shaped me as a person. Today, 
all those pieces fit together to paint a much clearer picture for 
me of why I am who I am. I hope this book will help you to 
identify how you may have been influenced by a relationship with 
someone who has autism, and also provide you some insights 
and techniques for sustaining healthy, functional and satisfying 
relationships with those in your life who are on the spectrum. 

Those who are indirectly affected 
by living with, working with, 

or relating to someone 
with ASD—the rest of us— 

don’t have a formal title. 
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This book might have been titled Asperger’s & the Rest of Us, 
but in May of 2013, when the DSM-V (the diagnostic guideline 
for medical professionals and therapists) was published, the 
criteria were changed, and the diagnosis of Asperger disorder 
was eliminated. Those with Asperger’s were moved under the 
general umbrella of autism spectrum disorder. Anyone who 
was at one time diagnosed with Asperger syndrome is now 
simply said to have autism. In addition to being called autistic, 
those who were diagnosed with what used to be called Asperger 
syndrome are said to be “on the autism spectrum” (which I take 
the liberty of shortening to “on the spectrum” in this book), 
have ASD, or are considered to have “high-functioning autism.” 
Those terms are interchangeable.

Those who are indirectly affected by living with, working 
with, or relating to someone with ASD—the rest of us—don’t have 
a formal title. The family, friends, coworkers, service providers, 
therapists and professionals who deal with those on the 
spectrum also face myriad challenges in relationship to autism, 
many of which impact us emotionally or psychologically. For 
those closest family and friends, many of these challenges are 
similar to the dilemmas found in a relationship with someone 
with an addiction. In the vein of the codependent, maybe we 
should coin the phrase “co-autistic” as a descriptor because 
of our similar relationship to someone who is emotionally 
unavailable. Whatever you call us, this book is about, and for, us. 

My heart goes out to the people who are dealing with more 
severely affected individuals on the spectrum, such as those 
with limited language abilities, lower IQs, or other issues so 
devastating that the person can never be left alone and will never 
function independently. It can be a very desperate, frustrating 
and difficult situation to face, and in the end, many families 
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in this situation find that institutionalizing their loved one is 
the only reasonable method for survival, for both their loved 
one and themselves. I get it. I am not ignoring the existence 
of those folks, but this book primarily focuses on where my 
experience lies, coping with high-functioning autism, coping 
with individuals with autism who are living, or trying to learn to 
live, in the mainstream social world. 

Many of us want to improve the success of our relationships 
with these individuals, but we don’t know how because our 
relationship with someone on the spectrum doesn’t follow 
the same rules as our relationship with someone who is 
neurotypical. It is very complicated, confusing, exhausting and 
often emotionally painful for the rest of us to deal with the 
issues experienced in the relationship. We often feel that we are 
forced to twist ourselves into pretzels in order to work with our 
autistic loved ones to develop more successful relationships. 

This book helps to give the reader a road map for success by 
addressing the following important questions:

• How does it feel for us to be in the relationship? 

• What the heck is going on with them? And why does this 
upset us?

• Why don’t they understand what we are explaining to 
them?

• Why can’t they follow through on things?

• How do we make this relationship more successful at 
achieving its purpose?

• How do we create a sustainable long-term relationship 
with someone with ASD?

• What can we do for ourselves to be more effective, happier 
and more fulfilled?

• Where are the pitfalls that trap us unexpectedly?
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• How do we cope with the lack of reciprocity in our 
relationships?

• How do we go about creating the joy that we seek in all of 
our relationships?

• What is the value of the relationship in our life?

• What do we have to give up that is important in order to 
sustain this relationship, and are we willing to make that 
sacrifice?

• How did we get here to begin with (and possibly, how do 
we get out of here)?

In order to facilitate the discussion of these topics, 
generalities have to be identified, but I want to be really 
careful that I am not over simplifying or making erroneous 
assumptions. It is always my intention to speak with total 
respect for every individual. I certainly do not want to generalize 
or lump people together in careless ways; every person on the 
spectrum has a unique personality and a unique presentation 
of the autism spectrum disorder. I have heard it said that, 
“if you have seen one person with autism, you have seen one 
person with autism!” This comment implies that no two 
individuals are alike. However, identifying and describing some 
characterizations gives us a basis for a conversation, and that is 
the spirit in which I am making the generalizations. 

No matter what I say about the commonalities, the 
likenesses or the trends, generalizations never apply to everyone; 
you cannot pigeonhole someone on the spectrum any more 
than you can pigeonhole someone who is not on the spectrum. 
If what I say doesn’t apply to your loved one in particular, 
try to look for the principle being described and see if it does 
play a role in some way. If the person you are thinking of, the 
person you care about, the person with whom you are trying to 
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build a better working relationship does not fit something I am 
describing or does not fit it exactly, that does not disqualify that 
individual from being autistic. It just means that the attribute 
does not apply to that person. So take what fits and let go of the 
rest. There is nothing that applies unilaterally to everyone.

I am also adamant about avoiding blame, criticism or the use 
of terms like “wrong” or “bad” about someone on the spectrum. 
I have nothing but respect for people struggling with autism; I 
know their world is not easy and that they do struggle. Judging, 
criticizing or blaming them is certainly inappropriate. It is unfair. 
It is emotionally and spiritually ill-advised. It is just not right.

This book is not a replacement for therapy. Actually, one 
of its best uses might be as a template for developing therapy, 

a way to help your 
therapist understand 
more about autism and 
your experience with it. 
I advocate therapy as 
an avenue for behavior 

modification for those on the spectrum and also for those not 
on the spectrum—the rest of us. Being emotionally healthy and 
possessing self-knowledge creates a strong foundation from 
which to operate in building any relationship, and it is even 
more crucial when the relationship you seek is with someone on 
the spectrum. We all need a little bit of therapy now and then. 

Beyond being healthy and strong ourselves, the next best 
strategy is to learn to understand people with autism so that we 
can develop a relationship that is based on a common language. 
When we improve our understanding and our communication, 
we are likely to get better outcomes. I cannot help you magically 
change your loved one, parent, relative, friend, student, 

Someone needs to talk about “us.” 
What is our experience, and what 

do we do with ourselves? What part 
do we play in our own situation?
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coworker, patient or other person to behave the way you 
want, and I am not sure I would want to if I could. That is not 
what I am here to do. My mission here is to help create some 
understanding and to keep the focus on us. There are already 
plenty of books about “them.” Someone needs to talk about 
“us.” What is our experience, and what do we do with ourselves? 
What part do we play in our own situation?

We need to validate our own and each other’s experience. We 
need to share and compare notes and build a wiki of experience. 
Nothing like that is currently available. It is my mission 
to provide a platform to foster understanding, insight and 
assistance that will promote healthy relationships and support 
for the rest of us. At the same time, I hope to encourage the 
acceptance of people with autism spectrum disorder on their 
own terms—in a way that honors who they are and how they are 
different without compromising our own needs in the process. 
This might be a very delicate balance to achieve.

Relationships with people on the spectrum can be a lot of 
work. They can be aggravating and frustrating and confusing, 
especially when you do not understand the autism. All 
indications are that the occurrence of autism is only going to 
increase in the future. Let’s work together to help educate the 
world and find strategies to cope with this ongoing “stuff” —
whether it is the challenges we face because of the extra layers 
of effort, the emotional difficulties, the confusion or whatever 
else it is we are experiencing. I want to find strategies for living 
peacefully and building a better world for all of us—those on the 
spectrum and the rest of us!

This is really a request to begin a dialog. I invite anyone 
who is interested in this topic to write to me, to communicate 
with me, and to share with me what is going on in your world. I 
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welcome the input. How are you feeling about having autism in 
your life? How are you coping? What are you doing to improve 
the situation for yourself and for your autistic loved one, 
coworker, or any person whom you meet? I really want to create 
a library of success stories. You’ll find my email address and 
website in the About the Author page of this book. 
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Life in the Autistic Filing Office2
Experts believe that the brain neurology of someone with 

autism is different than that of someone who is neurotypical. 
This difference in neurology has a far-reaching effect on the 
autistic person’s experience of life. I want to paint a picture 
that will help you understand what it might feel like to live 
with autistic brain neurology, how that might be different from 
the experience of having a neurotypical brain neurology, and 
how that can potentially set up the rest of us for a negative 
experience with someone on the spectrum. 

When we refer to the neurology of the brain, we are talking 
about the way the brain processes information, which happens 
at an unconscious level. Brain neurology is all about the brain 
structure and chemistry; not about whether the individual 
is willing to think about something, how they think about 
something or whether they have a good attitude. We are not 
talking about conscious ability, feelings, IQ, or effort, but rather 
about the physical makeup of the brain, the way the brain is 

In  this  Chapter

• Develop insight into the 
perspective of someone on 
the spectrum

• Understand how autistic brain 
neurology affects behavior

• Recognize basic behavioral 
responses of ASD

• Recognize the difference 
between “can’t” and “won’t”
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sending information from one place to another, and the way the 
brain is accepting, storing and retrieving information when it is 
needed for reference. Brain neurology is something that is not 
within the individual’s control, any more than the color of your 
eyes is something you can control.

On the following page I provide a quick comparison between 
the characteristics of neurotypical brain neurology/processing 
and autistic brain neurology/processing.4

This chart contrasts the characteristic aspects of autistic 
versus non-autistic brain functions, and highlights the fact that 
the neurotypical brain is much more flexible and expandable, 
and possesses important interconnectivity that is not present 
in the autistic brain. These characteristics affect the way the 
individual’s mind works on a conscious level. The lack of 
neurological interconnectivity in the brain could result in not 
being able to generalize information, for example. Neurological 
inflexibility could give rise to an individual’s inability to see 
things from another point of view besides his own. 

This is the critical point at which we encounter the 
difference between can’t and won’t. For example, in many 
situations we may believe that an individual is not willing to be 
flexible and see our point of view (which is socially offensive and 
carries with it negative consequences to the relationship), when 
in fact, the brain neurology of autistic individuals predisposes 
them to be unable to see our point of view because of the lack 
of interconnectivity and flexibility. Understanding this concept 
to the degree that you can incorporate this fact into your 
daily exchange with an individual with ASD alters the social 
interpretations, and therefore the ramifications of behaviors, 
and that changes the relationship.

4 Timothy J. Wahlberg. Finding the Gray: Understanding and Thriving in the Black and White World of 
Autism and Asperger’s. 2010. Wahlberg & Associates. Geneva, Illinois.
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Brain Neurology/Processing Characteristics

Neurotypical (Not Autistic) Autistic

Flexible, malleable, global, 
interconnected.

Inflexible, rigid, linear, 
compartmentalized.

Always expanding, adding 
information, updating, building a 
larger database and allowing new 
information to revise old.

Not expanding, limiting, 
attempting to filter out 
information that does not easily 
fit, and not revising new data with 
old.

Always cross-referencing, making 
new connections.

Not cross-referencing (even 
avoiding it), not making new 
connections.

Incorporating new data. Avoiding incorporating new data 
because they do not want to 
disturb the old understanding.

Having the ability to form new 
cumulative assessments, to see 
the whole as a sum of the parts.

Having difficulty forming new 
cumulative assessments because it 
is focused on the parts instead of 
the whole.

Ability to see aggregate picture. Seeing individuals rather than the 
whole picture.

Ability to see and be comfortable 
with shades of gray, or abstract 
concepts, between the concrete 
black and white.

Attempting to translate data into 
black and white to make it more 
easily categorized and understood 
and thereby eliminating the 
shades of gray. 

Dynamic in that the brain is 
always seeking, driving to look for 
new information.

Static in that it has an aversion 
to and is always resisting new 
information, trying to limit/avoid 
new information.
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Let’s be sure we do not make any value judgments, that we 
continue to think of autism as different, not as broken, sick, 
defective, retarded or anything else; there is a huge difference 
between “can’t” and “won’t”— and on a neurological level, 
people with ASD can’t easily perform (if they can perform it at 
all) the types of flexible thinking that comes naturally to most 
of the rest of us. Remember, we are talking about processing, 
not about attitude, not about conscious thinking or what is 
happening at a conscious level of the mind. Those lines can get 
very blurry, very quickly. The way the brain’s structure and its 
chemistry process information is not a conscious decision; for 
all intents and purposes, this processing is as much out of the 
individual’s control as a heartbeat. So, trying to blame someone 
with ASD for the fact that they do not think “correctly,” that 
they do not have an open mind, is like trying to blame someone 
with diabetes for not processing sugar correctly. 

Hand dominance is similar to autism in that it is not 
wrong, it is just different, but that difference often presents a 
functional dilemma. You can pretend to be right-handed. You 
can do things in a right-handed manner, in spite of the fact 
that left-handed would be easier or faster or better for you, but 
you cannot think your way out of left handedness, and you 
probably cannot act right-handed to the point where you change 
your left-handed neurology. The same is true with autism. I 
do not know if anyone is truly positive if brain neurology can 
be changed, but based on the information I received from the 
experts I consulted, my understanding is that if brain neurology 
can be changed at all, it is very, very difficult. Being autistic 
complicates life like being left-handed in a right-handed world.

Autistic processing difficulties are not just about retrieving 
data; these issues complicate every other area of life in that 
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they affect the individuals’ ability to utilize and draw upon 
the resources, the knowledge base and the experience they 
possess to enable them to do what they need to do, when they 
need to do it. As such, it touches every area of functionality, 
making even simple 
tasks more complicated. 
For example, to shower 
and wash your whole 
body with soap, and 
remember to shampoo 
your hair (with shampoo 
and not cream rinse), 
and remember to put the cream rinse in your hair after that, 
and then remember to brush your teeth (with toothpaste) and 
then to use your deodorant after that can be a very complicated 
series of tasks for someone on the spectrum. The rest of us 
just call that simply “getting ready to go to school” and do it 
automatically without thinking.

Since autistic brain processing is not the norm, our world 
is not geared toward it; rather, our world is slanted toward the 
more common neurotypical processing, a fact that complicates 
functioning for those with ASD. For example, in our western 
culture we teach our children in classrooms that are based 
on social rules and expectations, so much so that the very 
functioning of the classroom depends upon the students’ 
understanding and adherence to these unwritten rules.

Someone with ASD might be more successful in a one-on-
one style education system or one that doesn’t rely so heavily on 
social skills, which can be an area of great challenge for those 
on the spectrum. Trying to force fit people with ASD into the 
neurotypical mold can be very painful, if not disastrous!

Trying to blame someone with 
ASD for the fact that they do not 
think “correctly,” that they do not 
have an open mind, is like trying 

to blame someone with diabetes for 
not processing sugar correctly.
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What Would Autism Feel Like?
What would it feel like to function with an autistic 

neurology? How can we experience how that feels? Learning to 
relate on a personal and an emotional level to the experience of 
those on the spectrum will go a long way toward helping you 
understand, communicate, and adapt on a day-to-day basis 
with your ASD loved one. This understanding will change your 
experience with that person, and thus your relationship. 

Here is an analogy called the “Autistic Filing Office,” or 
AFO for short. Imagine something like the largest Department 
of Motor Vehicles you have ever seen—a giant room with a 
very long counter; the customers, each with a unique request, 
are lined up three deep along this counter. The large number 
of people and the urgency of the requests create an intense 
atmosphere in the Autistic Filing Office. The lights are extremely 
bright, the noise really loud. Irritated customers, each with 
their own agendas, wait impatiently. They all need different 
information and they all want it now!

This demanding and fast paced environment puts a lot 
of pressure on the AFO counter clerk who is responsible for 
satisfying these varying demands. His job is to search the 
database and find the specific information that each customer 
is requesting. This clerk is perfectly capable, smart, hardworking 
and not autistic. In the AFO, the database is not computerized; 
everything is kept as written records. Behind the counter, there 
is a doorway that opens into an enormous back storeroom 
where the information is filed. 

In this football field-size storeroom, huge filing cabinets line 
the 50-foot-high ceilings. The cabinets are dusty and rusted; 
some are locked, some contain drawers that are stuck or sit 
ajar where they got jammed the last time someone looked in 
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them years ago. Some of the information in the cabinets was 
originally misfiled, possibly lost forever. Everything is very 
compartmentalized, separated into individual increments of 
data with no relationship or cross reference. For example, the 
records for birth months are in one cabinet, for birth date (day 
of the month) in another, and for birth year in a third location. 
In spite of its disheveled, segmented and cumbersome filing 
system, the storeroom is quiet, the lights are dimmer and the 
atmosphere is a little bit more comfortable; it is peaceful, and 
definitely a welcome contrast to the pressure-filled waiting area. 
There is nobody else in there to hassle the clerk, or present any 
new demands. 

Finding what is needed in this giant warehouse of 
information can be a challenging, tedious and frustrating 
process. To reach all the files, the clerk may need a ladder or 
might have to walk a half a block to get to the cabinet where the 
required information is located. Special tools may be required 
to open the drawers, or a magnifying glass may be needed to 
read the information when it is located. Some of the paper 
on which the information is written is so old and fragile it 
crumbles when handled. But, all the data, all the information 
ever needed to answer any request for any customer, is stored 
in these files somewhere. Just like the birthday example, many 
of the requests that are made require two or three look-ups 
and then the synthesis of the information to form the answer 
the patron requires. In light of the painstaking and exhausting 
effort required to locate the information, most of the requests 
seem silly, unnecessary and not meaningful to the clerk, but he 
must follow through, in spite of his opinion that the requests 
are ludicrous or don’t even make sense to him, just because it is 
his job. That is the Autistic Filing Office. 
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Let’s contrast that to a different filing office, one we’ll call 
the “Neurotypical Filing Office” (NTFO). Here, even though 
the room is big, there is no separation between the front and 
the back rooms. All the data is stored in a single, efficient, well-
organized computer database, instead of a giant back warehouse 
of information where the clerk must laboriously search for and 
manually retrieve each piece of information separately. The 
NTFO houses state-of-the-art computer systems that allow the 
clerk to access any data quickly and easily from one workstation.

The NTFO computer system also has a handy cross-reference 
feature. When a customer walks in and says, “I need to know 
about Jeanne Beard,” the clerk behind the desk can pull up a 
dossier of information. He can almost instantly provide the 
name, address, birth date, Social Security number, family 
history, educational background, work history, information 
about where Jeanne Beard grew up, where she was born, and 
what products she has purchased. With just a few clicks of the 
mouse, the clerk can access an entire dossier of cross-referenced 
information to satisfy the request.

The experience of retrieving information in the NTFO 
is categorically different from the experience of information 
retrieval in the AFO, where each piece of information requires 
a painstaking look-up in a separate file, a multitude of steps 
to gather, and possibly even require some extreme act of 
gymnastics to access. If a customer comes in and says, “I want 
to know Jeanne Beard’s birth date, and I want to know her 
address because I want to send her flowers on her birthday,” 
the AFO employee would be required to go back into the 
warehouse and laboriously locate one piece of information at 
a time. In the NTFO, this same search would take only a few 
seconds at the computer. 
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If the AFO clerk is really experienced and talented and 
knows where all the birth files are located, he can go to the 
three separate birth-date files and pull up the birthday in 
only five minutes. Then he might need to run to the other 
end of the building because he knows that the address file 
he needs is going to be far away and high up because it is in 
the “B” section. He may be working really hard to get this 
information back to the customer quickly, but meanwhile, the 
unwitting customer is growing impatient, possibly indignant, 
and thinking, “Come on! What is taking you so long? Are you 
stupid? What’s the problem?” 

The customer in the AFO does not realize what is 
happening behind the scenes. He arrived at the AFO with the 
assumption that this would be the same kind of filing office 
as any other office he has seen. He had no idea how much 
effort was going to be required to satisfy his request, what 
obstacles the clerk may have to overcome, or how frustrating 
or painful that process might feel to the clerk. The customer’s 
expectation when he came through the door of the AFO 
was that every filing office had a computer to help with each 
request, just like every other filing office. Perhaps this customer 
was so far out of the loop that he didn’t even know working 
without a computer was possible. 

When the clerk finally returns from the warehouse 10, 
minutes, 15 minutes, 20 minutes later, and presents the 
information to the upset and frustrated customer who 
requested it, it’s easy to see the tension brewing between these 
individuals; the AFO clerk might even receive a less-than-polite 
welcome when he returns after all of that hard work. The 
customer is irritated and angry that the clerk took so long, 
and the clerk might be thinking, “What do you know anyway, 
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you jerk!” Is it any wonder why the clerk might question the 
validity and necessity of each request made, or why he might 
rebel at some requests?

This tension and anxiety snowballs as the day wears on, and 
the lines grow longer in the AFO. Customers are increasingly 
aggravated and demanding, until they are screaming, 
and the clerk is hanging by a thread of patience, trying to 
manage a situation that feels ridiculous, out of control and 
overwhelming. And the customers never stop coming, and there 
are never any breaks.

The parallel between the processing system of these two 
offices and the neurological processing of the two brain 
neurologies is obvious. The customers in our analogy represent 

the typical day-to-day 
demands that are made 
on all of us. Daily, routine 
demands might include: 
take a shower, catch the 
bus to school, drive to 
work, answer the phone, 

or listen to your mother admonishing “do not fight with your 
brother” or “eat your green beans.” More complicated demands 
might include getting married, having a child or facing a serious 
illness. Each of these requires so much more energy to process in 
the AFO world.

These difficulties are compounded because life moves at 
its own pace and unfolds organically. We cannot control the 
flow of requests into our life, we just have to wing it, minute 
by minute and take life as it comes. Processing information 
quickly, on the fly, in the midst of the stream of life can be 
overwhelming to someone on the spectrum, whose rigid brain 

Social and emotional inference 
is lost on those with ASD, 
who depend more on logic 
and reason to create their 

understanding of the world. 
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neurology does not lend itself to this type of rolling-with-the-
punches way of being in the world. 

The warehouse of information in the AFO represents 
the mind of the person on the spectrum. All the necessary 
knowledge is available, but retrieving it and using it is not the 
same experience when you are on the spectrum. From this 
perspective, it almost seems reasonable to us that those on the 
spectrum retreat inside, which of course is a classic autistic 
response to the anxiety of an overwhelming situation.

Given the linear quality of their brain neurology, autistic 
individuals can be overwhelmed with the unknown. When 
something happens that is not in the plan, it can stop those 
with autism in their tracks. Going with the flow, especially 
when any social contact is involved, is very, very stressful 
for autistic individuals. When someone with ASD knows in 
advance what to expect, then he can prepare and be able to 
deal more easily with the circumstances when they occur. 
Situations that present a range of possible choices can also 
be overwhelming. That feeling of overwhelm often elicits 
some sort of a response that short circuits the conversation 
or possibly ends with a response of “I don’t know.” I discuss 
dealing with “I don’t know” in a later chapter.

Social and emotional inference is also lost on those with 
ASD who depend more on logic and reason to create their 
understanding of the world. If someone came into the office and 
said, “I want Jeanne’s address because I want to send her flowers 
on her birthday,” the individual with ASD might think, “Who 
cares about flowers on her birthday?” It is very, very difficult for 
someone on the spectrum to comprehend and understand the 
value of many typical requests, particularly if they are socially 
based, which is true of so many requests the world makes of 
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us. The difficulty with social and emotional comprehension is 
explored in later chapters.

The information processing system that those on the 
spectrum are working with cannot support them in being as 
efficient or as effective at processing information as those of us 
who have a “computerized” system. People with autism, as a 
general rule, are not as adaptable, flexible, or able to go with the 
flow as the rest of us. Their system processes information more 
methodically. As a result, some people just need time to process 
the backlog of information, or may desire a quiet, dark place 
to think. Others demonstrate behaviors that are considered 
odd by the rest of us but are classic in the world of autism—
self stimulating behaviors like flapping their arms, rocking, or 
chewing their clothing to help them process or to manage the 
stress of a situation that feels overwhelming. Still others learn 
to function in a way that appears relatively neurotypical. Those 
individuals may have found effective adaptations, or they may be 
“pretending to be normal.”

The Emotional Experience of Someone on the Spectrum
Imagine the emotional experience of the person working in 

the AFO—put yourself in the position of that clerk working in 
that Autistic Filing Office. Remember, as the clerk, you are not 
autistic, it is the system through which you must accomplish 
your task that is autistic. You possess the same intelligence, 
effectiveness and feelings as you do in your real life; you have 
a totally normal range of emotions, abilities, dreams and 
desires. You are just stuck with an operating system that makes 
everything so difficult. In spite of that fact, you deeply care 
about doing a good job, but it just becomes overwhelming. 

How frustrating would it be when you know that you are 
doing your very best and when you know that you are smart and 
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that you are logical and yet everything is so blasted difficult? 
How angry would you become if you were continually forced to 
comply with requests that are illogical or that make no sense? 
Do you think 
you might hate 
yourself, hate the 
world, or hate 
the people or 
situations that 
bring you so much 
discomfort? Do 
you think it might 
make you feel angry or confused, overwhelmed or like you want 
to avoid the situation all together? And if you felt that way every 
day, how would it affect your attitude and actions? How would 
you cope with the peak of the rush in the AFO?

Me? I would jump up on the counter and start screaming, 
“Everybody be quiet! Get in line! Wait your turn! I am doing 
the best I can to hurry!” I would begin to act in ways that 
would probably be considered socially unacceptable controlling 
behavior, but in my overwhelmed state, screaming and acting 
crazy would be the best I could do. I would simply try to manage 
the chaos as best I could with the system available to me, but I 
wouldn’t like it, and it wouldn’t feel good. I would absolutely 
question the necessity of each individual request, and would 
resist acting on all of those that were not logical to me. 

I would be frustrated with the situation and probably with 
myself for not being able to manage better. If I weren’t frustrated 
with myself, I would be feeling like a victim subjected to this 
painful situation. I’d be thinking, “Who designed this stupid system 
anyway?” Anger? You bet. In a life with autism, this frustration 

Many of us don’t understand it when 
the reaction we receive from someone 

on the spectrum seems angry, stubborn, 
demanding, petty, dismissive, uncaring, 
antisocial or just rude. We frame that 

behavior from our social and neurotypical 
context and judge the individual.
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doesn’t just last from nine to five o’clock. The difficulties of 
autism go on 24 hours per day, every day with no breaks—ever. If 
you were that AFO clerk, wouldn’t you want to retreat into the 
warehouse and hide? Unlike many of the brave souls who survive 
with autism in the real world today, that’s probably where you 
would find me.

Many of us don’t understand it when the reaction we 
receive from someone on the spectrum seems angry, stubborn, 
demanding, petty, dismissive, uncaring, antisocial or just rude. We 
frame that behavior from our social and neurotypical context and 
judge the individual. As the rest of us learn more and more about 
the characteristic behaviors of people with autistic spectrum 
disorder, we can begin to understand what is driving their mood 
and attitude and we can begin to discern the difference between 
the individual and the autism. This will enable the rest of us 
to support them by approaching them in ways that are more 
respectful and effective, thus making the world a better place for 
both those with autism and the rest of us!

  



Carry on the Dialog

My book is not the end of the discussion; it is just the 
beginning. So, please, talk amongst yourselves. Talk to me. I 
would love to hear from you. 

Take the book with you to your therapist—it can be a great 
tool for helping him or her to understand you. As awareness 
grows, I am hopeful that the rest of us will start support groups.

I have founded the National Autism Academy and developed 
additional tools that you can use to support yourself in reaching 
a new level of understanding, comfort and peace, so please visit 
my website for more helpful information.

Thank you for your time, allowing me to share my thoughts, 
and for the privilege of including me on your journey. I hold 
the highest hope for peace, joy, health, satisfaction, comfort 
and love for all of those individuals on the spectrum, for you 
personally, and for the rest of us, too!

Many blessings,

Jeanne Beard
Author and Founder
National Autism Academy

Carry on the Dialogue

To order your complete copy of the book and 

to find additional resources, please visit: 

www.AutismAndTheRestOfUs.com 
www. NationalAutismAcademy.com

or email me at:

info@AutismAndTheRestOfUs.com



The Mission of the National Autism Academy is threefold: 

• Encourage, educate and support parents, families 
and caregivers who live, love and work with those on 
the autism spectrum to increase understanding and 
effectiveness

• Create greater awareness, acceptance, understanding and 
accommodation in the general public

• Address and create solutions to resolve future long term 
issues facing families

Encourage ● Educate ● Support

Assessment
Take 4 minutes to discover new opportunities 
to make a bigger difference in your child’s life.

Take the free assessment here:

www.asdassessment.com

www. NationalAutismAcademy.com


