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Autism from the Outside is designed  

to help the people who surround a family with a child who is on the  

autism spectrum to understand more deeply and in a non-clinical way, the 

experience of those with autism and their parents. If you are a 

grandparent, brother, sister, aunt, uncle, other relative, friend, neighbor, 

educator, doctor, therapist or just an interested party in a child’s life, and 

you suspect a child has autism, or you already know that they have autism, 

here are some important perspectives you need to know to be helpful.  

  

Are you asking “what is autism,  

anyway?” then you are in good company. Many people are  

familiar with the term, but do not have enough working knowledge to 

define what autism is and what it is not. Autism is a result of a neurological 

processing difference in an individual. It is not a disease, it is not mental 

retardation, and it is definitely not a figment of our imagination. It is not a 

condition that the parents or the child created, or that can be abated or 

controlled by the application of more discipline.   

The symptoms of autism include differences and disabilities in many areas 

including social communication skills, fine and gross motor skills, and 

sometimes intellectual skills, as well as unusual responses to sensory input. 

People with autism may have unusual sensitivity to light, sound, or other 

sensory stimulus and/or they may have sensory cravings. (Please refer to 

http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/hcp-dsm.html for further details and 

clinical specifics on the diagnostic criteria of autism.)  

http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/hcp-dsm.html
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/hcp-dsm.html
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/hcp-dsm.html
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/hcp-dsm.html
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Autism is referred to as a spectrum, which means that individuals can have 

a very wide range of difficulty. Those described as low functioning are 

considered to have greater functional challenges than those who are 

described as high functioning. IQ is an independent factor and does not 

necessarily correlate to level of functionality; autism may occur with or 

without cognitive impairment.   

Autism is also referred to as Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), and an 

individual may be referred to as “on the spectrum.” Those who are said to 

have Asperger’s Syndrome are on the higher functioning end of the autism 

spectrum.   

 Autism is a social  

disability. If you can only remember  

one thing about autism, remember that it is 

a social disability. Individuals on the 

spectrum experience impairment in 

activities that require interaction with  

others. Social information is the most complicated, subtle and fluid 

information we process and as such is the first information to go unnoticed 

or unrecorded when our senses are overwhelmed and our neurological 

processing capacity is consumed with other input as it is in the autistic 

brain. In other words, because of the stimulus overload in the brain, much 

of the social data and information that neuro-typical (those who do not 

have autism) individuals process, capture, and store naturally, is either 

never seen at all, or not stored for future reference. This is not a conscious 

decision, nor is it due to lack of effort, laziness, stupidity, lack of respect, or 

trying to “get away” with something. The brain neurology of the individual 
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with autism is built in such a way that the information is not able to be 

processed, understood, stored, or retrieved effectively when needed. The 

absence of the social database effects every aspect of life.  

As a result of the data not being stored, those on the autism spectrum 

typically do not build a mental data-base of social experience to draw on. 

That makes every social experience new, and often painful, complicated, 

and confusing to process and understand. For many, social contact 

becomes something that is avoided at all costs or gives rise to autistic 

behaviors such as flapping and chewing.   

To get an idea of the pain and difficulty those with autism experience 

when it comes to sensory overload, imagine a fire alarm screaming at a 

deafening pitch in the building where you work- all the time! Could you do 

your best work under those conditions? How about make a friend? Even if 

you weren’t scrambling for the exit, it would be way too much effort to try 

to relate to someone on a social level. The last thing on your mind would 

be to think about making small talk to engage a new acquaintance. If you 

felt compelled to make the effort to speak at all, it would be brief and to 

the point. Social propriety would not even be a consideration.   

Imagining yourself in this situation with the fire alarm screeching painfully 

in your ear might also help you to understand the lack of executive  

functioning which frequently complicates the 

lives and experience of our loved ones with 

autism. In a consuming, highly charged or 

near-panic situation like that, how many 

mental resources, how much energy and  

focus, could you spare to plan for the future or to project the 

consequences of your actions? Probably not much; your focus would be 

the immediate crisis at hand, centered on managing the painful “now” 
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moment. The social impact of your actions or your long-range 

consequences would not even be a consideration.  

The thinking of those with autism can become very rigid and their 

perspective can become so limited that often those with ASD cannot even 

fathom the concept that someone else can possess a point of view that 

differs from theirs, let alone allow that different perspective to influence 

them.  

The rest of us take for granted how much of our life is governed by social 

understanding and expectations. Any interaction that requires the ability 

to form and sustain cooperative and interdependent relationships –  

driving, ordering a pizza, going to a new 

location, communicating with a teacher or 

classmate, remembering an assignment, doing  

a banking transaction, shopping at the grocery store, answering the phone, 

and ordering chicken nuggets at McDonald’s can be impacted by autism. 

Certainly the ability to function at work or have a romantic relationship fall 

on that list.  

These social activities have three stumbling blocks embedded in them.  

First, these activities require an understanding of the norms and 

expectations of the interaction that may not be part of their database. 

Secondly, even a typical experience presents unpredictable and new 

information that requires a great deal of effort to process neurologically. 

This can actually push the individual with autism to respond with behavior 

that is not generally considered acceptable, that appears odd, or even give 

rise to the stimming behaviors such as rocking and chewing that are 

classically associated with autism.   

Finally, it typically requires a very clear motivation for someone on the 

spectrum to take action in the face of their difficulties. Without being 
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expressly clear about what the immediate benefit is to them, (and it has to 

be something they want now, not a socially based idea like “you will get 

into a better college if you get good grades”) they may not have the 

motivation to move forward. This lack of motivation can be a huge affront 

to our social thinking, and makes the individual appear selfish, uncaring 

and mercenary to the rest of us.  

The pain and effort required to manage a situation is often what is behind 

the reluctance of those with ASD to participate in activities, their 

resistance to new experiences, and their focus on the familiar. If public 

situations were causing you discomfort of the magnitude of the screeching 

fire alarm, and focusing on familiar things gave you relief, wouldn’t you 

prefer to stay in familiar circumstances and focus on familiar things?   

  

Understanding that the individual with autism is not only not to blame for 

the overload they are experiencing, but that it is also so painful that they 

may not be able to control their response, shifts the expectations and 

perspective of the rest of us. Where our social interpretation had us 

believing that the individual intentionally “won’t” live up to our social 

expectations, our informed understanding realizes that those on the 

spectrum “can’t” preform to our standards.   
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To make matters worse, if the individual on the spectrum is socially aware, 

(which many are) the fact that they are different 

or stand out may be very painful to them. These 

kids want to be like everyone else!   

It is important to remember that most children on 

the autism spectrum have a full range of 

emotional  

experience just like the general population, but they have the added 

difficulty of their autism.   

One single change in our perspective - from assuming that they are to 

blame, to realizing that they are not responsible for creating this difficulty 

that has so many negative social ramifications, dramatically impacts the 

way we feel and respond to our interactions with those with autism. From 

this perspective, it is easy to feel deep compassion for our friends on the 

spectrum, and for their parents who have a painful ring side seat to the 

struggle and suffering of their innocent child.     

  

So armed with our new knowledge of 
the discomfort and difficulty that 
those with autism and their parents 
face, what are we going to do 
differently?  
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Here are some Do’s and  

Don’ts that a parent with a child on the  

spectrum might share with you if they had the opportunity:  

Don’t…  

…blame anyone. If this is autism, no one is to blame, any more than 

someone is to blame if diabetes or heart disease were to arise in a family. 

This problem did not occur because we are bad parents. Many of us are 

very good parents, who are struggling to find the solutions that work for 

our family and give our child some peace. Supporting us and encouraging 

us through one of the most difficult and emotional challenges we have 

met with in our life so far is much more appreciated than questioning our 

methods, our self-discipline, our abilities as a parent, or our motives.  

…demand we are more disciplined. The traditional application  

of more discipline, more structure, or better parental control is not the 

answer by itself. That is not to say that we can’t improve in those areas, 

but telling us we are letting out child “run the show” or control the 

household is not helping. Mixing the right structure with the right 

flexibility is incredibly challenging when your child has autism.  

…criticize us when we are flexible with our children on the 

spectrum. While routine and discipline are important, they are not the cure 

for autism. Very often flexibility and accommodation are the only way to 

keep our sanity and keep our lives moving forward, especially when we have 
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to witness the pain and suffering our children endure. We also need to 

balance out the needs of every member of the family, and that can be trial 

and error.  

…make us feel worse than we already do. As parents, we may  

very well have feelings all over the map, including feeling inadequate, 

feeling we are to blame, or that we are “doing it” wrong. The last thing we 

need is for anyone to add fuel to the fire!  

…put pressure on us to make our children conform. When  

we can’t get our child to brush his teeth or get to class with a pencil, trying 

to get him to write a thank you note maybe a request that simply adds 

stress to our lives. Social conformity needs to take a back seat to helping 

our child learn to function.   

…judge us for our way of handling things. We are all doing the 

best we can, and living with a child on the autism spectrum is a demanding 

and never ending job. If parenting is tough, parenting a child with autism is 

tough x10!  

…tell us our situation is hopeless, show us your disapproval, or 

imply that things will never change. We are already experiencing 

frustration, sadness and pain. Please don’t heap hopelessness on top of 

our heavy load.  

Do:   

…be gentle with us. Especially if we are still in denial about the 

autism. No parent wants to hear that their child is categorically different 
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than other kids, and the diagnosis of autism raises all kinds of personal 

issues, fears about the future, and negative emotions. While avoiding the 

diagnosis is not in anyone’s best interest, having it shoved in our face does 

not make acceptance any easier.  

…provide us a break from our child if you can. A little bit of respite 

goes a long way to lifting our spirits. Getting time away and refreshing 

ourselves is a real, much needed treat.  

…encourage us to get support for ourselves. Support groups,  

therapy and parent training that focuses on the family members is helpful. 

All too often, when a child is diagnosed, all the attention, resources, and 

energy get focused on the individual with the diagnosis, usually to the 

detriment of the other members of the family. We may be feeling very 

much in need in our own lives.  

…educate yourself. Learn how individuals with autism think, and 

common behavior patterns so that you can understand what is happening 

to the best of your ability.  

…love our child including all of his or her struggles. It is  

very painful to see your child not be accepted and loved by others, so you 

can reduce that pressure on us by loving our child as he/she is.  

…respect us as parents, give us the benefit of the doubt and believe 

that we are doing everything we can to improve the life of our child and 

our own.  
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…understand our frustration and our worry about the future. 

…ask us what we need and what would feel like support to us.  

Please don’t assume you know. What we need most might really surprise 

you.  

…hold the vision of our family living effectively and in peace, 

embracing the autism.  

 What if there is not a diagnosis yet, or the 

parent(s) of the child do not seem amenable to pursuing a diagnosis? Be 

patient. Facing the fact that your child might be on the autism spectrum is 

very difficult for some parents. They may need to overcome many deep 

feelings, fears, or even personal issues of their own to begin to consider 

the possibility that their child is struggling with autism. If the problems 

persist, it is likely that they will eventually find their way to the diagnosis.  

  

Diagnosis with autism is often a drawn 

out process. Many therapists are still 

not confident about making the 

diagnosis, so they may be hesitant to 

make that judgement. Finding a 

qualified and experienced 

diagnostician can aid the process. Even 

if the doctor or therapist has a solid  

working knowledge of autism, it is not uncommon for children to have 

different diagnoses prior to actually being diagnosed with ASD. Conditions 

such as ADHD, anxiety disorder, ODD, or OCD (among others) might need 

to be ruled out before autism is considered.   
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To complicate matters further, high functioning autism may not be 

apparent until the social or functional demands on a child are great 

enough to allow their difficulty to be clearly seen. For example, the 

functional difficulties of a grade school child may not become evident until 

the child enters middle school and needs to change classrooms, use an 

assignment notebook, and manage more complicated relationships.    

If the treatment for other diagnoses is not working, consider “trying on” 

the diagnosis of autism as an experiment. By acting as if autism is the 

appropriate diagnosis, learning what you can about working effectively 

with someone on the autism spectrum, and employing the strategies that 

would be used to help an autistic individual, you may be able to see the 

child begin to respond in a positive way. That may be the best indicator 

that autism is the most appropriate diagnosis! It may also be a gentle way 

to help a parent ease into the idea of autism.  

 One Size Fits All is not a term that applies to life with 

autism. The saying goes “If you have met one person with autism… then 

you have met one person with autism.”   

Every individual on the spectrum is a 

unique constellation of strengths, 

personality traits, likes, dislikes and 

areas of challenge. There are as many 

unique individuals as there are fish in 

the sea. Living with autism is very  

complicated, and can be a very painful experience. There are no one 

sizefits-all answers. Therapy for an individual with autism can be powerful, 

but also can be a very long and slow process to improve the situation, if it 



13  

  

improves it at all. There is not necessarily a correlation between the effort 

a parent expends and the results that they achieve.  

Liberal applications of love, encouragement, support, acceptance and 

understanding go a long way to lightening a load that often feels very 

heavy.  
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Get your paper back copy of Amazon’s Best 

Selling Book 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!  
  

Order from 

www.autismandtherestofus.com 

or  
www.nationalautismacademy.com  

  

  

http://www.autismandtherestofus.com/
http://www.autismandtherestofus.com/
http://www.nationalautismacademy.com/
http://www.nationalautismacademy.com/
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Take 4 minutes to discover new opportunities to make a bigger difference 
in your child’s life, or please share the assessment link with someone you 
know.  Take the free assessment at www.asdassessment.com 
and get immediate help from someone who understands!  
  

For Further information, support, strategies and classes to empower your 

thinking about autism:  

   
www.nationalautismacademy.com 
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