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WELCOME to this fourth and possibly final edition of Neurodiversity
Magazine. For years I found the idea of making these magazines
overwhelming. In 2019 I decided to fight the fear and give it a go. I planned to
to make these magazines quarterly with articles by contributors, a Q&A
section, product reviews and focusing on various aspects of neurodiversity. 
Unfortunately, I was unable to get anyone interested in contributing or
helping with this magazine. Being autistic, I struggle with communicating with
people, which added to the challenge. Creating a magazine entirely alone, it
turns out, is a big task. I decided I wouldn't be able to make the magazine as I
wanted, I reduced the workload, made the magazine twice a year, rather than
four times a year. Because I couldn't find anyone interested in contributing
articles or questions for a Q&A section or helping with production and
realising I was going to have to write everything myself in this free magazine, I
reduced the number of articles and pages.
There has been almost no readers of the magazines despite my best efforts at
raising awareness and asking organisations and charities for help, so it
currently isn't viable to continue beyond this edition.
This edition includes information about an area I think is important, which is
understanding anger as communication and looking at ways to help child &
parent relationships.
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AN AUTISTIC SON'S
RELATIONSHIP WITH HIS
TERMINALLY ILL FATHER
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Dan Jones discusses his experience of engaging and supporting
his terminally ill father as an autistic son.

F O C U S I N G  O N  N E U R O D I V E R S I T Y



how I would just sit there when he is in
agony rather than comforting him – he
had never once during his times of being
in agony asked me to comfort him,
although once he did just hold my hand
as he lay there in pain, squeezing my
hand and occasionally looking up at me
and smiling. He complained that I didn’t
just go and get on with things like
making him food, or a coffee, or sorting
out cleaning. I would wait until I was
instructed to do so.

Despite my Dad complaining at me
about these things I never changed, I
wanted to be different and do these
things which he had said I was failing at
doing, but whenever I was with him, I
behaved the same as I had always
behaved. This was a negative side-effect
of being autistic. I couldn’t shake my
inbuilt responses, not even for my own
dying Father, regardless of how much I
wanted to. 

Every time I would find myself
responding the same way I had always
responded and seemed powerless to
change who I am.

When I found out that Dad was first ill,
he wasn’t the one who told me. One of
Dad’s friends told me as he felt I should
know. Dad didn’t want to upset my
brother or myself. I kept trying to visit
him and he kept refusing to let me. He
was worried that seeing him would upset
us. I told him I would be fine, and
eventually he let me visit.

Not once over all of the time that I saw
my Dad during the last few months of
his life did I feel anything other than
calmness. This ability to be emotionally
detached was one of my autism
strengths. I was able to get things done
and to carry on with my ‘normal’ life
without being emotionally impacted
by the fact that my Dad was dying.

Another autism trait of mine is
bluntness. My Dad was also a very blunt
person, and he liked things exactly as he
wanted them. As an ex-chef he definitely
liked his food and drink to be made
exactly as he expected it to be made. 
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"I sat down with my Dad.
He was propped up by

pillows in his bed, looking
like skin and bone, and in

constant excruciating pain,
yet he was smiling and had

tears in his eyes." 

We were watching a video of my
wedding which had taken place a few
weeks earlier.

Dad was dying of Oesophageal
cancer. He had been too ill to make it
to my wedding, so once I had put the
wedding video together I took it
round to show him. He told me how
proud he was of me and how happy
my wife and I looked together. 

Every few days during the end of his
life I visited my Dad to help care for
him. He lived alone. Along with my
brother and myself, he had a couple
of good friends who were helping
him. Between us we were looking
after Dad every day.

As well as looking after my Father I
was also holding down a full-time job
working with challenging families,
making time for my wife, and
teaching a hypnotherapy diploma
and other courses. I didn’t take any
time off from all of this whilst looking
after him, or after he had passed
away. I wasn’t trying to ‘push through’
the grief, or anything. I didn’t feel any
grief.

Being autistic had some positive and  

negative influences on my
relationship and ability to care for my
Dad at this time. I didn’t feel anything
emotionally from seeing him suffer.

When I would visit Dad, he would be
screaming and crying in pain, often
curled up and contorted with a facial
expression of someone who has just
been stabbed in the back with a hot
poker with his eyes rolling back and
mouth wide and strained. 

When I saw him like this I just sat
there calmly waiting for him to tell
me what he would like me to do. I
couldn’t make his pain go away. I had
offered to see what I could do with
hypnosis, but he never took me up
on the offer, so I never overtly used it
with him. 

I did use a breathing technique with
him while I was just sat there waiting
to be told what he would like me to
do. I would start breathing the same
as him and gradually transition into
breathing in a calmer, more relaxed
way, as a way of trying to help him
become calmer and more relaxed. He
often said he would start to feel
calmer while I was sat there and his
pain would reduce.

Despite saying he found my presence
could help him feel calmer and his
pain reducing, he told me I was good
as a carer when given instructions,
but useless as a son, not knowing
how to care for him with my own
initiative as a son would care for a
father. He complained at me about 
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When people looking after him
would bring him food or drink and
he wasn’t happy with it he would be
very blunt with them about how
they needed to take it away and
change it, and in some cases would
expect them to virtually remake the
meal, or the drink. If it was a small
change, like adding a little more
coffee, or sugar to his drink, or
adding some more salt to his food I
would do it, but if he demanded
more than this, like remaking the
meal I would refuse and point out
that food is just there for energy
and nutrients, it doesn’t matter
what it tastes like, it is up to him
whether he eats it or not, but I’m
not making him any more.

On the day that Dad passed away
he had died about an hour before I
arrived at the hospice he was
in. My brother was present with
him at this time. Before I arrived my
brother had already let me know
Dad had died. On arrival I was
asked whether I wanted
to go straight in and see my Dad. I
told them "I didn’t, he is dead. My
brother is alive and the person who
probably needs to see me most".
When I saw my Dad lying dead in
the hospice bed it wasn’t upsetting,
I thought about how peaceful
he looked now, how he wasn’t in
any pain anymore, he didn’t have to
fight anymore. 

The next day I was back working
teaching a hypnotherapy diploma
like nothing had happened. I went
back into work and life carried on.
People around me told me I should
be upset and grieving, but to me I
seem to logically accept things and
move on.

The way my brain works, when I
think about the person in certain
ways, I can be crying, but the
second my attention is on
something else, like my phone or
talking with someone about
something or any other thing, the
person isn't in my mind any more 

and so I don't feel sad. This is the way
it was with Dad. I was sad if I thought
about him, but whenever I wasn't
thinking about him I wasn't sad. I don't
have sadness hang over though my
life, I describe it as very
compartmentalised. 

After Dad died I kept some old
documents of his. Whilst sitting down
with my wife a week later going
through the documents, my wife read
a note dad had written about me when
I was about 3 years old. She told me
she had just found this note and it
described me as I am now, but it was
written almost 35 years earlier. She
read it out to me and I found I could
relate to nearly all of it. It was a note
suggesting he felt something was
wrong with me and I needed to see a
doctor.

No-one else at the time seemed to see
a problem, and from reading more
notes and letters it seems Dad wasn’t
taken seriously about his observations,
the documents from Social Services
explain that they spoke with my Mum
and Granddad and didn't even see me
or refer me to be seen by a medical
specialist.
. 
Seeing these observations and
realising it wasn’t just me feeling I have
been the way I am for my whole life,
but I now also had a parent who
recognised my differences that helped
me to decide to seek an adult
diagnosis or Autism Spectrum
Disorder. Unfortunately with Dad dead
I never had the chance to talk to him
about how I was different, for him to
elaborate on his observations of me as
a young child, or to tell him I am still
the same now, but the notes were like
a final gift from Dad showing that
although he came across as blunt, and
distant, and people often found him
difficult, and he kept himself to
himself, rarely mixing with other
people, and didn’t seem to say much,
he was very observant and caring and
wanted what was best for his children,
and I did end up seeing a specialist,
and was diagnosed Autistic.

"He told me I was good as a
carer... but useless as a son..."



UNDERSTANDING AND

DEALING WITH ANGER

Autistic individuals often have extremes of emotion, they
can be calm one minute and angry the next, sometimes
without any obvious cause. This can be intimidating and
frightening for parents. There are some helpful ways to
manage anger. These different ideas don't make the
chances of anger zero, but do reduce the chances of anger
and increase the chances of anger situations being
resolved quicker and at times, being less extreme. These
aren't quick-fixes and can be hard work and emotionally
challenging to implement at times.

As well as being autistic, I spent five years working in
children's homes with children and teens with challenging
behaviour, many of whom were autistic, some low in
intelligence and communication skills, non-verbal and
minimal communication or engagement with others and
others average or above intelligence and more
communicative. I also helped to set up a therapeutic
communities children's home and was the trainer in the
companies I worked in, teaching conflict resolution and
behaviour management, including restraint training and
protective behaviours. 

Following this, I worked for the local authority supporting
parents of challenging children and teens, again, many
with autistic children and teens, for about a decade,
working one-to-one with parents and families and holding
support groups and parenting courses, with my main 

specialty being in child/teen to parent domestic abuse and
violence, and have spent time since then privately
consulting and supporting parents.

Obviously, the best way to manage anger is to reduce the
chances of anger occurring. To do this a parent can find
ways of communicating which, as far as possible, don’t
create opposition. This isn’t saying don’t put boundaries in
place, just reducing how often you say the opposite to the
child. So if you say “no” this creates conflict, but there are
many times when there are alternatives to the word “no”
which can be used, like saying what you want instead of
the word “no”. So a child may ask for something (like a 

BY DAN JONES
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magazine), your answer is going to be
“no”, so instead of saying “no” you
may say “you can… (have a magazine
at the weekend/read the ones you
have at home, etc)”. Like anything,
this isn’t a guarantee that they won’t
get angry, but when you don’t
present the opposite view it often
reduces the chances of conflict
occurring, which could otherwise turn
to anger. 

One of the best practices someone
can do is to notice and learn the
pattern and triggers which are
behind the child becoming angry.
Some patterns and triggers can be
obvious, while others may be less
obvious on the surface and require
more analysing of what occurred to
find the pattern and trigger.

One benefit of this is that there will
be times when this knowledge allows
the parent to intervene with
distraction when you know a trigger
is likely to occur.

When the child is already angry
anything which feeds into the fight or
flight response is likely to escalate
the anger. So any behaviours which
could be perceived as threatening or
trapping the child will make the
situation worse, behaviours where
the child feels they are safe and not 

trapped or threatened help to reduce anger. So talking calmly (not saying “calm
down”) and quietly, not shouting or displaying anger in your voice, sitting beside the
child (sitting is a calming act, so this also helps you to feel and remain calmer), or
away from the child, not standing in front of them towering over them. Giving them a
couple of clear options which give them the chance to have a safe way out. 

For example; I worked with a teen who became aggressive, he was cutting things
with a knife and threatening to cut anyone who came near him. I said I was going to
sit in the seat (gesturing to a specific seat) and want to just talk to him see how I can
help, if he decides he wants to attack me that is up to him, but I want to just see how
I can help. I then sat down, we talked and the situation was resolved calmly and
without further incident. 

Whereas a teen I was working with in a local school got angry, he kept saying he
wanted to go to a quiet room during an art class because he was struggling in the
class, (which had been an agreed location for him in meetings between myself, the
head teacher, other teachers supporting him and his main tutor. We had all agreed
that if he needed to, he could just ask a teacher and he would be allowed to leave
and go to this location. All his teachers were informed of this), the teacher dealing
with him told him he isn’t going anywhere until he calmed down. He told the teacher
that he had been given permission. The teacher said they didn't care, they were
teaching the class, he does as they tell him. He left the class, the teacher followed
and stopped him a little way from the class and blocked his path, trapping him
against a balcony. He still had a craft knife on him that he was using in the art class
and so lashed out at the teacher, cutting them with the knife, before running away.
This got him permanently excluded, and most likely could have been avoided if the
teacher let him go to the quiet room as had been agreed and as he had requested.

On talking with the teen about this incident he explained that he was struggling in
the class and worried that he was going to get angry (because of the noise and
distractions etc - he was in a mainstream school in a large mainstream class), so he
asked to leave the class to go to the agreed quiet room. The teacher refused. He
knew he was allowed and so left anyway because he was worried that if he stayed in
the room he would continue to struggle and may get angry. 

When the teacher trapped him on the balcony, blocking his path, he felt trapped, he
felt like he was going to have to jump over the balcony, but knew that would
probably seriously injure or kill him, so he thought the only way to escape was to
lash out at the teacher to make them move so that he could run away, which is what
he then did. Hearing this description from the teen made sense to me. Although
attacking the teacher is wrong and he had to face consequences for his actions, I
could understand why he did what he did and could see that in the same situation I
would likely have done the same. He was reacting from a primal state, through his
flight-flight-freeze state which kicks in when you feel threatened and need to decide
to fight to make yourself safe and allow your escape, flight - to run away to escape
the threat, or freeze, where you can't see an escape or a chance of fighting for
freedom and perhaps get so overwhelmed that you shut down and almost 'play
dead'. When you enter this state it shuts down the higher functioning of your brain,
so you make black and white decisions, you don't weigh up options or focus on the
consequences of your actions, you just instinctively react to save your life. 

This state of mind is designed to protect you. If a wild animal attacked you and
because you don't believe in harming animals, you refused to defend yourself when
there was no way of running away, then you could get killed. Entering this state
makes you feel scared and makes you respond if necessary with violence, without 
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thinking about the consequences of that violence, so that you
can get safe.

Generally, when people end up entering the fight-flight-freeze
response, the first option they usually take is to run away,
secondly to fight to run away, thirdly, to freeze if the situation
is overwhelming and not likely to be escaped. When someone
is responding in this way, they aren't doing naughty
behaviour or being bad, they are responding as any person
would respond once in that state. This is why it is helpful to
learn to identify the patterns and the triggers and learning to
understand situations with this mindset of how the situation
is being perceived from their perspective and if they are
getting angry or running away or shutting down, looking from
their perspective at what is causing that to be the outcome.

With the teen mentioned earlier, he felt that he had no other
choice in that moment to make himself safe. There was
clearly many points where the situation could have been
tackled to prevent the outcome which happened. The teacher
could have let him leave class at the beginning, there may
have been things in the class which could have been done to
reduce him feeling he needed to leave the class. Then when
he ran out of the class, the teacher could have decided not to
follow him. Even with the teacher following, they could have
kept their distance and walked a little way behind him talking
with him to perhaps understand and help. 

The teen reacted as you would have expected anyone to
react. The fight-flight-freeze response is about survival. If you
are at risk of harm, but the risk is low enough, you can use
the cognitive processes of your brain to look at options and
work out what to do and you may find a creative solution, you
may see an escape route, or form a plan to make yourself
safe, or identify somewhere you can get to, to hide. In every
one of us, there is a point where the logical, sensible brain
processes shut down and our survival processes take over.
This is the point when you stop analysing escape routes, stop
identifying other threats, have all of your attention focused
on the big threat to you. This is the point where someone will
run across a busy road without paying attention to the traffic
and to how that traffic poses a risk, where they will jump from
something high even though they could get hurt, where they
will fight an attacker even though they may get seriously hurt.

Anyone who experiences anxiety, PTSD, phobias or Obsessive
Compulsive Disorder will know that not all threats are real or
actual threats in the way a violent person or animal is, some
things which cause us harm can be harder to define and
harder to fight. This can happen a lot with autistic people who
struggle with sensory processing challenges. The threat could
be a specific or general noise, it could be too much visual
information or too much of a specific type of visual
information, or a physical sensation or thought or emotion
that gets overwhelming. A child may smash up objects in a
room in anger because there isn't a tangible threat to fight.

They may run away from a situation or area because that
area or situation is the overwhelming location. They may
shut down and become unresponsive because they are
totally trapped and no amount of fighting or attempting to
run away will get them out of the situation. Maybe they have
already learned this from past experience and so get to this
stage quicker and almost straightaway just shut down.

The important focus is that this response is triggered by a
feeling of being trapped or attacked. It doesn't matter
whether something is really attacking or trapping the person
and it doesn't matter whether someone else wouldn't have
the same response, it is how that individual has that
response. So, if I get angry when my microwave bleeps and
someone else doesn't, that doesn't invalidate my response. I
feel it like pain and get angry.

When I was a teenager, in school children would try to give
me the bumps near the end of term because my birthday
was in the summer holidays. I would respond by doing
whatever I had to do to make sure I was safe and that this
didn't happen. Unfortunately, it was common for the other
teens to think this was a game and to not take me seriously
when I'm running away from them, and when they would
grab me and I would respond violently to as quickly as
possible, get myself safe and free, they would respond
questioning my response and saying how I was ruining the
fun and was crazy, but they were the ones attacking me. I
dislike being touched and hated the thought of being
bundled or given the bumps and would do whatever I had to
do to make myself safe. I am generally a passive and calm
person, but these situation would make me respond
instinctively and in an extreme way. If I couldn't run away,
my focus was on disabling the threat as quickly as possible.
If this meant breaking an arm or a leg of someone so that
they couldn't keep attacking me, then that is what I would be
aiming to do. I wouldn't be thinking about this, but that
would be my behavioural response to their actions.

When a parent or teacher follows a child as they are trying
to get away, they are keeping the threat with the child and
so the child has to keep moving away and if they reach a
point where they can't get away anymore then they are
likely to resort to violence to make themselves feel safe. The
parent or teacher needs to read the situation and the
responses they are getting, to inform how close to get, when
to stop and start, what behaviours to do, like when to sit
down to be more calming and less threatening, when to use
a calming, relaxed tone of voice and keeping muscles calm
and relaxed and when to be assertive with perhaps a clear
single word or phrase. 

In all my years working with hundreds of children and teens
in children's homes I raised my voice twice. Both times were
to say the word 'stop' with an assertive (not aggressive) tone
of voice to get attention and convey a single clear message.
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Helping children and teens learn to manage their attention
and relaxation skills in a way that is appropriate to their age
and understanding and abilities is a helpful preventative
measure so that the person has skills they can use before
they get angry to help reduce the chances that they will get
angry and to give them time to get out of the situation if
possible. This is helpful as they grow up, because they will
encounter situations where they can't escape the situation
and will need to have coping strategies for those situations,
like being able to remain and be calm during job interviews or
during work situations or when commuting. 

There are helpful breathing techniques which can be taught,
like 7-11 breathing, where the person breathes in counting to
7 and out counting to 11. This longer out-breath triggers the
relaxation response, so is helpful to do at the first sign that
you are beginning to feel anxious, angry or stressed. Teaching
people to slump their shoulders, to sit down, to develop a
calm space in their mind that they can focus on being in when
they are externally trapped - this is something I frequently do
during train or bus journeys when I have to remain on the
journey and have no escape, so I will go into my mind and
relax in my mind during the journey, rather than focusing
externally on the situation I am in.

In my professional work I would have parents and teachers
frequently tell me that this or that child or teen has an anger
problem with anger that comes from nowhere for no reason
and needs anger management, when my perspective is that
they don't have an anger problem, they are responding
naturally with a fight-flight-freeze response to a perceived
threat. What is needed is to identify what that threat was
from their perspective, rather than seeing the situation from
your own perspective, it is about being child-responsive. This
could be a sudden change of routine, it could be a sensory
issue, or any number of issues. Maybe the child expected to
get up and leave the house to go somewhere at a specific
time, but at that time, the parent is on the phone, so they are
going to leave late, or maybe they are being made to eat a
specific food item that causes them discomfort.

What is important is that although you may better
understand the child or teen and understand why they may
respond as they do and why they got angry, this doesn't
condone their behaviour. The child or teen needs to still face
appropriate consequences of their actions. 

For example, when I was working in a children's home, the
children were allowed to talk unmonitored with their parents
if they telephoned. One autistic teen had his Mum telephone
and ask to speak to her son. We put the phone in the location
for him to take the call and then let him know his Mum was
on the phone. We didn't ask her what she wanted to say, they
were allowed to speak to each other. A few moments later we
heard him smash the door to the room he was in and smash
items as he passed through the house and then heard him 

leaving through the front door (as the home wasn't a secure
unit, we weren't allowed to have the front door locked). 

One member of staff went after the teen to see that he was
okay, while another spoke with the Mum on the phone to
ask what had just happened. The Mum wasn't on the phone,
so needed to be called back. It turned out that she had told
her son that his Nan had died and then she hung up on him.
She didn't see doing this as an issue, but he responded as
would be expected to this news. 

The teen needed to be reported missing as we hadn't been
able to find him. He had travelled to his Nan's to find out for
himself whether she had died. We collected him when he
turned up, and we spoke with him about his actions, about
how we understood why he behaved as he did, but there
would be consequences, he had to contribute towards the
costs of repairing damaged property. He understood this
and was fine with it. Unfortunately, because of his actions,
his Social Worker decided that he needed to be in a secure
unit. We disagreed, but he was removed from our children's
home and placed in a secure unit with the social worker
arguing that he was violent and because he ran away, he
needed to be locked up. 

The secure unit was totally inappropriate for him, apart from
this one incident, in the months that he had been in our
home, he had never been a problem and we could
understand his behaviour in the context with which it
happened. We tried fighting to get him moved out of the
secure unit and visited him a few times to maintain contact
on the off-chance we were successful, but we weren't
successful and our employers wouldn't allow us to keep
fighting for a child who wasn't in our care. We saw this as a
huge injustice and a complete misunderstanding of his
behaviours, not seeing his behaviour from his perspective.

The most important message I would want to be gained
from this is the importance of viewing situations from the
perspective of the autistic individual, rather than from your
own perspective and understanding the world from their
perspective to identify what they are perceiving as threats
which could be triggering the fight-flight-freeze survival
response in them and how sometimes, threats can be non-
tangible and just concepts or ideas.
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Communication is different depending on the individual
child. Autistic individuals who struggle to understand and
comprehend some things based on learning difficulties or
significant communication challenges will need to be
communicated with differently to autistic individuals who
have average or above intelligence or who maybe aren't
displaying significant communication difficulties, but they
may find what is being communicated boring or illogical, and
so not be interested in listening, and then there are all of the
people in-between. As an autistic individual I have always
found it easier to understand and communicate with
animals than people. This is because animals generally don’t
have multiple levels of communication. If an animal is calm it
communicates calm, if it is scared it communicates fear, if it
feels the need to fight it communicates aggression. People
have subtle expressions of communication which are very
difficult to understand, they also have mismatching
communication, they may smile and say everything is okay,
while actually being angry about something, and then when
you assume they are okay – because that is what they have
said, they get annoyed that you didn’t realise they were
angry.

This really gives an idea for how best to communicate with
autistic individuals. They need the communication to be
clear and unambiguous, so say what you mean, say what
you want to happen and expect to happen, and make sure
that your verbal and non-verbal (including tone of voice)
communication matches up. Be as precise in your
communication as possible. If you don’t want your child to
run, don’t say “don’t run” because that doesn’t communicate 

what you want, it only communicates what you don’t want,
so it is likely to create confusion. Say “walk”. If you don’t want
them jumping on the furniture, don’t say “don’t jump on the
furniture”, say “sit down”. 

Often autistic individuals will need you to be clear and make
firm decisions where they struggle to do so, and to help
them make decisions by reducing options down to just two
choices for them to decide between, and if they can’t decide
then you select for them. You could ask “what would you like
to do today?” If they say they don’t know, then you could say
“would you like to do x or y today?” or even better "which of
these would you like to do today, x or y?". If they still can’t
decide you can say “we will be going out in x minutes, so get
your shoes and coat on, we are going to y today.” You will
know with your own child what is best for them and what is
the best wording (also based on how you would naturally
say these things, rather than just using my wording),
whether they are good at making decisions themselves, or
whether they can make decisions if they have just a couple
of options to choose from, or whether they need to be told
what will be happening. It is very comforting to have the
structure of being told what will be happening, as long as
those things are things you are comfortable doing.

It is best to communicate following the lead of the autistic
person and how they would prefer to be communicating and
not trying to force them to communicate how you want
them to communicate. I have got so much more out of non-
verbal autistic individuals by not talking, than by trying to
make them talk. The non-verbal, but capable autistic

COMMUNICATING
WITH YOUR

CHILD
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talking to. They may need to have short clear lists written
out, maybe the use of pictures, They may need just one
thing said at a time, so you wouldn't say "go and tidy up your
toys and wash your hands ready for dinner" when they
would struggle with this sentence. You may instead ask
them to tidy up their toys, then once they have done this,
you ask them to wash their hands, then you ask them to sit
at the dining table for dinner.

They might not understand implications. So using the same
idea as above, saying "can you go and tidy up your toys"
doesn't have the same meaning as "tidy up your toys". The
first sentence can be answered with a "yes" with no action.
They can think that they can tidy up the toys, but don't
realise that you have just asked them to tidy up the toys. 

Even as an autistic adult, this causes me a lot of problems in
workplaces and other contexts where I haven't realised that
the person asked me to do something because they didn't
actually ask me to do anything, they just essentially asked
me if I was able to do something. Then you end up with
people being annoyed at you for being difficult or stubborn
or defiant etc., when, as far as you are concerned, you are
trying to do as you are told and just didn't realise that you
have been told to do something.

Communication should be given in a clear and
understandable way and the autistic person shouldn't be
attacked if they misunderstand or struggle to follow the
communication perhaps due to being overwhelmed, like
having too many options and for some people a lot of
patience may be required to perhaps communicate in small
steps and in the long run this will get quicker results, even if
the temptation maybe that you are in a hurry, you are doing
many things at once and so want to just give a series of
instructions and expect the person to just carry them out,
but then you end up having to keep chasing after the person
because they haven't or aren't doing as you asked.

It is also helpful to understand the way that autistic
individuals can get lost in their own mind or in interests and
can seem unresponsive to requests or attempted
communication. This is why it can be important to engage
with the autistic person directly, rather than perhaps
communicating by calling from another room, or just saying
something and walking away. It is good to go to the autistic
person, sit with them, ensure you have their attention by
getting a response that lets you know they are attending to
you, like nodding their head when asked to do so, then
checking that they understand before leaving them. 

Sometimes timeframes will be needed and signals, like
having an alarm that will sound when they are to do
something, or other strategies to support them in engaging
with the communication. 
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individuals often then engage more and eventually speak on
their terms when they decide to do so because there was no
anxiety or pressure built up where they feel like you are trying
to force them to do something they are uncomfortable with
doing. Frequently it is best to be alongside the person and on
their level when communicating, rather than standing over
them, too close or in front of them.

In all of my work with children and teens I feel most
comfortable when I don't have to talk to the child, but instead
just being present with them similar to being present with
animals, where I won't be talking, but will be communicating.

Much of our communication is non-verbal, through breathing
and body language. It is best to start from this base, focus on
what you are communicating to the autistic individual non-
verbally and how you are being responsive to the autistic
person, rather than pushing your communication on the
autistic individual. If they aren't talking, then you would limit
talking, if you move towards them and they move away, you
stop moving towards them and just be present and engaging
on their level until they move towards you. It should be like a
dance, where the autistic person leads and you follow.

When speaking, you make sure that you are congruent, that
what you say and how you say it matches, so you don't try to
encourage calmness whilst using tense body language, fast
breathing, annoyance in your voice. You use calm body
language, calm voice tone, slow and relaxed breathing,
relaxed muscle tone, like relaxed shoulders and facial
muscles. 

The choice of words that you use and they way you
communicate needs to be appropriate for the person you are



A P P L I E D  B E H A V I O U R  A N A L Y S I S
A B A  F R O M  T H E  P E R S P E C T I V E  O F  A N  A U T I S T I C  I N D I V I D U A L

On the surface there is a lot that seems right with
Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA). The main thing that
is wrong with it is its premise about people being
broken and needing fixing, although I am aware that
there is a lot of variation in how practitioners practice,
and for the record I have never been through ABA, but
I am autistic and I do have over 20 years professional
experience (and training) working with autistic
individuals across the spectrum.

A lot of what ABA practitioners do, like positive
reinforcement of desired behaviours and actions
towards desired behaviours, and (for many
practitioners) not reinforcing negative behaviours is
something taught on almost all parenting courses. But
the focus isn't just on helping autistic individuals with
specific areas of their life, it is saying that some of the
things they do are wrong and need fixing. 

There is also an issue of things the autistic individual
likes being used as rewards, and not allowing these to
be used in other areas of their life. Depending on
what is used, this is also bad practice. If a child has a
certain interest they should be allowed to do that
interest (assuming it is appropriate and not causing
harm to others or themselves), not be told they can
only do it if they do x. 

My view is that the general rule should be if 

something positively meets any of the child's innate
emotional needs that should be supported and
facilitated, not turned into a reward - this is just good
parenting practice.

This isn't to say that there aren't behaviours some
autistic people do which don't need to be addressed,
but they focus on things like stopping stimming, and
forcing people to make eye contact without thought
about why the autistic person does these behaviours.
These behaviours are just treated as something they
shouldn't be doing and there are behaviours which
the autistic person isn't necessarily doing which are
treated as behaviours they should be doing.

I like touching soft things and if someone is wearing
something soft I want to touch it. I've read Of Mice and
Men, I know how an overwhelming desire to touch soft
things can have a negative impact and be seen as
inappropriate behaviour so I don't do it, but when I
was younger I wouldn't have a problem reaching out
and touching the soft material - for me it was reading
Of Mice and Men that made me aware of the potential
reaction or thoughts and feelings others can have to
what I saw as an innocent action so I don't do it, which
takes a lot of mental effort to achieve and maintain
not touching soft things, like people's clothes, even
now as an adult, but this kind of behaviour is fine to
help someone change and understand why in specific 
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contexts they shouldn't do this behaviour.

It is also fine to teach autistic people how to relax
physically and mentally, how to manage their
emotions, etc., and exploring and teaching someone
alternatives to stimming. It doesn't mean you are
saying stimming is wrong or that they shouldn't do it,
you are just trying to explore the idea of having more
choice and freedom about how they behave. It could 

a specific practitioner operates). As mentioned the
main problem is who decides what is desired and
undesired behaviour, and why do they think that
behaviour is desired or not, and what do they think will
happen if the child does the undesired behaviours? 

Another issue is some people talk about it like it is a
cure when it isn't a cure - if someone is autistic, they
were born autistic and they will die autistic. They will 

be that they decide to use some of the explored ideas
in certain situations and stim like usual in other
situations.

Stimming isn't the autistic person's problem, the
people who usually have a problem with it are others
around that person who don't think the autistic person
should be doing the behaviour. For the autistic person
it is a solution, not a problem, what you want is to help
someone have a range of potential solutions available
to them to choose from.

Likewise, not making eye contact isn't a problem to the
autistic person, it is a problem to others who decide to
interpret it as rude or not listening etc., to the autistic
person it is usually a solution, it perhaps helps them to
keep focused on what is being said so they take in
more information, or it helps to reduce anxiety levels.
So again what you want is to help them have a range
of potential solutions to choose from, like ways they
can 'fake' making eye contact, or strategies for how
and when they can make eye contact.

I've never experienced ABA and I'm not an ABA
practitioner, so I can only talk about what I know about
ABA from learning about it rather than any personal
experience of it, but I do have experience as a
professional working to support autistic individuals,
and as an autistic individual myself. My understanding
of ABA is that how it is usually practiced is behaviour
modification through intensive positive reinforcement
of desired behaviours and no reinforcement of
undesired behaviours (although I am aware some
practitioners have negative reinforcement of
undesired behaviours and these can be unpleasant for
the autistic individual and can cause them
unnecessary anxiety, so you would want to check how 

"ST IMMING  I SN 'T  THE  AUTIST IC  PERSON 'S  PROBLEM . . . I T  I S  THE

PROBLEM  OF  THOSE  AROUND  THEM  WHO  THINK  THE  AUTIST IC

PERSON  SHOULDN 'T  BE  DOING  THE  BEHAVIOUR "

not be cured. They may develop coping strategies and
strategies to blend in and strategies they will use in
different situations to appear neuro-typical in specific
situations, and for some they may get better at this over
the years, but they will be working hard to do this and
will need to have some area of their life at least where
they can be themselves, not this artificial version of
themselves. And some people may decide they
shouldn't have to pretend to be anything other than
themselves, and so they refuse to do so, and as long as
they aren't causing harm to others or to themselves
then this should be allowed.

In parenting courses the aim is to help parents develop
an authoritative parenting approach. This approach
works fine even with autistic children, although you
must be even clearer with autistic children around
boundaries, consequences and routines etc., and it is
very important to keep everything at the level of
understanding of the child, whereas most children can
cope fine if the parent doesn't get it right all the time. So
you want to have parents develop a child-centred
authoritative parenting style, where they are led in how
they apply that parenting style by the individuality of the
child.

An authoritative parenting style focuses on showing
high love and high limits and expectations. So it is
different to an authoritarian parenting style which is
high limits and expectations and low love (an army
major style). You expect your child to do their best (not
the same as expecting them to 'be' the best - you praise
them for effort rather than focusing on outcome only),
you expect them to take responsibility for their actions,
because you come from a place of love you show
respect and respect their opinion, what you are doing is
child centred, so the focus is on what is right for the 
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individual child, not what are you going to impose on your child. That is the fundamental difference between ABA and what I
would recommend, that ABA is like an authoritarian approach, it is dictating to the child how they must respond and what the
practitioner decides is the right way to do things, rather than an authoritative approach which would be based on what is in
the child's best interests as a unique individual, it is about being child-centred, not practitioner-centred.

Some could argue that some children don't know what is best for them, and over some issues (with all children) this is true,
but the areas where someone should intervene are where a child may come to harm. So taking action because your teenage
child has gone off with the local drug dealers because they see them as 'friends' who 'get' them, unlike you the old parent who
knows nothing, is a reasonable thing to do. The child doesn't see the risks they are placing themselves at and the role of a
parent isn't to be the child's best friend, it is to protect the child and help them develop into a responsible, respectful adult.

Helping a child to learn to speak through calm positive reinforcement is a good thing, helping to improve and develop many
skills is good. With ABA generally as most practitioners appear to do it nowadays there isn't a focus on negative consequences,
but negative consequences are fine. There are two types people should use - natural consequences and related consequences.
So if a teen goes out drinking and is drunk a bad consequence would be to shout at them and take all their belongings away, a
good consequence would be, if they were sick, they clean it up. In the morning they get woken at a usual wake up time, they
don't get to lie in bed and sleep, just like normal, they have to get on with the day. The headache etc., is the consequence of
drinking the night before. If they put themselves at risk by their behaviour and it was relevant then you may have
consequences like, if they end up meeting with those same friends and not being home when you tell them they need to be
home by, because they could be at risk you will call them, if they don't reply and come home, you will phone the police to find
them etc. These are negative consequences but relevant to the behaviour.

It is also important to help teach autistic children to manage uncertainty, to manage change, to manage sensory problems,
because as they grow up all these things will happen if they are to be independent, to understand non-verbal behaviours and
how different combinations of behaviours are linked to different emotional states, and communication skills etc. So teaching
the skills and reinforcing this learning is good because these are things they will need to learn. This is just an extension on
what parents should be doing with any children. Children need to prepare for independence, so they need to learn to do
various household chores, to cook, how to interact with others in different contexts - like saying please, thank you, hello,
goodbye, etc., how to catch public transport, safety awareness, what to do in emergencies, etc., all of this and a lot more needs
to be taught to children/teens before they leave home. With autistic individual's they may well have a lot more that they need
to learn because they have additional challenges they will face if they are to live independently. You can't avoid uncertainty,
change, sensory challenges, social communication challenges, etc., and live independently and hold down a job. To avoid all
these things means to be alone and probably reliant on others - either through direct support or through benefits etc., and
perhaps just living alone never stepping out of your comfort zone.
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I don't see any of these as trying to change who someone is, they are teaching and developing additional skills so that the
person has more choice. The non-autistic teen may leave home and never clean their flat, it doesn't mean they didn't learn
how to clean. They know how to clean, they know it is an important skills, but they can decide not to clean if they want to, and
it could be that when they end up in a relationship or reach a specific age they suddenly decide they want to clean after all, and
as long as it doesn’t become dangerously unhygienic or pose a risk to anyone then their decision to clean or not to clean is
their right. Likewise an autistic individual may leave home and live independently and may decide to go to work, work, then go
home, and never socialise, because this is comfortable for them and they prefer it, but if they had to attend a team building
work course for a weekend they know the skills to keep calm, to get through it, even if they would rather not do it and perhaps
will need to spend a few days decompressing and recovering from the experience. It could be that they decide not to do it, but
that is their choice. The idea is to give them more freedom and choices rather than the only choice being 'I can't do that, I'm
quitting this job'.

Another issue with ABA is that it is just 'identify the behaviours that we don't want the child to do and change them, identify
the behaviours we want the child to do and get them doing those behaviours'. As mentioned, it misses the 'love' element, the
respect for the child and what they are communicating by their behaviour and their inner world and emotions. So if a child
gets angry when told to stand in line at school because they struggle with the noise, with the chaos of all the movement
around them, with people bumping into them, touching them etc., and then they get angry, ABA would focus on rewarding
when they can be in that kind of situation and be calm - a good practitioner would hopefully have taught them the required
skills. But the reality is that they are unlikely to have been able to practice being in those situations in 'real-life' so what
happens in a therapy session may not translate to the real-life setting. A preferable strategy would be to have the school
recognise that the behaviour is communicating the challenges the individual is experiencing with the situation and look at
what can make that easier for the child, like perhaps having a few smaller lines, or having them at the back perhaps able to
wear headphones, or have them seated somewhere etc - obviously there are many factors you would look at to decide on the
way forward. One thing I would do if it was me as a professional in this example is agree a way out of the queue but also get
agreement for the child to do some of the strategies they have been learning and see how long they can successfully remain in
the queue and whether they can remain their longer than they did previously before implementing what we have agreed.

Autistic people have a very emotional inner world and many autistic people either feel a lot of emotion or no emotion, there is
rarely a nice mild in-between stage. So this has to be explored and respected as well.

I think one thing for parents to be aware of is that ABA isn't a 'cure' it isn't designed as a cure, it isn't meant to 'cure'. The
autistic person is and always will be autistic. With any luck, as they grow up, they will just have learned skills and behaviours
that help them navigate the world better. So parent's shouldn’t seek it as a cure, but as support for themselves and their child
if ABA is what they are seeking. ABA doesn't teach a child to be emotionally spontaneous etc, so the child isn't going to
suddenly start hugging or 'showing love' how they want the child to just because they had ABA. This comes from teaching
about emotional intelligence and theory of mind, and reciprocal communication etc, and even then (I'm in my 40's now and
struggle with all this) it doesn't develop to be 'like normal', and if the autistic person is directly asked they will probably state
that they are just doing what they think they are supposed to be doing for the situation. This can annoy people, like when one
partner says to another 'I want you to wash up because you want to wash up' and the other partner says 'I am washing up
because you want me to wash up and I want to make you happy'. This type of situation happens a lot with couples, and ends in
unnecessary arguments. The first person should be happy the second person loves them enough to do something they don't
really want to do because it will make their partner happy.

Here is some research around ABA (here is a meta-analysis study: A meta-analytic study on the effectiveness of comprehensive
ABA-based early intervention programs for children with Autism Spectrum Disorders - ScienceDirect)

Over the years I have worked with autistic individuals across the spectrum. Some who would be described as having classic
autism may well struggle for certain learning to stick, for example, one autistic girl I worked with had a tendency to run across
roads without looking. It didn’t matter what was said to her about the dangers of this, she wouldn’t stop at the road side. This 
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"ABA isn't a 'cure' it isn't designed
as a cure, it isn't meant to 'cure'."

http://https/www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1750946710000498


individual and others like her have needed far more intensive support, guidance and monitoring. I prefer the idea that parents
learn the required skills and are supported to parent in a way that will get the most from their child, as parents spend the most
time with their child and understand their child best. This support should include ways for the parents, where needed, to have
‘me time’ whether it is having times when an experienced professional will look after their child for a day, or an evening, or
where the child can go away somewhere for a few days on a short break that is tailored to their interests, etc. I know support
like this exists (at least here in the UK) but that it is often difficult to access due to funding and thresholds. Or perhaps a
relative looks after the child for a while, or maybe, if there are two parents and it is possible, they take it in turns, with one
having a break for a day and then at another time, the other parent having a break for a day. It can be very difficult for some
families to find a 'me time' solution, but it is important to look at your situation and see how it can be made to happen. It is
also helpful for parents to learn skills for managing their own emotions, like learning various relaxation skills that they can use,
both for generally calming down, like meditation, and for being able to remain calm in situations, like relaxing breathing
techniques and strategies like sitting down where possible.

My view is that the goal with autistic children should be to help them develop and thrive in their own unique way. Behaviours
that they do which don’t cause problems to anyone else and don’t harm them should be allowed to continue if the autistic
individual wants it to continue. The child’s level of understanding should be what is considered when looking at what to teach,
and the context things will be needed in. There needs to be more focus on listening to the autistic community about their
experiences and what their behaviours mean to them, rather than making assumptions about what behaviours mean based
on a neuro-typical perspective.

There is nothing wrong with many behaviours autistic people, especially children do, usually when you explore who has the
problem, it is someone else – “they aren’t looking at me so they aren’t listening” your interpretation, not necessarily correct,
“they are daydreaming they aren’t paying attention” your interpretation, not necessarily correct, “they are fiddling with
something/doodling etc, they are being rude/they aren’t paying attention” your interpretation, not necessarily correct. There
are many examples like this where because something isn’t the way they would do it, they assume it shouldn’t be done that
way.

If a behaviour is likely to cause harm in some way to the self or others then it needs addressing, just like you would with
anyone else. If it doesn’t cause harm to the self or others then you can teach alternative ways of getting the same outcome as
the behaviour, but it is up to the individual whether they want to do their current behaviours or the alternative behaviours, but
this involves understanding the internal workings of the behaviours from the autistic person’s perspective first and accepting
that what may be seen as something different is likely to be a solution for that person, not a problem for that person.
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U N D E R S T A N D I N G
Y O U R  C H I L D S

B E H A V I O U R

G E T T I N G  I N S I D E  T H E  A U T I S T I C  M I N D
Autistic individuals often respond in a primal way.
They want one message communicated to them,
and will usually communicate one message back.
They will be happy, sad, angry, anxious, they often
struggle with subtle emotions like annoyance. 

This isn’t to say they don’t experience subtle
emotions, but they can find it difficult to recognise
them if they do experience them, so they will often
feel angry and be angry, they won’t feel annoyed
which in most people would lead to a more
measured response before full-blown anger kicks in. 

For me personally for example, I am normally ‘okay’.
I don’t feel happy, sad, angry, or anxious, just
'normal'. For most situations this is how I would
describe myself. Then when the microwave starts
beeping, for example, I am angry, If I am doing
something like working on the computer and want
to finish what I am doing before going to the
microwave I will be angrily swearing at it to shut the 

f*** up for the full minute that it beeps for. I can see
this is an over-reaction, but it happens every time.
As soon as it stops beeping I am ‘normal’ again. 

Anything which triggers discomfort, whether it is
due to excessive sensory stimulation, or uncertainty,
etc., is likely to trigger the fight or flight response in
the child, they will either become anxious, angry, or
they will freeze and shut down from the external
world.

They are also likely to have a black and white
mindset, so they may be working well in class in
school, then one small thing happens and they go
completely the opposite way, they shut down, or get
angry, or suddenly refuse to do anything. This can
seem to come out of nowhere because others
around them don’t necessarily recognise the
patterns of what just happened. The child
themselves may not be able to reflect on what
happened to be able to understand why they went 
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from calm to angry. One way to help find out what happened is to ask “what happened” and ask for a description of what they
were doing before they got angry up to when they got angry. If you ask “why did you do that?” they are unlikely to know why,
and so not likely to be able to answer this question. Asking “what” instead of “why” is more likely to lead to giving you the
pattern of what happened, and you have a chance then of piecing together the “why”. 

An example of this was a child who was sat at home playing a handheld games console, then he got angry and threw it across
the room, and started being violent. Asking why just got the answer “I don’t know, I just felt angry”. Asking what happened
elicited that he was sat in the living-room, the TV was on in the background, he was playing his game, then he felt angry, threw
his console, and became violent. 

The mum analysed what he had said and realised that the TV programme that was on was a talk show where the topic was
absent fathers, and it was an emotive programme. The child’s father was absent and made no attempted to be in his son’s life.
It was most likely this which triggered the sudden aggressive outburst. The child wouldn’t have noticed or worked that out by
asking him why, but the parent could work it out. What made us confident that this was the cause was that it fit with other
outbursts which had happened and what was occurring during those outbursts, like an outburst in class when the school
children had to make Father’s Day cards.

It is questioning like this, where you explore the pattern by asking "what" instead of "why" and then view the situation from the
perspective of the child, rather than your own perspective, that helps to give greater understanding to the observed
behaviours.

Some examples can be, perhaps a child is told that a close relative has died and they don't seem to react, or they react with
laughter. It could be that they compartmentalise things in their mind, they can't connect a verbal report of something with the
experience of that thing. For example, if I am told about someone dying, I feel nothing at the point of being told that news,
unless the person telling me is crying, in which case, now as an adult, but not before at least my 30's, I respond to the crying by
crying, although I don't 'feel' anything at the time and it confuses me why my face is leaking. But when I directly think about
that person and memories with that person and that I will never see them again, I will be upset, but within a fraction of a
second as soon as my attention is on something else, all of that passes. This can make people think I am cold and uncaring,
when it is just the way my mind works by compartmentalising things. Likewise, I can be told something and without any
thought my face will start smiling or laughing. I am not deciding to do this, I don't want it to be happening and it is out of my
control and this makes some situations not go well, but there is nothing I can do about my automatic behaviours.

Learning and understanding an autistic child's automatic behaviours and ways of processing the world, by accepting that they
are unlikely to be doing things maliciously and so the behaviour must be just an automatic response of theirs or way of
processing the world, helps to then learn more about them and understand future behaviours better. Like understanding that
sensory overload can lead them to feel in pain and want to escape, so they may enter survival mode and try to fight, run away
or shut down, the same with overwhelming situations, where maybe there is too much choice or a change of routine which can
lead to suddenly feeling overwhelmed and threatened. Maybe their theory of mind, the idea of seeing others perspectives and
the idea of knowing things like, that others can be thinking of you when you aren't present is driving behaviours, like that they
don't seem to realise that what they have said or done is hurtful. Maybe the way they are self-focused makes them seem
selfish, or makes them seem uncaring when they compartmentalise things, so they are fully absorbed in what they are
focusing on in any given moment. Maybe they  misunderstand instructions or communication because it wasn't clear and so
they thought something different was meant or didn't realise anything was expected of them and so did the wrong thing or did
nothing. Maybe they were absorbed in stimming or self-soothing activities and perhaps shut off from everything else at that
time. Some behaviours can be painful, like making eye contact. Some behaviours can be compulsive, like a desire to complete
patterns and straighten things, or count things, or a compulsion to touch things or do things which bring pleasure.

By learning about the traits which make up autism and the behaviours which can manifest from these traits, you can better
understand and then support the autistic person in navigating the world and hopefully reduce times when the autistic person
is told-off or criticised for doing behaviours which are natural ways of processing the world for them.
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LIVING WITH
AUTISM
INTERESTS AND ROUTINES

Autistic people can be very single-
minded. They can appear very
stubborn and inflexible. A large
part of this is because they dislike
change. They often get deeply
focused on one or two key
interests, and these interests can
be maintained well into adulthood. 

Often if someone autistic likes
something, they don't stop liking
that thing. Most other people 'grow
out of' interests and change tastes
as they grow up. Autistic people
frequently maintain certain
interests for years, like the same
music long after others have
moved on to something else, they
may play the same songs over and
over again, they may like the same
programmes and may watch those
programmes repeatedly. As a teen
I used to draw a felt tip line on
video and audio cassette tapes to
mark out where songs or
programmes were. I would then
watch the same TV programmes
over and over again - for me
personally it was usually
documentaries about sharks or
dolphins or whales, or Elvis
Presley's 1968 Comeback Special,
and listen to the same song over
and over again - when I got a 

reversible cassette player I used to
have Bohemian Rhapsody playing
on both sides so that as soon as
the song ended I could flick a
switch and it would play the song
on the other side of the cassette.

I'm now in my 40's and I still like a
lot of the same cartoon's I've
always liked, I still like a lot of the
same books I've always liked, and
still like a lot of the same songs. I
have added additional things I like
to my list over the years, but I
haven't 'grown out of' things I used
to like. I have been obsessed with
hypnosis and related topics,
nature, and martial arts since being
a child. I have always asked for
exactly the same hair cut since
being a young child until now
(although I also hate getting my
hair cut!), I will wear the same
items of clothing day after day,
year after year. 

When I like something I instantly
obsess about it and have to know
or have everything about it. So I
like Katie Melua and have every
album and released single by Katie,
and can't imagine a time in the
future where I stop liking Katie. I
like Russel Watson, and the same
applies, and Meatloaf, and The
Piano Guys, and Jools Holland, and 

Elvis Presley. I like Derren Brown
and have seen all of his shows
(some more than once), and own
all his books and DVD's etc, I like
Hypnosis, so have everything by
Paul McKenna (because of the
impact he has had on my life),
everything by Stephen Brooks,
everything I can find by Milton
Erickson, and by Ernest Rossi, and
Richard Bandler. I never really read
fiction before meeting my wife, but
she introduced me to Dean Koontz
books, so I have almost all books
by Dean, including many of his
books under pen names, and I'm
obsessed with wanting to learn
knowledge - especially scientific
knowledge, so have many science
books. 

Interests can often be a good
coping mechanism to handle
sensory overload and anxieties,
you can become absorbed in the
interest and so shut out everything
else. Interests can also become
obsessive because of having black
and white thinking, often with
autistic people, things are all-or-
nothing, so it is common to either
not find something at all
interesting, or be obsessed with
the subject. This goes for other
areas for the autistic person, they
may either want something, or 
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definitely not want it, or like a food or
totally dislike it.

Usually the autistic person can be so
interested in a topic that they are an
expert in that one topic. They may have
deficits in other areas of their life, like
struggling with social skills, but may be
incredibly knowledgeable about their
chosen topic. Some will know movie
lines by heart, or be able to recite dates
and historical events. Some (though not
as many as I think the public thinks)
have a talent which stands above the
talent of most other people, and yet
may struggle hugely in other areas of
their life, they could have a savant
ability.

Autistic people also often want clear
routines, this reduces uncertainty and
helps to keep anxiety lower. I know I
struggled as a manager, and one
struggle I have self-employed is
uncertainty and having to make 

decisions, I struggle to make decisions
unless it is an emergency so that there
is a clear over-riding focus which is on
safety, so I am making a certain
decision around safety. If I have to
decide on less important things I
struggle to make a decision and I want
someone else to tell me what to do. 

I prefer being an employee who works
a regular and unchanging shift pattern,
where I do the same thing everyday,
and if I had the choice this is what I
would do. The difficulty is that
employers add in tasks at short notice
I'm not prepared for doing and I am
uncomfortable to do, and many
companies have a focus on trying to
drive staff for progression within the
company - again something I'm not
comfortable with. Ideally I would love to
be able to not work at all and just follow
my interests every day, where I could
go for woodland walks regularly, where
I could study science topics daily, and 

"Autistic people
also often want
clear routines, this
reduces uncertainty
and helps to keep
anxiety lower."

focus all of my time on learning.

Self-employed has a lot of jobs I
struggle to do as an autistic person, and
being a manager has too much focus
on me being the one who has to make
decisions. I can see why autistic people
who could work, struggle to work. I
work self-employed, and am much
happier doing this than I was being in
employment, but it is frequently very
difficult not to quit what I'm doing
because of all of the uncertainty and
anxiety employment and self-
employment can cause.

I find I can obsess about something or
have a routine, that can change in an
instant if things change. So when I did a
road running race as a teenager I was
nearing the finish line when a marshal
told me the route had changed and I
had to take a slightly different route to
the finish line. My motivation to keep
going faded instantly and although I 
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you would also be looking for as well as
the child not recognising danger. 

I personally used to be aware of
dangers and would calmly deal with
them, but was never bothered by most
dangers. As I have grown up I've
become even more aware of dangers
due to the type of work I've always
done. I suspect I've always been
unaware of certain types of potential
danger, although I'm more aware now.
So if I could see that something was
likely to cause a fire, I would go and
deal with this. If I was babysitting my
brothers as a child I would recognise if
they were possibly at risk, but I
wouldn't feel intimidated around
people so I could enter situations which
could be dangerous and not notice, or I
could do things which I feel wouldn't be
a problem - like putting metal knives
into toasters to get toast crumbs out
which were touching the elements and
create an electric shock. 

Friends have often felt protective over
me for example, when I will have no
problem going to a party where others
feel would be dangerous parties to be
at. I am always told I'm too trusting of
others, and believe what others say too
easily.

Another area of flexibility of thought
which autistic people can struggle with
is often imaginative play or activities. 

For example, they will often build a lego
model of exactly what the box says to
build, and are less likely to build a
model of something they make up, or
they will play with a train as a train, and
will struggle to see that the train could
be a gun, or an airplane, or hammer for
a game. 

With practice this skill can be
developed. I don't know how most
people think flexibly and imaginatively
about play or activities, but one way I've
found to work is to think 'what can this
be used for?' and try to think of
similarities. So a train is long and thin -
rockets are long and thin, so you could 

was near the front I walked the rest.
When changes in jobs I've done have
happened I've quit the jobs rather than
sticking with the changed routine. 

When I started a Master's degree, it was
the most important thing I had done in
my life (other than getting married) and
within months I quit because of goal
posts changing. As it was so important I
tried fighting this, but couldn't
overcome my in-built response to quit.
This, and my black-and-white thinking
are two things I would love to change
about myself.

FLEXIBILITY OF THOUGHT

Flexibility of thought difficulties include
struggling to handle change, it is easier
to process that things are the way they
are and will always be that way. It is
difficult to process when plans change
and you have to suddenly think about
something differently that you had
already planned your thinking for. So if
you plan a day out, planning what train
to catch, what you will be doing, where
you will be eating, etc., then you want
and expect the day to go like that. It can
cause anger and anxiety when things
don't follow this pattern. 

So, if it is decided not to go out now for
the day then this can be difficult to
handle, suddenly there is uncertainty
about how things will go, and it feels
like the plans were just a lie because
they never happened in the end.

It is difficult to interpret and
understand the thoughts, feelings and
actions of others. I know most people
find this at times, but in most situations
most people can grasp why someone is
thinking, feeling, or behaving the way
they are, whereas autistic people can
struggle to do this. If someone is crying
they may be able to work out that the
person must be upset, but they may not
understand why the person is upset. 

This can lead to seeming insensitive or
saying the wrong things. It is easy to
accidentally offend someone because 

you can't connect how they are
responding with any cue, and this can
even be with things you have said. So
you may upset someone, they are now
crying or angry with you and you can't
figure out what has just happened to
make them cry. And the way people
seem to communicate doesn't help,
because often the response is that you
should know why, and should know
what you have done - but you genuinely
have no idea why or what you are
supposed to have done.

When I was younger I used to find it
very difficult to understand how things
were going to go. I hated (and still do)
uncertainty, I would avoid situations
that didn't have clear patterns which
made them predictable - this often
meant avoiding situations with people,
because even seemingly predictable
situations can become very
unpredictable once you involve people. 

As I have grown up I have learned to do
mental rehearsal. I will spend hours
mentally rehearsing situations and how
they are likely to go, and I will practice
multiple different outcomes which
could occur and how I will react in all of
these different outcomes. I will also
practice very unlikely outcomes and
think of what I will do in these
situations. This way many things that
happen that I had time to prepare for
like this I know what the outcome will
be which helps me handle these
situations better and reduces the
uncertainty in the situations. 

This is why I find it easier to handle
significant incidents - like someone
attacking me, or an emergency, than
small things, like interacting in
conversations with people, or catching
a bus somewhere.

Many autistic people struggle to
recognise danger. As this is something I
think most children and teens have it
can be difficult to identify whether not
recognising danger is linked to perhaps
being autistic, or just a normal part of
growing up. There would be other traits 

NEURODIVERSITY MAGAZINE   |   21



pretend that the train upright is a
rocket. The train is long and thin,
hammer handles are long and thin, so
you could pretend that it is a hammer,
the train carries people and is long and
thin so you could pretend that it is a
weird airplane, the train is long and
thin, the nozzle of a gun is long and
thin, so you could pretend it is a gun.

LANGUAGE AND COMMUNICATION

Autistic people often take what they
hear said literally. This can improve with
age and experience as they get used to
different saying and what those saying
mean, but usually even as an adult they
struggle with conceptual language. 

So for me personally, I know I still don't
understand what someone means
when they say that something they
have eaten is sharp, especially when
they seem to say it after eating say a
lemon which is soft and doesn't have
any sharp edges. I could understand if
they were eating an overcooked roast
potato, but it doesn't make sense to use
descriptions like that when eating soft
food. 

Or descriptions like saying what they
are eating is heavy, again, I've weighed
food and can't seem to find it any
heavier than anything else. I don't
understand what this explanation is
supposed to mean. I have tried
Googling it, and had my wife try to
explain these things, but I still can't
grasp what they mean. 

I can understand someone eating
something hot and saying it is hot, or
eating something spicy and because it
can make it feel like your mouth is
burning, I can understand this being
described as hot, or eating ice-cream
and describing it as cold, or soft, but
there are lots of descriptions which
totally elude me.

I have heard people say that you can't
use metaphors with autistic people, and
this isn't the case, I think it depends on
what understanding the individual has, 

but metaphors are a great way to lay
down patterns because patterns are
how the brain works. So even if an
autistic person doesn't consciously
understand the meaning behind a
metaphor, if there is a context set
around the metaphor - for example
"you are here to quit smoking, and I'm
here to help you quit smoking" then a
metaphor about moving from a
congested city and out into the clear
fresh air of the country may not
consciously make sense to the person,
but when you tell one metaphor after
another all with the same underlying
pattern they will start to non-
consciously pick up on this pattern, and
if this went on long enough they will
probably pick up on the pattern
consciously. 

This is the same for example with if
they love reading a specific type of
novel - like crime thriller novels. Once
they have read enough novels they will
be able to tell you the structure
(underlying pattern) of the novel - that
there is perhaps a murder scene at the
beginning, then an investigation, then
interviewing the killer, but discounting
them, and then thinking it is someone
else, then finding some key information
that makes them realise it was the
person they thought it was initially,
then a scene capturing that person,
then ending with a positive rounding up
scene. The author may have this same
structure to all of their novels, so it
become a familiar pattern and the story
over the top of this pattern can vary
widely, but the pattern will be there.

Recognising patterns is something
autistic people are often very good at.
So I am good at noticing patterns in
therapy sessions with clients. I don't get
bogged down in the content of the
problem, I can see the structure behind
the problem which is maintaining the
problem, and when you work with
many hundreds of clients you recognise
that there are only a small number of
patterns to problems clients present
with, a bit like there being only a small
number of structures to well written 

stories, but there are millions of
different stories.

Many autistic people may struggle with
finding words (often referred to as
anomic aphasia, dysnomia, nominal
aphasia, or amnesic aphasia) they may
make up words or sounds to replace
the actual word, and can get frustrated
when others don't understand them,
and the more frustrated they get the
harder it is to find the correct words. 

Often words can be things others would
think you should know, and can get
annoyed that you aren't finding the
right word. So I could suddenly not be
able to 'find' the word 'cup' when I'm
trying to talk about getting a cup from a
cupboard. 

I will pause and think and try really hard
to recall what the name of it is, and yet
the word could completely elude me, so
I will make a word up, or what
frequently happens I describe things by
their function, so I may say 'could you
get the hot drink container out of the
cupboard', and then hope the person
understands what I'm talking about. Or
I may say can they get the fibble out of
the cupboard, or some other random
word or grunt, often while frustratedly
pointing. This can lead to talking slowly
so that you have time to 'find' the
words in your mind first, and to be
saying what you are about to say out
loud in your mind slightly ahead of
what you then say out loud.

I also find that I often structure
sentences differently to others, and will
get elements in different orders. I also
rarely use people's names in what I'm
saying. Getting stressed or anxious
makes this more pronounced. Many
autistic people use simple sentences,
and are better at mimicking and
reciting others sentences, than coming
up with their own, but some like
language and may go the other way
and use very complex sentences.

From a communication perspective I
find myself mimicking sounds and 
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words people say. Often if it is words
people say it is the last couple of words
in a sentence which seems to have a
rhythm to it, and this last word or two
stick in my mind and play over and
over, and I will often repeat it, or I will
end patterns, so if it seems someone
hasn't completed a pattern - whether it
is something they are saying, or a part
of a song I'm hearing where I think it
has ended before the pattern is
complete, or a tapping or bird sound
etc., I will feel compelled to complete
the pattern. 

I copy mobile phone ringtones, bird
songs, words people say, accents
people have, and all sorts of other
things, and sometimes this can get me
in trouble, and I know many other
autistic individuals do the same. 

If someone says something and I
instinctively copy their accent they can
take offence to this even though no
offence was intended and I usually
won't even realise I did the behaviour, if
I copy someone's mobile phone, or
telephone ringtone I've had people say
'are you taking the piss?' when until
they brought my attention to it I didn't
realise I had done anything. 

Or I spontaneously say or do something
that is in my head - so I could suddenly
get the urge to whistle something
because the pattern started in my head
and now is coming out of my mouth, or
a pattern of saying something is going
over and over in my mind, and I feel
compelled to complete this for real and
will suddenly say out loud what I was
saying in my head. 

Or I will suddenly want to tap or touch
something, or to click my fingers, or
crumple something up, or do some
other behaviour - sometimes
something which would be seen as
inappropriate, like touching someone's
clothes, or touching something that
belongs to someone else, or crushing
something that belongs to someone
else - like cigarette packets, or to
organise something of someone else - 

like wanting to organise the food on
their plate, or correct how they have
their cutlery, or move their glass to
where I think it should be. Some of
these things aren't socially acceptable
behaviours, and as I have grown up I
get greater self control and do what I
can to focus on other things to avoid
doing things which could be seen as
inappropriate and could result in
someone getting angry with me.

So a large part of communication as
someone autistic is copying and
mimicking, but not in a rapport way
where you are copying because you are
in rapport and you have greater
understanding of others, but copying
because of the pattern you have
noticed, and you like that pattern. 

This also goes for answers to questions.
I think many autistic people give
answers they have learnt they are
supposed to give without necessarily
understanding the answer, and
perhaps understanding the actions
behind the answer. 

So someone could say they are sorry
and that they won't do something again
because they are sorry, and they know
this is what they are supposed to say,
but they don't change their behaviour
because they were just saying what
they were supposed to say, they didn't
internalise and understand that part of
the message is to do what you are
saying, so you should aim to not do that
thing again.

I know for example that I can say to
someone 'that sounds like it was a
really difficult situation' and the person
will feel empathised with, but I am just
saying words as far as I'm concerned.
To the person they obviously found the
situation difficult because they have
just described how it was a problem for
them, and so anyone describing
something as a problem they have
been through probably found it
difficult. But I don't feel anything for the
person, I don't have any empathy, I
don't usually understand why the 

situation was a problem for them, and
why they decided to feel bad about the
problem, I just know they like hearing
that it sounds like it was a really difficult
situation, and I know that I can say that
as a way of opening up conversation
and moving the conversation in a more
positive direction. This has only been
learned from studying psychotherapy
and becoming a therapist. Without that
training I wouldn't do this.

Another challenge with autism is
understanding communication. This is
especially difficult in the world of work
where you get given a long monologue
by the manager about what you need
to do and by the time they have
finished talking you have forgotten 
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nearly all of what they said. Information needs to be given in small chunks, and in bullet pointed lists. It is very difficult to hold
all of that information in mind. Even working for myself, I find that I forget things and mis-remember things too often. For
example I can have a talk coming up. I will have it written in my diary and will check my diary daily and remember the talk, and
yet on the day I will still have remembered the wrong time or details, or sometimes the wrong day - even though I've tried to
keep track of the talk details, so I have to keep track very closely to my diary and to lists, and keep referring back to the lists.

I prefer someone to give me one task at a time, once I've done that task then tell me the next task, rather than say 'here are
three things to do by the end of the day' because I won't remember them, and even writing some notes, I will most likely forget
further details, and any distractions can make me totally forget what I was supposed to be doing and where I was at with it.

And linked with social communication, it is easy to communicate one-way, so talking at people is easier than talking with
people, being asked questions about an interest are usually easy to answer, but if the conversation becomes a chat then it gets
difficult, so if I suddenly have to try to answer questions about how I'm feeling, what I think of things, how my day has been,
etc., I won't know how to answer, and when I do answer - usually with 'ok' or 'going home' or other short, blunt answer, I don't
have the skills or knowledge to continue the conversation. I, and many others autistic people struggle with the reciprocal
element of communication. So I am very unlikely to engage in how your day was, what you are up to later, what you think of
things, what you are interested in. The communication focus will be on talking about what I am interested in, and what I want
to be talking about.

It is also common for autistic people to talk with an unusual rhythm, or monotonously, they may talk very fast or very slow. I
have to try really hard not to talk monotonously, it takes a lot of effort. When I hold therapy sessions I have learned to use my
voice, and to use different tones of speech to communicate additional ideas and meaning to clients, but in ordinary
conversations when I'm not focusing heavily on how I am speaking I find I can go into monotonous monologues where I am
just talking at the other person unaware of whether they are interested, listening, or not. 

It is also common for autistic people to have volume control issues. My wife will frequently tell me that I am shouting when I
think I am talking at a normal quiet volume. I don't know why I can't notice that I am talking too loudly, but it annoys me when
it is pointed out to me, because to me I was talking normally, and I get annoyed with myself for not talking correctly and not
noticing this. I can also find it difficult to hear people at times, yet I think I generally have good hearing - I can often hear very
quiet sounds, but seem to struggle more to hear, or at least understand speech. I often need televisions to be turned up
louder to hear speech, compared to other sounds. Yet it is as if my senses are attended to noticing things I'm interested in, so
when someone says something I'm interested in, I can notice this from across the other side of a room.
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