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Introduction


Being an autism parent is different from parenting other types of children. It’s hard to say, as different parents go through unique challenges with their autistic children. Many grapple with uncertainty about the development and fear that their child will be left behind. Some fear that their child will require 24/7 support and care. Others worry about how the child will make it on their own once they pass away.


However, the way you perceive challenges and overcome them is tremendously important because it is what makes raising an autistic child joyous.


In most cases, a parent’s biggest fear is how they can make their child with special needs feel less anxious in social settings. They want them to become a better communicator, improve self-regulation, and cope well in unpredictable circumstances. Many children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) are startled by simple things such as loud noise, bright lights, or strange smells. Once that happens, their anxiety with the uncertainty takes over. It can end with a meltdown, self-harm practices, and even depression.


Since autism is a spectrum, the way the brain functions, perceives things, learns, and expresses itself varies from child to child. This also means that different children can have different triggers. Some symptoms are common, but most are different. These symptoms help doctors put the child at either of the three functional levels. Identifying your child’s support needs, doctors can prescribe therapies to improve communication, behavior, and comprehension. For parents, understanding these levels prepares them to deal with the unique challenges that come with it.


ASD Level 1: Requiring Support


This is the mildest of ASD. It is also known as the most functioning form of autism. Children with level 1 ASD have trouble communicating with others appropriately. They face difficulty in reading social cues and body language. They can speak in full sentences but not engage in a back-and-forth dialogue with others. Children with ASD level 1 also have few friends. Toddlers have trouble moving from one activity to another. Their planning and organizational skills are poor which prevents them from leading an independent life like other children of their age do.


ASD Level 2: Requiring Substantial Support


These children have more trouble with verbal and social communication than children with ASD level 1. They have shorter attention spans and find it challenging to focus on one thing or move from one activity to another. Children with ASD level 2 have narrow interests, engage in repetitive behaviors, and have trouble functioning normally in uncertain situations. They can communicate but speak in simple and short sentences. They also do poorly with reading social and nonverbal cues.


ASD Level 3: Requiring Very Substantial Support


ASD level 3 is the most severe form of autism. The degree of the behaviors we talked about in ASD Level 1 and 2 becomes extreme. Children with ASD level 3 have trouble with expression, both verbal and nonverbal. This makes it challenging for them to function in most cases and interact with others. They also engage in repetitive behaviors and have short attention spans.


Learning about these signs can prepare them to make their child feel supported and loved. Apart from these levels, many symptoms are common in children with autism spectrum disorder. The most common symptoms in infants and toddlers include:




	Delayed speech development or no speech at all


	Rejecting touch like hugs and kisses initiated by others


	Preferring to play solo and paying little attention to what other children are playing


	Reacting negatively when told to do something


	Showing intolerance toward others entering their personal space


	Having no awareness of others’ personal space


	Rarely using facial expressions and body gestures when communicating


	Playing with toys in an unimaginative and repetitive manner


	Disliking certain foods because of their taste, color, or texture


	Getting upset when something happens outside of routine


	Not responding when being called by their name


	Having unusual sensory interests like sniffing things or people









In older children and adults, symptoms are slightly different. For example, they may have the following:




	Avoid spoken language


	Have monotonous speech and prefer using pre-learned phrases


	Can’t have a normal, two-way communication


	Talk at people instead of talking to them


	Take things literally, can’t read sarcasm, and can’t understand figures of speech


	Not comprehend certain basic social interactions









This book is written with these symptoms and challenges in mind. It serves as a guide to help parents who have recently learned of this condition and are at a loss on how to proceed with the diagnosis. Although autism isn’t curable, children with this disorder can lead fulfilling and happy lives. With some care and support, they can improve their behaviors and reactions. They can adopt better communication and social skills. They can have successful and blooming careers in any field of interest as many famous people we know of with autism spectrum disorder. Let’s learn how to overcome the challenges and raise successful and happy autistic children.


Chapter 1: Autism and Its Many Colors


Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a developmental disability. The term autism is derived from the Greek word autos which means “alone.” It causes significant social, behavioral, and communication deficits. Its symptoms appear before the age of three. As per research, boys are five times more likely to have ASD than girls. Statistics put 1 in 68 children at risk of developing ASD. There is no cure for ASD; however, with therapy, its symptoms can be controlled. There is no proof of how it develops and why some children have it and others don’t (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2014).


People with ASD may not look different from others, but their actions and poor communication skills set them apart. They can learn to communicate, behave, and interact better with various forms of therapies. As discussed previously, depending on the level of support they need, some people with ASD can lead normal lives independently, while others need help daily. Some famous people with ASD include:





	Tim Burton


	Steve Jobs


	Lewis Carroll


	Charles Darwin


	Bill Gates


	Vincent van Gogh


	Steven Spielberg


	Emily Dickinson


	Alfred Hitchcock


	Thomas Edison


	George Orwell


	Alexander Graham Bell


	Benjamin Franklin


	Henry Ford


	Satoshi Tajiri


	Michelangelo


	Carl Jung


	Lionel Messi


	Jane Austen


	Jerry Seinfeld


	Nikola Tesla









In this first chapter, we look at the many types of autism spectrum disorder and what each condition presents. Later, we learn of the many helpful therapies that can help improve the quality of life for children and adults with an autism spectrum disorder.


Understanding the unique challenges your child’s condition presents, you can devise a plan to help them cope with it. So far, five major types of autism have been identified. These include:


Asperger’s Syndrome


Asperger’s syndrome is a mild type of autism spectrum. People with Asperger’s are often diagnosed later in life. They have normal intelligence and communication skills; however, they may find social interactions hard to navigate. Some challenges for people with Asperger’s syndrome include not being able to read nonverbal cues or misinterpret them. They find it hard to guess someone’s thought process through their facial expressions, gestures, and body language. People with Asperger’s syndrome are also hypersensitive to sensory input or stimuli. Another characteristic is limited but hyperfocused interests. Some famous people diagnosed with Asperger’s syndrome include Albert Einstein, Susan Boyle, Sir Anthony Hopkins, and comedic actor Dan Aykroyd.


Pervasive Developmental Disorder—Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS)


Sometimes referred to as atypical autism, this is a wide-ranging type of autism spectrum and involves individuals who lie somewhere in the middle of Asperger’s syndrome and autistic disorder. The severity of the symptom is common. The most common feature includes delays in movement or speech. Due to this, people with this disorder have developmental delays and difficulties in social and communication skills. Jazz prodigy, Matt Savage, had PDD-NOS. He was a gifted being and highly talented. He recorded his first album at seven.


Autistic Disorder


People with autistic disorder have trouble communicating. They don’t do well with eye contact. They won’t respond when being called, have a flat pitch while speaking, have repetitive behaviors, and must have a stringent routine. You can say that they have an issue with fixation as well, as they become hyperfocused over a specific thing. People with autistic disorder also experience a heightened intolerance of sensory input.


Rett Syndrome


Rett syndrome is a rare and severe type of autism spectrum disorder. It is linked with a defect in chromosome X and affects females mostly. Some characteristic symptoms include slow regression in skills after a normal developmental period. People with Rett syndrome experience loss of communication skills and purposeful hand movements.


Childhood Disintegrative Disorder


Like Rett syndrome, this is also a rare type of disorder where one starts as a normal individual and then experiences regression in skills much later in life. Children with this disorder exhibit loss of skills across all developmental areas, such as language, motor, social, and behavioral.


Diagnosis and Treatment


Diagnosing ASD is difficult since there isn’t a medical test to determine the cause and severity. Doctors review the developmental history of an individual to form a diagnosis. Since every child develops at a different pace, it is difficult to pinpoint whether their brain works differently or is just wired for other things better. For example, some children are quick learners when it comes to speaking words. Some are naturally shy, and despite knowing and understanding what they are being told, they don’t verbally respond. Therefore, the earliest diagnosis can be confirmed after the child turns 18 months or more. By the time they turn two, there is a set of developmental milestones they should have reached. If not, the diagnosis is further considered reliable. However, since the condition can take different forms in different children, many don’t receive a final diagnosis until later in life. The sooner we diagnose a child, the better. Delay in a confirmed diagnosis means that the child won’t be given the help they need while growing up.


As stated earlier, since there is no cure for ASD, doctors can rely on various therapies and interventions to improve the quality of a child’s life. The sooner a child begins therapy or intervention, the greater their chances of leading a quality life.


When we speak of therapies, there are many. It is easier to discuss them in broad categories than on their own. Ideally, any intervention or therapy for people with ASD should follow structure and be consistent, interdisciplinary, and intensive. When all these conditions are present, there is a higher chance for improvement in areas such as communication and behavior.


Behavioral Approaches


Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA)


Applied behavior analysis works on behavioral problems in children. It views behavior in three steps: instruction, behavior, and consequence. ABA uses rewards and reinforcement to encourage desired behaviors and motivate the learning of new skills. ABA techniques include:




	Discrete Trial Training: This method helps children master complex tasks by breaking them down into simpler subcomponents. The technique repeats the desired skills and behavior until the child learns to adopt them.


	Pivotal Response Training: It focuses on four important areas of child development, including self-management, motivation, self-initiation, and responsiveness when given cues.


	Early Intensive Behavioral Intervention: In this method, the goal is to minimize atypical behaviors of autism in younger children.









Standard Approaches




	Occupational Therapy: This type of therapy uses many strategies aimed at helping children with autism perform effectively in everyday tasks by focusing on developmental areas like gross motor and fine motor skills.


	Speech Therapy: Speech therapy helps people with communication problems. They use alternate methods like picture boards, gestures, and creative outlets like music to help children express their ideas and thoughts better.


	Sensory Integration Therapy: Sensory integration therapy helps children who get triggered by certain sounds or touches. This form of therapy allows them to take charge of their senses and be more conscious of their movements, emotions, and sounds. It improves social skills and reduces awkwardness.









How Does Autism Affect Children?


Others make a lot of speculation regarding children and adults with autism. For starters, they function normally like others in most cases. Having read about the many celebrities, leaders, and artists above, this should not come as a shock. It will surprise you that we did not diagnose many of these people with autism while alive. Jane Austen was one of them. It wasn’t until a century after her death that it was speculated that she might have suffered from Asperger’s syndrome. Lionel Messi, for example, is one of those people you would never think to be on the autistic spectrum because he is one of the top players of this time, playing at his best in every game.


So, if they all act normal and look the same, how can you assume one child has autism, and the other doesn’t?


Science tells us that autistic children may not reach the same developmental milestones as their peers when they should. Science also tells us that autistic children exhibit loss of previously developed social and language skills. To help comprehend, imagine this: A two-year-old child loves to play games of make-believe. A four-year-old child loves to play with other children in the park. An autistic child may not do either of the two because they have trouble interacting and socializing with others. They also have difficulty doing well in simple games like make-believe.


Then, autistic children also engage in repetitive behaviors. They can give their parents or caregivers a hard time with bedtime and compulsively eat non-food items like paper, chalk, sand, or Styrofoam. They may have meltdowns when something happens out of their schedule, like a guest coming over uninvited when they are supposed to go out to play. They find it hard to thrive in an unpredictable environment.


Chapter 3: Stick To a Routine


Routines become the bedrock of our daily lives. We know what they expect us to do upon waking up. This knowledge sets the pace and mood for everything else that follows. Uncertainty makes us fearful. We don’t feel prepared for it. It pressurizes us, scares us, and bothers us. However, we aren’t a fan of predictability either. It appears boring, monotonous, and well expected. There is no room for some element of spark. There is no excitement. It’s like reliving the same day every day.


Yet routines are important for children with ASD. They need consistency, and they need everything. Routines and structures keep things from getting complex. They reduce stress and prevent them from having a meltdown over something as small as more cereal in their milk than required. Consistency establishes order. It keeps them calm and fosters an opportunity for a happy, shared family time. It’s a win-win for everyone in the house, especially you.


Research has long-rooted the importance of structure and routine in children’s lives. There is only so much that they know about, and new information, when presented chaotically, can feel threatening. Studies reveal that children who follow a daily routine have a 47% increased likelihood of improved social-emotional health than those who don’t (Muñiz et al., 2014).


Routines, for children, do more than just prepare them for their day ahead. They also eliminate any power struggles that happen because of them. They help maintain quiet in the house when things go as planned. The structure also fosters cooperation because there are clear expectations set earlier. There is little to no confusion about what’s expected of the child and what the child expects in return. This allows parents to limit any temper tantrums and misbehavior in children and nurtures a positive, strong, and healthy parent-child relationship. Most importantly, routines and structure allow children to take ownership of their activities—something that is highly important for children with autism. Feeling empowered and confident to navigate through the challenges daily life presents them with fosters independence and self-reliance.


Consistency Plays a Key Role


According to Reena Naami, director and owner of Spark Center for Autism, the schedules and consistency in routines go a long way for children with autism. She believes that a lack of routines can be the difference between success and failure for an autistic child. Her experience, knowledge, and interaction with many children and parents have compelled her to say that children who don’t have a schedule may see delays in progress. She also believes it is an important reason for regression sometimes, where a child forgets what they learned earlier (Spark Center for Autism, 2019).


The more consistent one is with scheduling and structure, the more they can work on areas that an autistic child finds troubling. For example, if a child struggles with a poor attention span or has speech problems, a routine and schedule that involves daily activities and promotes honing both skills can prove beneficial in the long run. By engaging them in activities that require attention, you can prevent a lack of focus.


Many times, when working on a certain behavior trait, parents see a spike in that behavior instead of a reduction in it. This means that the therapy or learning isn’t consistent or appropriate for the child.


With communication deficits and the inability to express themselves freely, it can become hard for parents to communicate with their children. Being consistent in the ways we handle daily nuisances makes it easier for both the parent and the child. For example, your child may misbehave when fed by a caregiver instead of you, especially if they expect you to do it.


Children with autism also have challenges adjusting to any unnecessary or unexplained changes in their routine. Parents must ensure to keep a track of time to prevent any meltdowns. Unexplained changes in their routine will make them question everything else in their life because they like to create a pattern of thought that follows the next. For example, if they wear a green shirt daily, and today, you ask them to wear a red shirt instead, it changes everything. They have to rethink every scenario in their head, reimagine all the pictures in their head, and go through with the change. You can imagine the amount of stress they will be in. You can expect an increase in their challenging behaviors if you cannot keep up with a consistent routine and structure.


You can avoid power struggles by ensuring that you two are on the same page with expectations. The transitions can turn smooth if both parties are aware of what’s expected. For this, you must identify the things that set them off and notice how they respond to those triggers. Do they resort to physical aggression, like throwing things around or harming themselves? Or do they become agitated, anxious, or all sweaty? How they respond to inconsistency will help you find strategies to combat the reactions. Second, you must communicate how you feel about those reactions with the child. Does it anger you? Do you feel sad or judged? Does it make you feel like a negligent parent? Some children, old enough to understand, will empathize in return and try to behave better. If they have poor vocal skills, you can use body language and gestures to make them understand your concern.


As soon as you establish an effective channel of communication, you can give yourself and your child some time to self-reflect. Together, you can devise a plan that works well for you. However, the goal should remain consistent and so should the rewards and reinforcement that follow. Once both parties understand each other’s situation better, they can work as a team as opposed to one another.


Last, consistency and routines will also reinforce learning of the desired behavior and action.


Establishing Routines: Starting Right


A resistance to change is the primary cause of the many challenges children with autism face. A daily routine can serve as a powerful tool in helping them deal with the uncertainty that it leads to.


Knowing what behaviors will end with rewards and compliments will decrease destructive behaviors. Routines give children with ASD a safe space to return to when adapting to new situations. Many autistic children have issues with completing a certain task but are excited about completing another. However, since all tasks are equally important, routines teach children they will have to make peace with an unwanted task too before moving on to a preferred task. For instance, they must know that a reward will only be achievable if they finish homework first.


To encourage this, they should have a say in what they would like to do, how to do it, and when. For example, taking a bath is important—even if it appears as an uninteresting activity. Autistic children have increased sensory input, and they don’t like being touched. The idea of a bath, therefore, is not the most exciting to them. However, since it is imperative, you can give them the choice to decide when they would like to take one. Including them in the decision-making process will make them feel empowered and validated. It will also minimize any ill-disciplinary behavior. You can brief the child about what they must do and instruct them on how to do it. For example, they will need to remove clothing before getting into the bathtub.


Setting expectations in such a manner will reduce confusion as well. It
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