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More Praise for Embracing
Autism

“The voices here confirm what I've always suspected:
everyone is part of one large continuum, and the
approaches and insights recounted here can help any
parent, any educator, any person deal with any child—or,
for that matter, any other person—more effectively and
with more compassion. | only wish I'd encountered earlier
this cadre of experienced and caring individuals whose
humor and resourcefulness represent clearly how best to
love and nurture a child.”

—Cynthia Nitz Ris, J.D., Ph.D., University of Cincinnati

“A rare, engaging look at individuals with autism and
those who love and care for them. Each of these warm,
lively accounts educates and entertains. Thoroughly
engrossing.”

—Marti Leimbach, author of Daniel Isn’t Talking

“An inspiring, riveting must-read for parents of children
with autism and for anyone who aspires to more
meaningful communication with the autistic among us,
the brilliant late-talkers and non-talkers who may one day
save the world.”

—Annabel Stehli, author of Sound of a Miracle, a Mother’s
Fight to Free Her Child from Autism

“Written by and for parents, educators, and people with
autism spectrum disorders (ASD), this book is a
compilation of wise, loving, sensitive, and hopeful stories.
This thoughtful advice from those who know will be useful
for people who care about someone of any age with ASD.”



—Robert L. Hendren, executive director, M.I.N.D. Institute,
UC Davis

“What a joy to read! There is, perhaps, no better way to
learn about autism than to pay attention to the
experiences of those living with it. This collection of
stories from people with autism and their families, friends,
and colleagues shows a side of autism we don’t hear
enough about. The authors share that living with autism
can be hard, frustrating, and chaotic but also, at times,
brilliant, inspired, and pleasantly unpredictable.”

—Dr. Paula Kluth, author of “You’re Going to Love This Kid”:
Teaching Students with Autism in the Inclusive Classroom

“To connect with a child with autism is a very special gift .

. not only for the child, but for the few people lucky
enough to develop that connection. Robert Parish is
sharing this gift with the world.”

— Jennifer Strauss, M.Ed, executive program director,
Autism Consulting & Training, Inc., Miami

“Robert Parish and his contributors provide a perfect blend
of first person insights about autism spectrum disorders.
Their accounts are informative, uplifting and hopeful,
whether you’re working with ASD kids in the classroom, or
your living room.”

—Sarah E. Caruso, Cardinal Hill University

“An extraordinary collection of stories that allows us to
better understand, appreciate, and connect with children
on the autism spectrum. These personal accounts provide
insight, encouragement, and optimism to families and
professionals working with this remarkable and inspiring
group of children.”

—Lindsey Sterling, M.S., University of Washington Autism
Center
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FOREWORD

THE “SECRET” KEY TO
CONNECTION

The big secret to connecting successfully with a child or
adult in the autism spectrum is that there is no secret. But
that doesn’t mean it's easy. Much has already been said,
done, and written about autism spectrum disorders (ASDs),
especially since 1989 (when my son Nat was born) and 1994
(when he was diagnosed).

Yet the magnitude of literature and accrued wisdom does
not make this particular mission any more straightforward.
The wealth of conferences, autism experts, therapists, and
myriad approaches and therapies all deepen our collective
knowledge and understanding of people with ASD, and
maybe they give us a flash of inspiration here and there. But
what about the actual interacting, educating, connecting,
and carrying it out with the right mixture of discipline,
compassion, creativity, and, of course, humor? This is
something you cannot learn from an expert. However, just
as parents learn that their children with the diagnosis are
not a mystery, puzzle, or creature, but rather simply a



person, so can others learn their own special way of
reaching ASD children.

What, then, is the key to dealing with autism? To
paraphrase from the location mantra of real estate agents:
“acceptance, acceptance, acceptance!” Acceptance,
however, is hard for many to come by.

Like so many parents | know, | went through years of
wondering and worrying, of not understanding why | could
not get little Nat to play with toys other than to line them up
or mouth them. Or why he showed no interest in other
children but seemed to be content for hours looking at the
dust in a sunbeam. And then, after we knew for sure, there
were the years of the learning curve, the confusion about
what to do for him, how to do it for him, along with my grief
over this change in the direction my life was supposed to
take.

Once | realized it was really OK that Nat was the way he
was, that there was no shame, there was no failure of
anything going on, there was nothing that had to change,
nothing | had to do except help him learn, | was happier. |
was better at parenting him too. | could work with the boy |
had, not with some fantasy child created by made-for-TV
movies and Hallmark cards. But to do this, | had to trust my
gut.

The first breakthrough | had with Nat was with a technique
| figured out intuitively. Having no knowledge of social
stories or autism approaches, | created my first social
storybook for him, the “Nat Book.” My instinct told me, and
my husband encouraged me, to make a Thanksgiving
guidebook for three-year-old Nat so he would have a way of
understanding the upcoming holiday. Using cut-up family
pictures, Nat could see in the book who was going to be
there, what was going to happen, and how the day would
end. | even told him that he might be a little scared, but if
he stayed calm and remembered that everyone loved him



he would have a good time. After reading it over and over,
Nat was convinced that he would! He walked right into my
aunt’s kitchen reciting snippets of the book. Thanksgiving
went completely smoothly—the first successful family
outing we’d ever experienced.

Not every day is a breakthrough day; most days are not.
The point is to use what you know, and then take the leap. If
you work with ASD children, the same principle applies. Be
prepared and well versed in autism approaches and
educational training, but just as important, suspend what
you know and just get to know the kid. A certain degree of
letting go of your expectations, prejudices, and baggage has
to happen.

In letting go of so much, | feel at times as though | am in
some ways on my own, which is a scary feeling but also
empowering. | am navigating uncharted territory, where |
follow my feelings and intuition as well as my autism
education, but most important, | follow Nat’s cues to gain
my insights. When | created the “Nat Book,” it was out of
sheer desperation, but it was also from the knowledge that
books appeared to be the only things outside of himself that
interested Nat.

Because ASD children can be unpredictable, intense in
what they do, and difficult to read, connection is difficult to
come by. Yet | have seen that connection can be difficult
with “typical” children too. Or for that matter with
husbands, mothers, or friends. These days | apply the
perspective |I've gleaned from ASD everywhere. To me,
everyone is a little in the spectrum. Everyone has their
quirks! My son is just more overt in his, more at one with his
desires and pleasures. But | want to connect with my son, so
| have to do what it takes to get there. | have to tolerate his
testing or evasive behaviors, and stay on his side, because
my priority is connection, no matter how his neurology
looks.



The secret to happy relationships, autism or not, is
acceptance—of what you are, and of what he is, warts,
synaptic gaps, and all. Then, forging a relationship anyway.
It is a bit of an act of faith, at first, an existential journey. But
if you literally follow a page from “Nat’s Book” (“stay calm”)
and remain confident that it will happen between you, and
that everything really is OK though just different, you will
get there. It may not look like anything you’'ve ever known,
but this is actually the best part.

The book in your hands is a treasure of epiphanies from
those who have been there and who are there. You will find
a variety of experiences with the autism spectrum, from
people who have lived with ASD in one way or another.
Some of the voices—they come from an accomplished
professional in the spectrum, nationally recognized
educators, a passionate group of autism parents—are wryly
witty, while some are raw with emotion; others are in
between.

All of the stories offer insights that will both move and
educate those working with ASD children, imbuing you the
reader with a perspective on ASD that is at once helpful,
genuine, and hopeful.

Susan Senator

Brookline, Massachusetts
April 2007



