
Autism Causes, 

Traits, & 

Definitions



From Rob Dial’s Mindset Mentor podcast, an excerpt of which was posted to 

Facebook on 11/11/2025: “In 1973 a Stanford psychologist, David Rosenhan, 

wanted to find out [if diagnostic labeling is an accurate practice in modern 

psychiatry]. And so, he designed an experiment and sent eight normal volunteers to 

twelve different psychiatric hospitals around the country and told them all one simple 

thing to say - that they heard a voice that said one word: “Empty.” That’s it. Nothing 

else. And the moment they walked in, they were told to act completely normal after 

that. And the wild part is that every single one of them was diagnosed as mentally ill. 

Seven were labeled as Schizophrenic, and one was labeled as [Bipolar]/manic-

depressive. Not one doctor figured out that they were faking it. Normal behaviors, like 

taking notes, were labeled as compulsive writing disorder; if they were being polite to 

people, they were labeled [as] exhibiting a pathological need to please. One of 

them flushed the toilet, and the staff called it ‘ritualistic behavior.’ The shortest stay 

was seven days. The longest stay was fifty-two days. On average, it was 19 days 

before they were let out [i.e., allowed to leave the facility]. And in that time, the eight 

people were prescribed 2,100 total antipsychotic drugs [Note: This statement is a little 

misleading, as that many different antipsychotics don’t actually exist; besides, eight 

people taking, say, three doses of three different antipsychotics per day – if you add it 

up over 19 days – comes to a total of 1,368 pills, or doses]. That’s how powerful a 
label can be. It distorts your reality … not just for doctors, but for everyone around 

you. You only see what you EXPECT to see. So, what’s the takeaway from this? 

Sometimes the real problem isn’t the patient, it’s the system. So, never let a label 

define who you are [ … or define another person]. Always question what you’re being 

told, especially if your intuition says something different.” 

Sadly, for decades, 
psychologists 
essentially taught 
parents to see their 
Autistic child as 
automatically having 
a low IQ when, in 
reality, a great many 
Autistic people are 
highly intelligent. 
What is your own view 
of your child, and 
where does that view 
come from?



What Should I Call You?

Person-First Language: “A person with Autism.”

Identity-First Language: “An Autistic person.”

For a great little article that will help you to figure 

out what kind of language to use, go to this link right 

here:

• https://www.autisticscholar.com/84-2/ 

https://www.autisticscholar.com/84-2/
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https://www.autisticscholar.com/84-2/
https://www.autisticscholar.com/84-2/


The four autism subtypes are (according to a study published in the journal, 

Nature Genetics):

(1)social and behavioral challenges, 

(2)mixed ASD with developmental delay, 

(3)moderate challenges, and 

(4)broadly affected.

While it's already known that autism is tied to genetics, this study "takes an approach that differs from 

classic gene discovery efforts by identifying robust autism subtypes that are linked to distinct types of 

genetic mutations and affected biological pathways," said a news release on the study. Each of the 

subtypes has certain characteristics associated with it.

Social and behavioral challenges: Children in this group have "more difficulty with social 

communication and restrictive and repetitive behaviors than other autistic children," as well as "more 

challenges with disruptive behavior, attention and anxiety," said Scientific American. Those in this 

subtype, however, "do not experience significant developmental delays."

https://theweek.com/health/unraveling-autism-rfk-jr
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41588-025-02224-z
https://www.princeton.edu/news/2025/07/09/major-autism-study-uncovers-biologically-distinct-subtypes-paving-way-precision#:~:text=The%20study%20defines%20four%20subtypes,different%20patterns%20of%20genetic%20variation.
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/four-new-autism-subtypes-link-genes-to-childrens-traits/


Mixed ASD with developmental delay: Those in this subtype tend to "reach developmental 

milestones, such as walking and talking, later than children without autism," said the release. They 

usually do not display disruptive behaviors or show signs of anxiety and depression. The term "mixed" 

refers to "differences within this group with respect to repetitive behaviors and social challenges."

Moderate challenges: This subtype tends to display "core autism-related behaviors but less strongly 

than those in the other groups," said the release. They "usually reach developmental milestones on a 

similar track to those without autism" and do not tend to have other psychiatric conditions in tandem 

with ASD.

Broadly affected: This category makes up the smallest proportion of the study participants and is 

characterized by "more severe and wide-ranging difficulties with social communication, restrictive and 

repetitive behaviors, and other core autistic traits, including developmental delays," said Scientific 

American. These children also tend to have co-occurring conditions like depression and anxiety.

While there's still variation within these groups, participants in each were "more similar to one 

another than they were to participants in other groups," said Scientific American. These 

findings are "powerful because the classes represent different clinical presentations and 

outcomes, and critically, we were able to connect them to distinct underlying biology," said 
Aviya Litman, the co-lead author of the study, in the release.



Opening Question:

Is Autism a:

• Behavioral Disorder?

• Neurobehavioral Disorder?

• Neurodevelopmental Difference?

By the end of this section, we’ll discover what the 

“right” answer is and why it represents the best 

lens through which to view ASD. 

“Neurodivergence isn’t a collection of 

deficits requiring correction. It’s a different 

way of experiencing and interacting with 

the world, often accompanied by 

remarkable strengths that remain invisible 

when viewed through deficit-focused 

lenses.”

Read pgs. 10-12 in this book for more about “The 

Hidden Gifts of AD/HD, Autism, and Sensory 
Processing Disorder.” 

See questions #1 - #3 on pgs. 17 

and 18 for some excellent 

introductory discussion 

questions.









: Includes everyone!

: Refers to people who fall towards the ends of the 
bell-shaped curve (e.g., those who are Autistic or 
have other developmental or acquired conditions)

“Neuro[divergent] people’s 

differences are  

characteristics, not defects” 

- 

“We’re all neuro-diverse, but only some 

are neuro-DIVERGENT” – Dr. Wenn 

Lawson

(“TBI” stands for Traumatic Brain 
Injury, which is acquired through 

accident or trauma and 

therefore is not something a 

person is born with).



Diagnosing always implies 

that you are identifying 

what is “wrong” with a 

person so that, with 

professional help, those 

things can be “fixed,” 

“cured,” or otherwise 

transformed so that the 

person no longer functions 

differently in the world but, 

instead, functions in a 

“more healthy” manner. 

Question: How many times 

is “healthy” serving as a 

euphemism for “normal.”



Racial Disparity:
According to Dr. Robert Naseef and Dr. Michael Hannon, the research 

clearly indicates that in our country there has persisted a chronic 

disparity between whites and blacks when it comes to identifying 

Autism, treating Autism, and providing access to resources for Autism. 

(On Instagram)





“Even though the name Autism 

Spectrum Disorder, or ASD, does do 

a really good job of getting across 

the idea that this is not a one-size-
fits-all condition, it's also not quite as 

simple as [the traditional] idea of a 

line going from less autistic to more 

autistic … [in fact] most experts in 

the field today are actually leaning 
towards thinking of this as more of a 

wheel. Each individual may have 

greater challenges in some areas than 

others. So, every autistic person's wheel 

is going to be pretty unique. And we 

used to hear autistic people described 

with terms like “low functioning” or “high 

functioning,” but that's not how experts 

look at this anymore. Autism is typically 

diagnosed in levels defined by how 

much support someone might need in 

their day-to-day life” in each area.



“Autism tends to show up really strongly in 

identical twins. A ton of research has been done 

since that confirms this, that if one twin is autistic, 

sometimes you see more than a 90% chance  that 

the other twin is autistic. And when you look at 

fraternal twins who don't share identical DNA, but 

they're born at the same time, that rate drops to 

one in three. And in normal siblings, it's like one in 

five. These are all way higher than the rate that 

you'd expect [for a] randomly [selected person].  

Which tells us there's definitely something going on 

with our genes – i.e., the call is coming from inside 

the house. So as genome sequencing has gotten 

cheaper and more advanced, scientists have so 

far been able to identify over a hundred genes 

where, when a mutation occurs in that gene, that 

person is more likely to have autism. You can study 

those variants in a population of kids, and you can 

see that all of the kids who have that variant or 

that gene have a set of common clinical features. 

You can clearly see the genetic factors are 

causal, and you can understand their role in brain 

development.”

“And scientists think they've only discovered about a 

quarter of the genes that cause autism. So, they 

think there's probably around 400 genes or so that 

are linked to autism in some real, causal way.”



“Every child born has about a hundred 

mutations that they did not inherit from 

mom or dad, that actually accumulate in 

the sperm or the egg. In fact, most of 

them accumulate in sperm. Because 

sperm are constantly dividing, those are 

the de novo mutations. We all have 

these. Each of us is born with these totally 

new random mutations in our DNA that 

our parents don't have. And most of the 

time they're invisible, right? They don't do 

anything. But you have to imagine every 

so often, if one of those mutations lands 

in a gene that's important, in say, fetal 

brain development, that could lead to 

that person developing autism, even if no 

one in their family has ever been 

diagnosed. Now, studies suggest that 

these spontaneous new mutations 

contribute to a really major chunk of 

autism cases. And remember, we 

haven't even found most of the genes 

that cause autism yet. So this is likely an 

underestimate.”

Genetic mutations do not operate epigenetically: 
Genetic mutations do not operate epigenetically like healthy genes.

Genetic mutations are permanent changes in the DNA sequence,
which can lead to changes in gene expression but do not involve epi-

genetic modifications. In contrast, epigenetic changes are reversible
and involve modifications such as DNA methylation, which can turn

genes on or off without altering the DNA sequence itself. Therefore,

while both processes affect gene expression, they do so in fundamen-

tally different ways. (HowStuffWorks+5)
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“Now before we get started, here's sort of the fine print terms 

and conditions of this info. We can't give you neat, exact 

numbers. Science doesn't work like a weather app. You don't 

get a clean 40% chance of rain, 20% chance of autism. There 

may be exact figures from individual studies, but we can't 

apply those numbers to everyone. It's impossible to say, ‘This 

factor will increase your risk by this percentage.’ And this is a 

big one: When we look for things in our environment that may 

influence or cause autism, the point is not to blame parents for 

something they did or didn't do during pregnancy, especially 

towards moms who still often get unfairly singled out. It's about 

understanding the interplay of complex, biological, and 

environmental factors interacting with genes” … IN OTHER 

WORDS:





“Different genes get turned up or down 

at different stages of development [Note: 

This phenomenon is studied within the 

field of Epigenetics]. So that means 

genetic changes that are linked to autism 

aren't always obvious right at birth. 

Imagine a scenario like this:  A baby 

might seem to develop really typically for 

the first year, but around 12 or 18 months 

old, they start losing skills. Maybe they 

stop saying mama or dada. Maybe they 

stop making eye contact, they regress. 
Families sometimes think, “Wait, if this is 

genetic, then I should have seen it right 
from birth, right?” But the gene was 

always there. It just didn't come into play 

[or get fully activated epigenetically] until 
this stage of development when its 

effects become visible. This [scenario] 

doesn't feel like what a genetic condition 

should look like, but it is a genetic cause.”

Can Autism Still Have a Genetic Cause Even When 

ASD Isn’t Obvious at Birth and Even When 

Regression in Functioning Doesn’t Become 

Noticeable Until Later On?





My wife and I were at a

fireworks show. We got

there early and were

chatting with four other

people we knew. I saw

an older couple and

their adult son getting

out of their car. The adult

son proceeded to walk

over, stand three feet

away from my friend,

and began to talk at him

very energetically about

something. It was difficult

to understand him, and

he didn’t stop until he

was done … which took

about 90 seconds. He

then stopped, turned,

and walked away.

From a video by Tom Galperin, founder of Galperin 

Autism Consulting LLC



Diagnostic Criteria for Autism Spectrum Disorder: 

• Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple contexts:

• Struggles with language and social communication – these are struggles that are not a choice, 

and do not represent rudeness or ill intent. 

• The connections in their brain that are around emotion and language and processing 

information don’t work as efficiently, which results in trouble processing social language and 

noticing social cues.

• Deficits in social-emotional reciprocity.

• Not seeming to be aware of what’s going on externally.

• Deficits in non-verbal communicative behaviors used for social interaction:

• Not picking up on facial expressions or body language

• The inability to notice non-verbal communication is one of the biggest things that lead to poor 

interactions or the escalation of interactions with police, first responders, doctors, etc.

• Deficits in developing, maintaining, and understanding relationships:

• It doesn’t mean that they don’t want social relationships or that they’re antisocial and/or 

don’t like people.

• They want friends, social connections, and want to be more successful in social interactions, 

it’s just harder for them.

• Restricted, repetitive and stereotyped patterns of behavior, interests, or activities:

• They are very rigid and repetitive  and want (need) things to be the same way all the time.

• They like and prefer (and need) stability and predictability – doing things in the same way 

in the same order. 

(Dr. Wes Dotson: 

this slide + next 3 

slides)



• They are very rigid and repetitive  and want (need) things to be the same way all the time.

• They like and prefer (and need) stability and predictability – doing things in the same way in 

the same order. 

• Fixed and very narrow interest(s); different kinds of rigidities (e.g., eating only one or 

a few kinds of food and/or food prepared in a particular manner)

• Stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, use of objects, or speech

• E.g., hand flapping, rocking back and forth, pacing

• Very repetitive and repeated pattern of movements are often a coping strategy – 
the more you see it, the more stressed they are.

• “Normal” kids act-out when the expectations of a situation exceed their level of 

skill mastery for confidently handling those expectations. With ASD kids, the level 

at which certain expectations will overwhelm and exceed their skill level tends 

to be much lower (from Dr. Ross Greene)

• Insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence to routines, ritualized patterns, or verbal/non-

verbal behavior

• Wants the routines to be followed – e.g., they might always sit at a preferred seat at 

the table and will get really upset if someone else is sitting there.

• Someone on the ASD spectrum might not want to interact with someone whose 

nametag is crooked, for example. This isn’t about routine, but about how orderliness 
lowers stress.

Diagnostic Criteria for Autism Spectrum Disorder: (Continued): 



• Highly restricted, fixated interests that are abnormal in intensity or focus.

• They have 1 or 2 things that are their special interests, the things that they are most 

interested in. The intensity of this/these interests make it very difficult for them to focus on 

something else … especially new things and/or things that are non-preferred.

• Can often be confused with Obsessive Compulsive Disorder.

• What distinguishes  ASD versus OCD is that OCD does not have the social impairment, 

language processing deficiency, and the rigidity in other areas of life.

• Those with ASD need a ritual for navigating every part of their life. Think of it like someone 

walking a narrow, 6”-wide mountain ridgeline with 5,000-foot cliffs to either side. The 

ritual represents the narrow 6” path in the ASD person’s life. Stepping off of that path 

can feel like a life or death decision to that person, resulting in what appears to others to 

be an unnecessary temper tantrum.

• One way to offset a difficulty with navigating social cues is to use routines and fixed 

patterns to handle social situations. 

• When they don’t have a routine, rule, or set pattern that they understand, they’re at 

a TOTAL LOSS for what to do, and just telling them what to do isn’t going to suddenly 

equip them with the skills to implement a new plan. 

• Hyper- or hypo-reactivity to sensory input, or unusual interest/intensity of interest in sensory aspects 

of the environment.

• Either over- or under-reactive to things in the environment in ways that are unusual:

• Sensitivity to the texture of the clothes they’re being asked to wear, to food textures, etc.

• Can’t concentrate if there are fluorescent lights turned on in the room because they can 

literally hear the oscillation of the electric current in the light (sensitive hearing).

Diagnostic Criteria for Autism Spectrum Disorder: (Continued): 



• Can’t concentrate if there are fluorescent lights turned on in the room because they can 

literally hear the oscillation of the electric current in the light (sensitive hearing).

• Overly sensitive to touch, so, when they’re not ready to be touched, they might exhibit a 

disproportionate (in our eyes) defensive reaction against unexpected contact with another 

person  or an object. The person can be a family member who feels offended because, 

well, the child “should” feel comfortable being touched by now; but the issue isn’t that the 

child is rejecting them or is communicating a lack of love or warm feelings, it’s the 

unexpected touching itself that’s the problem … it’s a sensory issue. Imagine having an 

open burn on your arm at all times and then occasionally people you’re close to 

want/need to touch that area of your body. Will you ever feel “ready” for your burn to be 

touched?

• Listen to music at a really loud level that non-ASD people find overwhelming. 

• All of these characteristics look different for every person with ASD.

• Some people with ASD may be verbal and they can go to college and get married and have a 

job – you see absolutely nothing in their external presentation that suggests they have Autism.

• I have a close friend of 30+ years who turned 63 and only discovered 3 years ago that he 

has ASD. He owns his own company with five employees and is quite the salesman. I 

remember thinking years ago that he was awfully pushy about things, but now I understand 

that’s because he was unaware of how his salesman role was causing discomfort in others 

outside of work … he was unable to notice how his pushiness was causing others to want to 

disconnect from conversations with him, etc. 

• Other folks with ASD might be more impacted. Their sensory sensitivities might require constant 

attention and accommodation. They also might be non-verbal, with other intense symptoms. 

Diagnostic Criteria for Autism Spectrum Disorder: (Continued): 



“We have to appraise whether exhibiting symptoms that you’re seeing are 

related to Autism or a co-occurring mental health diagnosis or even if it has 

nothing to do with mental health at all here. [It’s possible that] this is purely 

Autism that a person is taken over with. That’s who they are, and [therefore 

that’s why] they’re not connecting to the bigger picture” that neurotypical 

people do connect with. “And then we have to evaluate the interplay 

between Autism and poor mental health and the clinical implications” of 

these intersections and interplays.

• Bipolar      Learning disabilities

• Depression    Sensory Processing Disorder

• Panic Attacks   Unhealthy personality traits  

• PTSD

• Psychosis

• Other mental health 

        conditions

Autism’s Intersections With Other Mental Health Conditions



Individuals with ASD are usually either:

•  Sensory-avoiding,

•  Sensory-seeking/craving … or a little bit of both!

Giving ASD children some control is crucial. Dr. Varleisha Gibbs notes: “I tell 

parents and teachers that one of the main things I find with children [in 

general] is that they want to know what the expectations are, they want to 

have control over things. [It triggers them] when a situation is unknown, they 

don’t know who’s going to enter the room, which sounds are going to be 

[experienced] there, etc. We need to expose them before we put them into 

that new environment, either through video, visiting, [or at least making sure 

we discuss the details with them ahead of time]. Dr. Temple Grandin notes 

that cattle freak out the worst when (1) they haven’t been previously 

exposed to much, and (2) they’re being taken someplace entirely new. 

Question: When was the last time you worried about which sounds you’ll be 

experiencing in a new environment you’re going to be visiting soon?



Autistic Catatonia:

• Is often misinterpreted by parents and teachers as being a sign of an “oppositional” or “defiant” 

attitude, or as being a “behavioral” problem to be fixed when, in reality, the ASD person has shut 

down due to a preceding experience of feeling overwhelmed or overloaded. It’s like when too 

much electricity is sent through a circuit, causing the breaker to flip to the “Off” position. 

Catatonia can be seen in how an ASD person becomes completely frozen in place, or, it can be 

seen in how they might be perseverating and are unable to break their attention away from 

what it is that they are perseverating on. 

• What helps ASD individuals experiencing Catatonia is/are the following: 

• Patience and kindness, emotional support and understanding, empathy

• Gentle verbal prompts – one at a time, followed by adequate periods of silence so that 

the ASD person does not begin to experience additional auditory overload.

• Clear and concrete visual prompts – e.g., First, Then, Next, Last cards.

• Removal of excessive stimuli and/or gently escorting the ASD individual to a much more 

stimulus-free environment.

• A therapy dog.

• Introduction of an already-known self-soothing item. 

• Other things as well: __________________________________________________________________

From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly Clairy 

O.T. (autistic adult) and her husband, William Miller. 









From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly 

Clairy O.T. (autistic adult) and her husband, William Miller. 

“I can fluctuate between a 1 and a 3 within the same day, sometimes!” … and yet, the APA 

wants us to be believe that a person with Autism can be described by one “level”-number all the 

time. 

This is extremely 

important for 

parents to be 

aware of when 

advocating for 

and seeking 

services for their 

child. In one 

situation/environm

ent they might 

need very little 

support, while in 

new and 

challenging 

environments the 

opposite is true. 





From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly Clairy O.T. (autistic 
adult) and her husband, William Miller. 

Think of Autistic Catatonia like this: I have a laptop computer with only 16 GB of RAM, so, when I have a lot of 

applications open, that puts a lot of demand on the RAM-memory, even maxing it out which, in turn, causes my 

computer to run more slowly, freeze, glitch, or otherwise operate in a stilted and choppy manner. 

For Kim, these symptoms 

started in her 20s and 

continue to this day, 

“Sometimes lasting for ten or 

fifteen minutes, but at other 

times the catatonia can last 

for an hour! I end up 

needing William [husband] 

to come and cue me to get 

me to move.” William noted 

that Kim can even get stuck 

on a word, like “Saying ‘no’ 

over and over and over 

again without stopping.”  



Girls tend to get diagnosed with ASD later than boys, because:

• Girls are generally better at mimicking the acceptable social behaviors of others in their 

environment – i.e., they’re better at becoming a social chameleon while masking their 

struggles.

• The “bad behavior” of girls tends to be responded to with a little bit more tolerance than 

that of boys. 

Do NOT assume this, though, even if 

they’re non-verbal!!!

do



WHAT ASD IS NOT:

Not a 
behavioral 

disorder

Not a mental 
illness

Not rooted in 
defiance

Not an 
indication of a 

child being bad 
or defective

Not an 
indication of a 
child having 

poor character

Not a disease
Not a condition 
to be ashamed 

of

Not a 
personality 

disorder

From a video by Tom Galperin, founder of Galperin Autism Consulting LLC 

(this slide and the next slide)  



NOTEWORTHY 

POINTS ABOUT 

ASD:

Eye Contact: If you look across a room and see a stranger staring at you, will you or will you not 

feel threatened? Well, imagine having Autism with sensory sensitivities and an overwhelmed 

nervous system, and an unknown adult or mere acquaintance adult is trying to force you to 

make eye contact with them! Even adults who are deeply romantically involved will struggle to 

maintain eye contact for more than a few seconds without starting to feel uncomfortable! 



Notice the word “Differences” in the title?: This is a change from 

“Disorder” from the 2nd Edition. The reason is that these sensory 

challenges lie on a continuum. Mild processing challenges may be 
labeled as “challenges” or “differences,” while severe challenges 

may be viewed more through the lens of a “Disorder.” Some other 

appropriate “D” words, depending on symptom severity, are: 

Dysfunction, Delays, Deficits, Disabilities, Difficulties, Dimensions, 

and Diversity. 

SPD: Notice Any Similarities with ASD?
It is important to note that sensory 

challenges are often part of the ASD 

landscape. A few minutes ago, we looked 

at one of the criteria for ASD, which is:

Hyper- or hypo-reactivity to sensory input. 

We will also look later at Success Stories, 

one of which is Carly Fleishmann. Carly 

notes in her book that her legs would feel 

like they’re on fire and it would often feel 

like bugs were crawling up her arms, two 

very intense sensory experiences that 

would fall partly into category 1.A. on the 

SPD chart to the left … unless these 

sensation are not an overreaction to an 

external stimuli. When we see that ASD also 

has a criteria of Stereotyped or repetitive 

motor movements, use of objects, or 

speech, we begin to understand that odd 

and/or repetitive movements in ASD 

people might very well be directly 

connected to pain or irritation associated 

with sensory over-responsivity.  



https://sensoryhealth.org/sites/default/files/publications/10SensoryProcessingInChildren.pdf



Due to being in chronic states of 

poor Vagal tone and dysregulation, 

ASD individuals tend to have middle 

ear muscles that are not functioning 

as robustly as in non-ASD individuals. 

This poor functioning creates middle 

ear conditions that result in the two 

states mentioned above. 



From https://thespiralfoundation.org – from their, 

A Guide to Sensory Integration for 

Adolescents and Young Adults: 

Emile Gouws PhD (special education teacher 

with ASD):

“Sensory overstimulation, especially in

unfamiliar environments, was one of the big

reasons why I remained non-verbal until

almost age 15.”

To this day, even as a PhD in the field, Emile 

becomes impaired – through stuttering – 

when he finds himself to be in a new and 

unfamiliar environment.

 And let’s remember that, for everyone, 

heightened and/or chronic anxiety greatly 

impacts a person’s working memory, since 

adrenaline and cortisol block both learning 

and memory recall.

“Basically, having ASD and/or SPD makes

it very hard to take-in two or more sensory

stimuli and still produce an adaptable,

[regulated], and meaningful response.” – Dr.

Varleisha Gibbs

https://thespiralfoundation.org/


Think about this parable when reading the orange text in 

the next slide (“Answer to the Opening Question”) where 

Sean Inderbitzen PhD is operating on the belief that ASD is a 

“disorder,” but not of the brain, rather, it’s “a disorder of 

[feeling like one is under] a constant state of threat”: 



Answer to the Opening Question:

Is Autism a:

• Behavioral disorder?

• Neurobehavioral disorder?

• Neurodevelopmental difference?

• Condition rooted in HRV differences?

The “right” answer is:

• It’s a Neurodevelopmental Difference
  And yet, clinicians adhering to the DSM 5 will refer to it accordingly, as a 

  Neurodevelopmental Disorder. This difference in perspective can create some tension 
  between clinicians, who are trained to treat deficits - with a goal of trying to make ASD 

  youth as “normal” as possible - and parents, who may be fighting to get help that works 

  with their child’s strengths instead.   

• It’s a sensory-motor-processing challenge 
From “Spellers – The Movie” (a documentary on Autism – see later slides).
Yes, there are social deficits involved, but that’s not what ASD is. 

“ASD is not a behavior-problem issue, it’s 

a way of being that is neurologically 
based, just like each person’s way of 

being is.” – Emile Gouws PhD … 

and yet, Sean Inderbitzen PhD, who’s 

also on the Spectrum, believes that ASD 

is a condition that is explainable by 

differences in HRV (Heart Rate 
Variability)! Logically, then, we should 

put both of these truths together vs. 

viewing ASD  through an either-or lens .



From: Greg Handleton MA, LPCC-S, TRCC

The logical problem with the “HRV-only” model of Autism is that – if this model 

be true - when the ASD person is feeling perfectly safe and calm, then all ASD 

symptoms (e.g., low eye contact, repetitive and stereotypical behaviors, 

hyper-focus on a limited range of interests, trouble perceiving and 

understanding body language and other social cues, sensory sensitivities, 

difficulties with expressive and/or receptive language, etc.) should all go 

away … but for many ASD people, they don’t. Just because Sean Inderbitzen 

feels, at the age of 31, that he is not as diagnosable with ASD as he was 

when he Was 18 – reportedly because he’s now in a much calmer state 

(feeling more secure) – that might not mean that his underlying neurology 

has actually changed. It could simply mean that he has developed new 

neural pathways around coping, pathways that he’s able to consciously 

access so quickly that it feels to him as though his ASD neur-

ology has changed. But, in his defense!: See the story of Barry

Kaufman’s son with severe ASD who, at age 5, had an IQ of

29 but who has been symptom-free for decades now!



But! … some say that Autism is not genetic in origin and that, 

instead, it’s rooted in something called: 

Cell Danger Response: 
• The activation of this cellular response would indicate that 

Autism is a metabolic reaction of shutdown triggered by toxins 

(including heavy metals stored in the brain), infections/illness, 

or chronic stress. 

We’ll look at this in a later section entitled, Can Autism be Cured, 

Healed, or be Made Less Severe? The next slide will list potential 
“causes,” and then we’ll explore everything we need to know 

about Autism from a traditional medical and treatment 

perspective.   



Possible Causes of Autism (old and new):

• Genetic mutation/problem with encoding or copying

• Pharmaceuticals of different kinds, especially pre-natal

• Air and/or water pollution

• Gut microbiome problems/deficiencies

• Pre-term birth/premie

• The “Refrigerator Mom” – poor/low/absent attachment 

  from the mother

• Pesticides

• Infection/high fever

• Age of parent(s) – older

Newer potential causes:
• Genetically modified foods

• Vaccines (including ingredients of animal DNA, heavy metals, 

formaldehyde, etc.) – possible allergy-type reactions that never go away



“Autistic people are not 

‘Dis-abled,’ they are 

‘Differently-abled.”
Dr. Temple Grandin

(an adult on the Spectrum) 

Basically, if you’ve met one person with Autism, 

you’ve met only one person with Autism. No two 

people with Autism are exactly alike.



“Also, autism is often 
talked about like it's this 

one single thing, but we 

should really be thinking 

about it more the way we 

think about cancer. Now, 

the key difference is that 

cancer is a disease that 

we try to cure. While 

autism is not an illness, it's 

a form of human diversity, 
but like cancer, autism is 
not one condition. It's a 

whole family of complex 

conditions with different 
causes and presentations, 

and they're shaped by [a 
huge] … mix of genetic 

and environmental 

factors.”



“A lot of studies correlate IQ score [with] executive function. Barkley and others 

demonstrate [that] that’s not the case; [these two things are] not really correlated. I have 
this kid with Autism that I see who can build a car engine. He is seven. He can put together 

a car engine but he can’t regulate his fists.” We must STOP making these kinds of 

assumptions based solely on IQ. “If [they] had just assumed that because he [struggled] 
with schoolwork that [that alone] is predictive of his [low level of academic] ability, that 

would [have been] a very poor assumption … if [they had followed] the traditional model 

in Education that IQ predicts executive functioning skills, [they would have] been wrong 
and this kid probably would never have reentered public school.” 

IQ



Some parents and some 

professionals in the Autism field find 

it particularly difficult to embrace 

these new/different kinds of 

PERSPECTIVES about Autism. Why 

might that be?





From a Webinar by Dr. Wes Dotson entitled, What Criminal Justice 

Professionals Need to Understand About ASD (provided through 

Justice Clearinghouse):



Suggestion: Watch the 1990s/early 2000s show, Monk. Adrian Monk 

was likely a child with moderate-to-severe Autism. Then he became 

a Detective. But when his wife was murdered and he was unable to 

solve the crime, Adrian’s chronic grief only fueled his anxiety, 

multiple phobias, resistance to change, etc. The acting is superb!



From a Webinar by Dr. Wes Dotson entitled, What Criminal Justice 

Professionals Need to Understand About ASD (provided through 

Justice Clearinghouse):



From a Webinar by Dr. Wes Dotson entitled, What Criminal Justice 

Professionals Need to Understand About ASD (provided through 

Justice Clearinghouse):

ASD folks tend to be 

very, very literal in their 

thinking: e.g., “a couple” 

means 2; “some” is 4, 

and “a few” is 3! So, if 

you say, “We’ll be gone 

a couple of hours” 

knowing you could be 

gone for up to four 

hours, the ASD person 

will get upset after 121 

minutes has elapsed!



From a Webinar by Dr. Wes Dotson entitled, What Criminal Justice 

Professionals Need to Understand About ASD (provided through 

Justice Clearinghouse):



From a Webinar by Dr. Wes Dotson entitled, What Criminal Justice 

Professionals Need to Understand About ASD (provided through 

Justice Clearinghouse):



From a Webinar by Dr. Wes Dotson entitled, What Criminal Justice 

Professionals Need to Understand About ASD (provided through 

Justice Clearinghouse):



From a Webinar by Dr. Wes Dotson entitled, What Criminal Justice Professionals 

Need to Understand About ASD (provided through Justice Clearinghouse):

Dr. Stephen Shore (ASD):

Even in college, when he was doing SOOO much 

better, he still didn’t “get” social inuendo. One time a 

girl told him she liked back rubs, but he failed to grasp 

that she was using inuendo to say she wanted to 

have sex with him. So, he threw himself into reading 

books about non-verbal and nuanced verbal 

communication (including Dating for Dummies). 

 In graduate school, he started spending time with 

a new female friend, then at a beach she gave him a 

hug and a kiss and held his hand. THIS TIME he finally 

understood she was indicating that she wanted to be 

his girlfriend, AND he understood that he needed to:

• Give her a yes, no, or “I need more time”  answer 

right away.

They’ve now been married for 33 years!

 College was a utopia, too, because he was able 

to meet others who shared the same quirky interests. 

Now he’s a university professor in Special Education. 

He spends lots of time diving deep with others into 

quirky topics that only a few others care about. 





Per Dr. Porges, all of these 

“symptoms” of ASD are 

actually symptoms of an 

Autonomic Nervous System 

that is in a constant state of 
defense and self-preservation 

due to sensory overload as 

well as interoceptive signals 

from within … creating a 

negative feedback loop that 

is difficult for the ASD 

individual to break out of on 
their own. 

Polyvagal Theory research is showing that many of 

the features of Autism are NOT hard-wired, 

but instead are the result of a nervous system that is 

acting as if it is under a constant state of threat. 

Imagine, then, that your Autistic 12 year-old has a 

nervous system that is acting very much like the 

nervous system of a person who has been a 

prisoner-of-war detainee for 12 years. 





Evolutionary Stages 

Timeline:



inappropriately

In other words, ASD individuals tend to have faulty 

neuroception – i.e., they tend to excessively label 

stimuli as being dangerous or representing danger, 

thereby throwing them chronically into cascades of 

neurological and physiological reactions that 

negatively impact their social lives and ability to 

connect with others. They react to others as if others 

are hungry lions when, in reality, they’re no threat. 



From: Dr. Stephen Shore (an 

individual with ASD):

“ASD people perceive their 

environment differently. This is 

why you might see an ASD 

child playing only with the 

wheels of a toy car instead of 

playing with the car as a car. 

Are there situations where it’s 

advantageous to be super-

focused on details? – Yes, of 

course. A ‘normal’ person 

might have a deficit in detail-

oriented thinking! So, this 

justifies a systems-wide 

switching over to an abilities-

based lens through which to 

view ASD,” AD/HD, Asperger’s, 

and other developmental 

challenges.

This statement is 

true about every 

human being, 

both neurotypical 

and 

neurodivergent:

“Every strength 

can become a 

weakness, and 

every weakness 

can become a 

strength … 

depending on 

the situation.”





Thought-Starter:

Think of someone with chronic, severe back pain. This person is suffering. Their suffering causes them to 

have to constantly focus on their suffering, and it causes them to have to expend a great deal of 

time, thought, and energy on just coping with it … i.e., on just “treading water” emotionally, so to speak. 

They’re in survival mode. Being in Survival Mode means they do not have the energy to spend for 

deeper and more complex kinds of learning or memory recall. They also do not have the energy to be 

able to learn or care much about other people’s wants, needs, agendas, feelings, or perspectives.

Survival Mode: 

• Now think of a person on the Autism Spectrum. If they are constantly overwhelmed with sensory input 

that is painful to them and which they can’t just ignore or filter-out, then this experience really isn’t 

much different than the person with chronic, severe back pain. An ASD person in Survival Mode is 

only able to focus on themselves and does not have the energy to be able to learn or care much 

about other people’s wants, needs, agendas, feelings, or perspectives. 

Even an Autistic person who does not struggle with painful sensory challenges is most likely experiencing 

the chronic emotional pain of social situations and expectations that exceed their stress threshold on a 

continual basis. 

Question: Which kind of pain – physical or emotional – is more painful and difficult to deal with?



Non-ASD people experience sensory overload at times, too, especially when 

exhausted and/or sick. 
When you have the Flu, isn’t it true that a normal levels of light or sound that normally don’t bother you at 

all make you feel like you just want to crawl into the back of a cave to escape the sensory overload that 

now has become so irritating? Well, for a majority of ASD people, sensory overload is a chronic and 

unending experience.

In addition, ASD people tend to be very black-and-white thinkers, very concrete. They tend to think in 

literal terms and have great difficulty with idioms, colloquialisms, figures of speech, and nuances of 

language:

• When Dr. Stephen Shore was in elementary school, they announced over the intercom that the 

Principal had “lost” his mother, so, Stephen thought he should volunteer to help find her.

• At age 10, when learning to “drop the ‘e’” when adding an “ing” ending, he felt very concerned that 

the “e” would get hurt or broken from being dropped.

• At this age, too, a friend said, “I feel like a pizza,” so, Stephen proceeded to argue with him, saying that 

his friend doesn’t look like a pizza and can’t possibly feel like one, either.

• If you say to an ASD person, “I’ll get to your question in a minute,” they are likely to start counting-out 60 

seconds and then will ask the question again right at the 60th second whether you’re in the middle of 

speaking to someone else or doing something else or not. 

Because of literal thinking, an ASD child might come across as being flippant, rude, disrespectful, 

apathetic, etc., when in reality they are confused by the words and are probably also being blunt about 

their confusion because (1) they don’t know how to handle their confusion in socially acceptable ways, 

and (2) they want their confusion to be resolved as quickly as possible … just like we all do.



From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly Clairy O.T. (autistic 
adult) and her husband, William Miller. 





How many senses do we have? – the standard answer is “five” – 

but there are more. And if there are more, then there are more ways that ASD individuals 

with sensory sensitivities and processing issues can feel confused, overwhelmed, and befuddled:

1) Vision

2) Auditory (hearing)

3) Touch

4) Smell (olfactory)

5) Taste (gustatory)

     -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -

6) Proprioception: knowing where your body is in space

7) Vestibular: balance and movement
8) Thermoreception: temperature

9) Nocioreception: pain

10) Prurretic: itchiness

11) Interoception: internal sensations

… it is speculated that the number of different senses might number in the 20s!

From a lecture entitled, Dissecting the Brain-
Gut Connection to Address Sensorimotor 
Concerns for Children with Autism, by Dr. 
Varleisha Gibbs PhD, OTD, OTR/L, ASDCS



Kim Clairy MS, OT

From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly Clairy O.T. (autistic 
adult) and her husband, William Miller (this slide and the next slide)



Sensory Blindness: (Some research shows that ASD kids don’t hear voices as being noteworthy!): 

Anxiety and sensory overload can create what Emile Gouws PhD calls, “Sensory Blindness” or the inability to 

notice and process certain sensory input. As a toddler, Emile experienced the “Flight” part of the 

Sympathetic Nervous System’s Flock/Fight/Flight/Freeze/Fawn response and therefore didn’t/couldn’t pay 

attention to visual and/or auditory data. This “Sensory Blindness” also affected his working memory, as 

evidenced by how he couldn’t remember people’s faces in connection with their names, nor was he able 

to retain information being taught later in his early elementary years. Note: Anyone experiencing a trauma 

of any kind will naturally struggle with working memory to one degree or another as adrenaline and cortisol 

are the stress hormones that move a person from being in a learning and information-retention mode into a 

survival and self-protection mode. When ASD people are experiencing chronically high levels of anxiety 

and stress related to:  

• Sensory overload, 

• Emotional abuse by others who are mishandling their symptoms (whether that be family members, peers, 

school personnel, doctors, or other adults),

• Not having age-appropriate coping- and problem-solving skills, 

• Not being able to feel understood due to a lack of adequate verbal communication, and 

• Constantly being expected to replace their preferred routines with “normal” behaviors, etc. …

 

… all of these factors combine to create a perfect storm of frustration, resulting in:

• Emotional dysregulation

• Fear about facing the same stressors again, which only reinforces their resistance and desire to withdraw.



“So, the smell of bacon is like a fire in my nose. When I smell bacon, I 

want to take my clothes off and run away. It hurts. It's painful. The 

smell clings to my clothes and then I'm in pain all day. I am very 

sensitive to sound, too. I can hear a blender, and just take off 

bolting, running away. Sensory [help] is huge because 

[overstimulation] affects [emotional] regulation, and the person 

needs to be regulated and feel safe in their body before you can do 

anything else. Imagine being a child growing up in school and the 

words on the black board are doing the shimmy shake on you; it's 

hard for you to understand why you're having difficulty and no one 

else is. But for me, that's normal. There's this component, too, where 

my senses can get crisscrossed and affect each other. I didn't 

discover this until I was 30? - 31?” [She then describes how she 

visually saw people as blurry/mushy color blobs until the following 

experience happened]: “So, William and I were at an airport, and I 

had noise cancellation headphones with me, but I never used them 

in public. But, I was about to melt down, so, I turned to William, threw 

my bags at him, took out my headphones, put them on, then I 

said, ‘Oh my gosh! I can see! I can see details! I can see 

faces.’ Yeah, that's the difference. I didn't realize how huge of a 

difference [regulating my auditory input would make in allowing my 

visual cortex to function properly].” – Kimberly Clairy OT



From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly Clairy O.T. (autistic 
adult) and her husband, William Miller. 



From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly Clairy O.T. (autistic adult) and her husband, William Miller. 

“I was doing a class for young adults on emotions, on interoception, which is your body's internal [sensations]. I asked a 
young lady, ‘Have you ever felt sad?’ And she said ‘Yes, when my grandfather died.’ Then I asked her for another 

time. ‘Yes, when my dog died.’ And I asked her for another time. ‘When my goldfish died.’ And so she was connecting 

the word ‘sad’ [only] to somebody dying and not to other situations. It was sad when somebody died, [but she was just 

parroting the word ‘sad’ without feeling it. Sad] wasn't the actual experience that she felt in her body, which is so 

important for people with Autism to learn. We need to learn what those body experiences are and how to connect 

them with emotion words, and [then we need to learn] how to express them.” In that class, then, Kim had to give 
examples to the girl, like, you can also be sad when you lose your job. Giving those examples for them to begin to 

understand and make those connections is invaluable. 

Interoception: This word is a label 

for all of the ways in which a person 

experiences internal feelings and 

sensations:

• The skin on my face and on left 

side of my neck feel sensitive - am 

I getting sick?

• My stomach’s rumbling - am I 

hungry? Do I have to go to the 

bathroom?

• My body feels heavy - am I sad?

• I just feel “not right”? – a little 

disoriented.

• My left hand has fallen asleep.



This boy described his drawing of his own brain 
to Dr. Prizant. Notice that there’s an eye all the 

way to the left, an eye all the way to the right, and 

everything about himself is located in between! 

• The “Smart” part of his brain that helps him to 

come up with smart answers in school.

• The “Crazy” part is the place from which his out-

of-control behavior is generated.

• The “Storage File” is the part where he is able to 

store information (probably a lot of it is visual).

• The “Movie Theatre” part is where he keeps all 

the information about movies he has MEMORIZED 

= visual memory related to things he’s interested 

in is his super-power!

• The “Genius” part of his brain wasn’t explained. 

Just know that HE HIMSELF identifies something 

about himself as existing at a “genius”-level. It’s 

the adults’ job to try to learn more about that in 

warm, affirming, and supportive manner.

• The “Spinal Cramp” area was simply Christian’s 

way of trying to explain that sometimes 

information is trying to come into his brain in a 

good way, but it gets blocked somehow. 

I wonder how your child 
would draw their own 
brain, and what kinds of 
wonderful conversations 
(even if very brief!) such 
a drawing might lead to!



https://www.Kelly-Mahler.com 





For all human beings, emotions are like smoke alarms. Either your emotion is 

accurately responding to a real threat or other stimulus, or, it is a false alarm that 

is inaccurately responding to an imagined threat or other stimulus. Let’s look at 

some examples in the life of the typical teenager vs. a teenager with ASD:

Situation (non-ASD) Emotion(s) = Alarms Analysis

A kid at school threatens to beat 
me up right after school

Fear, anxiety about being physically 
harmed or even killed 

I can use my fear and anxiety to 
come up with a viable safety plan 

Mom said no about buying me a 
$200 pair of Nike Air Jordans

Anger, frustration, anxiety about 
feeling rejected by my peer group 

I need to realize my feelings are 
lying to me about a perceived 
danger that isn’t real

Situation (ASD) Emotion(s) = Alarms ASD Interference Analysis

A kid at school threatens to 
beat me up right after school

Fear, anxiety about being 
physically harmed or even killed 

I feel this threat like fire shooting 
down my legs. I perseverate on 
this sensation, preventing me 
from thinking clearly at all

I need help from a trusted adult 
to protect me and help me to 
safety plan with them vs. 
shutting down, acting-out, etc.

Mom said no about buying me 
a $200 pair of Nike Air Jordans

Anger, frustration, anxiety about 
feeling rejected by my peer 
group 

I don’t understand, socially, that 
my online friends aren’t real 
friends or that they won’t see 
my feet

I need lots of help with under-
standing friendships, relation-
ships, and the nuances of 
acceptance and rejection

Now, let’s look at similar situations being experienced by an ASD adolescent: 

(Think about how powerful our own emotions can be as non-ASD adults – i.e., 
the power of what we feel on the inside, both emotionally and physically. 
Magnify this power for teens, and 10x magnify its power for ASD adolescents!)



From a Webinar by Dr. Wes Dotson entitled, What Criminal Justice Professionals 

Need to Understand About ASD (provided through Justice Clearinghouse):

From The Out of Sync Child (book): Sensory 

Processing Disorder (SPD) can be mistaken for:

• AD/HD

• Learning Disability

• Emotional Disturbance

I would also add to the above list:

• Schizophrenia or Schizoaffective Disorder

• Bipolar Disorder

• Intermittent Explosive Disorder

• Disruptive Mood Dysregulation Disorder (DMDD)

It’s only logical, then, that we also conclude that 

ASD kiddos can also be easily misdiagnosed, as 

well, and for similar reasons: Odd behaviors, 

dysregulated and inappropriate emotional 

reactions, and the false assumption that a child 

reacting to internal stimuli must mean that those 

stimuli are of a psychotic nature (vs. irritating 

sensations associated with poor sensory 

integration and processing).



Kimberly Clairy OT: These 

are her official DSM 5 

diagnoses:

Thinks in pictures

Becomes easily  

overstimulated due to 

sensory sensitivities & 

trauma

Starts to lose her ability to 

keep the thought-pictures 

in her head intact

Loses her ability to share 

the content of her 

visually-oriented thoughts 

in a verbal manner

-  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  

Incorrectly diagnosed 

with Conduct Disorder as 

a child

From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With 

Autism, by Kimberly Clairy O.T. (autistic adult) and her 

husband, William Miller: 



From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly Clairy O.T. (autistic 
adult) and her husband, William Miller. 

Consider how difficult 
communication can be 

between non-ASD 

children and/or adults:

• Making assumptions

• Unspoken expectations

• Not asking the right 

question(s)

• Giving of incomplete 

information

• Contradictory non-

verbal body language

• Black and White 

thinking/ jumping to 

extremes

• Intense emotion

• Jumping to conclusions

• Going to extremes

• Etc.

• … now, consider how 

all of these impact ASD 

individuals in addition 

to their natural barriers.





Echolalia should NOT be seen as being 

“pathological,” but instead: 

From Dr. Prizant’s doctoral dissertation: 

“The people who were writing about language and 

autism for the most part at this time [back in the 1960s and 

into the 1970s] were behavioral psychologists ... [people] 

who didn't know a thing about language development in 

children. So [to them], if language looked different, it was 

called pathological, psychotic speech, or meaningless 

parroting. [They presumed that] we need to extinguish the 

echolalia ... and this coming, [again] from people who 

knew squat about language development and two or 

three decades of language development research." Dr. 

Prizant came to realize that "People were [applying] a 

'deficit checklist’ [framework] not only to language, but 

then we extended it to autism in general."

Notice how a “Deficit Checklist” mentality that began in the early days of 

psychoanalysis (Sigmund Freud, et al.) still carries over and continues to have a 

negative impact on people’s lives today! If you ever read the Gary Paulson book, 
Hatchet, you’ll recall that early in the boy’s flight in a 2-seater plane over the 

Canadian wilderness the pilot has a fatal heart attack, during which his foot barely 

bumps one of the steering pedals, sending the plane slightly off course. But after a 

few hundred miles - the boy flying the plane until the gas would run out - the plane 

ends up being hundreds of miles off course! It only takes one little bump to send an 
entire field of study – or a life - off in the wrong direction!    (Greg Handleton MA, LPCC-S, TRCC)



“It’s not about what’s wrong with you, but about what happened 
to you” –

Eleanor Longden 
(abuse survivor and founder of the Hearing Voices Network, 2012)

When trying to invite an 

Autistic person to learn a 

new skill, remember to 

remind them that the 

reason for the training is 

NOT because you’re 

trying to “fix” something 

that’s wrong with them, 

rather, it’s about 

believing in them enough 

to work with them to help 

them to overcome the 

negative impacts of 

things that have 

happened to them.



From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly Clairy O.T. (autistic 
adult) and her husband, William Miller (this slide and the next three):

From: Kimberly Clairy MS, OT – an Autistic adult: 



Sudden Changes in Routine: 
William: Changes in routine can create a real problem for the individual with autism. Early on in our 

relationship, Kim and I had a routine every certain day of the week. I would come home with tacos from 

work and then we would have date night. One time me and the guys at work had gotten tacos for lunch 

and so I didn't want tacos again for dinner. So, I got a salad for myself. Then, I went to the same 

restaurant, got some tacos for Kim, went home, and then, when Kim looked in the bag … 

Kim: I got very upset. I thought that now we can't have date night because there's only one set of tacos. 

I'm supposed to have tacos and you’re supposed to have tacos. This went on for 45 minutes. Finally, I said 

we can't have date night because there's only one set of tacos. William realized I was thinking that that 

change of only having one set of tacos and him having a salad meant that we weren't having date night.

William: So, I validated her feelings, and then I gently and very calmly explained to Kim that I already had 

tacos earlier, and so I didn't want tacos for dinner as well. I explained that we're still going to eat, and 

we're still going to have date night; there's just this one small part about our routine that has changed. 

And so, this is something important to remember. If one small part of the routine is going to change, the 

neurotypical person needs to give that individual with Autism a heads-up to let them know in advance. 

That way they don't have to be triggered by an unexpected change that really was fully avoidable; that 

way they've got time to mentally and emotionally prepare for that change.

Reality Check: In some households, especially with ASD children, I think that some parents purposefully 

neglect to inform their child of a known, upcoming change in routine. Why?: Not because they’re 

wanting to hurt their child, but simply because they so desperately want their child to “learn” to accept 

changes on the fly. Good News: They can learn, but it just has to be handled differently. For parents who 

need to feel powerful and “in control,” ask yourself, “Is it worth it?” The fact is, surprising an ASD person 

with change or with new information will almost always backfire and cause things to spiral out of control. 

From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly Clairy O.T. 

(autistic adult) and her husband, William Miller (this slide and the next three):



Kimberly Clairy MS, OT: When driving off after their wedding, 

Kim’s husband William asked, “Was this the best day ever?” to 

which she replied, “No.” So, she admits she then “had to do some 

damage control because I could see that I’d just hurt his feelings.” 

She saved the conversation by explaining that it wasn’t the best 

day only because she had to sit still for a long period of time while 

her hair was being done, etc.!

Notice how Kim’s explanation 

highlights how, in her own 

unique experience of Autism, 

it’s the sensory challenges she 

deals with that dominate her 

thinking. 

From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, 

But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly Clairy 

O.T. (autistic adult) and her husband, 

William Miller (this slide and the next three):



Perseveration: The problem of getting stuck on a task – i.e., hyper-focusing on something, doing it 

over and over again, and not being able to get out of that pattern on one’s own:

Some people with ASD struggle with perseveration, either sometimes, often, or frequently, depending on 

the person. Here’s what Kim Clairy, an adult Occupational Therapist with ASD, has to say about how she 

and her husband William handle her perseveration in their marriage: 

Kim: “I can do a behavior or activity over and over and over. Sometimes it's because I like it, sometimes 

it's because I get stuck in an action. If it's something that I like, like arranging flowers, it's important for 

William or another person to acknowledge the importance of that activity for me. It's important for William 

to say, "I know that arranging flowers is important to you. At the same time [don’t say “But”] we agreed to

meet Tom and Ginger at the theater in 30 minutes. So, can you put that on pause? And when we get

back from having fun with our friends at the theater, you can arrange the flowers again." That's very 

helpful for me because, first, it's showing that he respects what I like, what's important to me. It also gives 

me a time where I can return to it. Because a lot of times for people with Autism, we might not know that, 

and our mind is not thinking, “Oh, I'll be able to pause for now and then come back it to again later.” It's 

like, my natural tendency is to automatically think that I have to finish it now or just keep doing it now, or 

I'm never going to be able to do it again.” 

William: “You’re inviting and asking the Autistic person to press the pause button; you’re not telling them 

to stop the activity permanently, in most cases. If you're telling them to stop, they think, “I’ll never get to 

do this again.” 

Kim: “Other tools that help are timers, First/Next/Then cards; plus I use a lot of pictures. You see this is my 

First/Next/Then card for my day today. I trampolined, then I ate lunch, and now I'm doing my talk [for this 

online seminar]. Plus I use Change In Routine cards.” From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by 

Kimberly Clairy O.T. (autistic adult) and her husband, William Miller (this slide 

and the next three):



7 Types of Thinking
There are seven most common types of thinking:

1. Creative thinking
2. Analytical thinking           (… of course, people are 
3. Critical thinking                unique and will most often
4. Concrete thinking            engage in a blending of
5. Abstract thinking             different kinds of thinking
6. Divergent thinking           in different situations).
7. Convergent thinking
“The way one approaches problems and solutions 
relies more on how the brain manages and processes 
information than on the facts presented.”

ASD people are capable of “having” any one or more 
of these types of thinking that will come naturally to 
them, just like anyone else. It might just be more 
difficult to find out which types they “have.” 

This approach was developed by Mark Bonchek and Elisa Steele. 
According to them, people tend to have a typical area 
of focus on ideas, processes, actions, or relationships, with 
an orientation of looking towards the big picture or the details.

From: https://blog.mindvalley.com/types-of-thinking/ 

There are also three types of information processing:

• Verbal (this is what most classrooms are based on)

• Visual/Spatial

• Kinesthetic 

… and let’s not forget that people have their own 

unique sense of humor. With severely ASD people it 

will usually be very difficult to find out what their 

sense of humor is like, but in theory, it’s still there. 



The 12 Types of Intelligence – 

by Dr. Howard Gardner (1983)

And let’s not forget the Five Love Languages 

(Dr. Gary Chapman):

• Gifts

• Quality Time

• Words of Affirmation

• Acts of Service

• Physical Touch

And let’s not forget a person’s Core Motive 

(Dr. Taylor Hartman):

• Red - power

• Yellow – fun

• Blue - connection

• White - peace

“We need all of the different kinds of minds, because 

they have different skills that are complementary” – 

Dr. Temple Grandin (autistic adult)





Implicit vs. Explicit: Most people learn a lot of things Implicitly from their 

environment – we “pick up on things” just through observation and by just 

being in an environment; however, ASD people learn Explicitly. They are 

so busy trying to tune the environment out that they simply will not pick up 

on things naturally. Things have to be spelled out, be concrete, and be 

shown to them … which is why clear, visual cues are so important. 

Auditory vs. Visual Processing: ASD folks also have a strong bent 

towards visual processing vs. auditory processing. It’s amazing how many 

adults will, themselves, be highly visual learners, but then they expect all 

kids to learn by simply being told, being lectured at, or being given a list 

of verbal instructions that “should” be remembered without being written 

down! What’s especially hard is when an ASD child lives with verbal 

adults, they themselves (child) are highly visual, but then they also lack 

the verbal skills to ask for help, ask for clarification, express exactly where 

they feel stuck, communicate their own ideas, etc. 

Sticky Attention: Also, “sticky attention” is different from defiance, 

ignoring, or not caring about what an adult has said. The more severe the 

ASD, the harder it is for that person to disengage from something they are 

extremely focused on or “stuck to” in the moment. 

Executive Functioning: ASD folks also have trouble taking one piece of 

information, holding onto it in their mind, and then combining it with 

another piece of information, such as when being asked to problem-

solve. Non-ASD people do this every day without thinking, but ASD folks 

generally have to work hard at achieving this same type of processing.

Social Communication:  It’s true - ASD folks absolutely do want social 

connections (for years it was thought that they don’t). We have to find 

ways to help: Sign language, keyboarding, pointing at pictures, etc.



Everyone with ASD is Truly Unique – Here are More Traits/Characteristics That are 

Possible:

• Thinking in pictures – being an object visualizer. “Everything I think about is a picture.” 

• Being able to hold a picture of something in your mind and being able to turn it around in 3D to see if 

from all angles.

• High levels of anxiety: Dr. Temple Grandin found via an MRI that her Amygdalae were three times larger 

than normal: “My nervous system was amped-up in a constant state of fear … over absolutely nothing. 

One reason I think kids are getting so addicted to video games is because the games make their fear 

go down.” 

• From the book, The Out of Sync Child, by Carol Stock Kranowitz (in talking about Sensory Processing 

Disorder, which overlaps with ASD in several ways): “They may look fine and have superior intelligence, 

but may be awkward and clumsy, fearful and withdrawn, or hostile and aggressive. SPD (Sensory 

Processing Disorder) will affect not only how they move and learn, but also how they behave, how they 

play and make friends, and especially how they feel about themselves.” 

• Kim Clairy, OT, an ASD adult, explains how, as an adult at work, she’d go out to her car at lunchtime “to 

rock” and then she’d have to do that again for about 30-45 minutes after work “to calm myself down in 

order to be able to drive.” She would then drive to the gym “where I would run for hours and hours just 

to regulate my system” (related to both her ASD and her Eating Disorder). At home, then, she only had 

energy to walk her dog, then she’d have to sleep. By her mid-twenties, she had 2 years’ worth of 

unopened mail “because I literally didn’t know how to check my mail and figure out what was 

important and what wasn’t important” – i.e., junk mail might look important while important mail might 

look very plain and not very attention-grabbing. She also didn’t clean her apartment “because I 

couldn’t figure out the steps needed to organize my space” … yet, she’d earned a Masters by this time.  



are meant to be felt, not seen. Just like ears 

are meant to see, and the mouth listen. 

Your world is backwards, confusing, yet I 

must live in it and learn your ways, or I am 

labeled as aloof, cold, uncaring, odd, not 

normal. Assumptions are made that I am 

unfulfilled or sad because I don't always find 

pleasure in the emotional and objective 

pleasantries of this world. It is wonderful, 

beautiful, really amazing. And I want to say, 

“Come with me.” I want to show you. But 

my words are fragmented, and my mouth 

unable to speak. Too many things around 

me. I want to take your hand and show you 

what I can see with my ears and hear with 

my eyes. But I'm paralyzed. I cannot move. 

There are too many things around me.

My World, Your World – a poem by Kimberly 

Clairy OT (an adult with Autism): 

I have eyes, ears, nose, a mouth, just like you. I can 

even blend in and act like you. But I am not you, I am 

me. I am different, yet forced to be indifferent to the 

ways of this world, a world that is befuddling to me. 

Hidden agendas lurk around every corner. Rush hour 

really lasts 24 hours. Assumptions equal facts. Nobody 

really cares how you are. How do you live in a room 

with beeps, slamming, everyone talking at once, yet 

no one is listening, content is lacking, irrelevant. Sadly, 

these words wasted. Time taken. Discoveries stolen by 

these wasted words. Are you really listening? Well, the 

contaminated ears are clogged, and the mouth spits 

out meaningless words. Your eyes are blind. Not in the 

literal sense. But they don't see. They don't see me. 

They don't see you. They don't see themselves. Your 

eyes are distracted by blues, greens, grays, reds, 

oranges, all different colors, colors of various shapes 

and sizes and sounds, blurred together, oscillating, 

moving colors, camouflaged. Your colors are seen by 

blind eyes, and they create false pretenses. Colors 



One Entry from Kim Clairy’s Journal from her mid-20s while living and working 

on her own: 

“My head is constantly pinging around and it doesn't focus for long. And when it does, it's 

fixated. My body is tense like there's cement in my joints. Any auditory information is painful. 

Verbal information is too difficult to process and leaves me confused. I spoke with my mom 

about this and she tried to help, but I became frustrated. I feel like she doesn't see it like me. 

She said I need to find balance and do something enjoyable like a new hobby or read a self-
help book to help me think different. I became frustrated because it's not a matter of my 

thinking or of me finding work-life balance. These problems I can easily solve. It is rather an 

issue of my system being so overwhelmed. Thinking differently or taking time for a hobby isn't 

going to change how I take in and process the world around me. It is so difficult to organize 

myself internally. I wish others understood how I feel – and I don't mean emotionally, but 

physiologically” … and neurologically. 

From: Dr. Wenn Lawson (Autistic): “When you’ve got five lanes of traffic all being 

narrowed down to one, the traffic might not just slow down; instead, it might just stop 
altogether.” This is a great analogy for sensory overwhelm and how parents and teachers 
often expect an overwhelmed child or overwhelmed Autistic child to “keep moving,” so to 

speak, even when the child’s nervous system has shut down on them completely. 



Unfortunately, misdiagnosis 

happens in the Mental 

Health field quite a bit. Take 

one client, let 10 different 

clinicians diagnose them, 

and you’ll often see 4-8 

different primary diagnoses 

being given. 

At the same time, when 

great strides are made, it’s 

almost always in connection 

with a good therapist who 

has built a good foundation 

of trust with that client. The 

fact is, few people with 

Autism get better without 

professional help of some 

kind. The key is to keep trying 

until you find a good fit for 

yourself or your child. Related to her eating disorder, in 2015 she was told she needed 

Hospice care!

From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With 

Autism, by Kimberly Clairy O.T. (autistic adult) and her 

husband, William Miller: 



From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly Clairy O.T. (autistic 
adult) and her husband, William Miller. 

- without really being aware of the specific emotion, or they might not even be 
aware that they’re experiencing a strong emotion in the first place.

, due to being very concrete and literal.

- i.e., they often lack awareness of what’s going on inside of themselves 

emotionally and/or physically (internal sensations, etc.).

Kim: 

“I noticed that neurotypical 

people seem to experience 

emotions verbally, but I 

experience them more 

through motor agitation. I 

myself experience emotions 

through colors, shapes, and 

textures.” 

Kim would analyze situations in [various] environments, which would help her piece together her [own] internal 

emotional experiences that would later become categories that others refer to with emotion words. 

Kim Clairy MS, OT: 



Kimberly Clairy MS, OT – autistic adult: 
“There's a real misconception about autism, that individuals with autism lack 

compassion or empathy. Which is wrong! I believe that people with autism feel 

so much compassion for others, but they do not always know how or when to 

express that compassion. I also believe that sometimes when we try to express 

it, it's done differently than what others are used to, which may come across as 

uncaring, rude, or inappropriate. Also, a lot of people with autism, we relate 

through our own experiences. And so, if we have not had a similar experience, 

it may be difficult to actually outwardly express a concern. However, that does 

not mean that the concern or empathy is lacking. It just means 

that it's hard for the other person, for you, to note it because we

are expressing it in more subtle ways than how you're used to.”
From Greg Handleton MA, LPCC-S, TRCC: 

A lack of empathy, however, can be real. Some ASD folks are very lost in

their own internal worlds; plus, an ASD person might be in chronic anger
if their interests are constantly thwarted, if they’re being mistreated, if they’ve

gone for years without being able to communicate, etc. 

From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly Clairy O.T. (autistic 
adult) and her husband, William Miller. 



Kim wrote this in her journal in 2015: “I 

was in a meeting with [my treatment team] 

and was told I would not be able to live on 

my own, and I needed to look into assisted 

living facilities. They said my autism was 

moderate to severe. They would not allow me 
to communicate in the meeting. I kept trying 

to help them understand, but they told me 

not to talk.”

“I had decades of experience learning how to look normal so 

I could survive within society. It took me years of hard work, 

self-exploration, and the patience of many people to undo 

the harm of hiding from myself and the harm the world 

caused me. For me, the foundation to discovering me was 

becoming self-aware. I needed to understand my neurology – 

understand the whys - discover my strengths, learn to 

problem-solve and cope, acknowledge my weaknesses, 

develop self-compassion, and embrace my differences. One 

of the first things I had to learn was that I do process the world 

differently and that that is okay. Differently isn't wrong. It's just 

different.” 

Q: How many non-ASD 
kids/teens lack the ability 

to express what Kim 

expresses here? – how 

many ASD kids/teens?



From: A lecture entitled, Not Just Surviving, But Thriving With Autism, by Kimberly Clairy O.T. (autistic 
adult) and her husband, William Miller. 

“I don’t mean 

to be mean … 

It’s just hard to 

figure out 

others and 

respond 

accurately 

when I’m 

dysregulated.” 





Anyone who has seen the family-friendly TV smash, The Middle (starring Patricia Heaton) may remember Brick’s tall 

girlfriend, Cindy … who never showed any facial expression, always wore the hat pictured above, who liked to only 

eat shrimp, who didn’t understand other people’s body language or facial expressions, and who treated her 

boyfriend, Brick, more like a prop than as a person. In other words, girls CAN be equally as Autistic as boys in regard 

to the visible challenges and deficits … and not just because a TV show character says so! What’s funny, though, is 

that Cindy’s parents ask Brick’s parents if they can borrow $1,000 the first time they meet them! – pretty Autistic!
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