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			At age four, I had no speech, but I was lucky to receive really good speech therapy and early education. Today I am a distinguished professor of animal science at Colorado State University. Early childhood educational methods that are effective are discussed in my previous book Autism and Education: The Way I See It. I have been giving presentations about my experiences with autism for over forty years. There have been great improvements in early childhood programs.

			A major stumbling block for many autistic individuals is making a successful transition to employment and independence. This book will help guide autistic individuals into employment and successful adulthood. Parents often underestimate an autistic child’s ability to learn new things. There is often a tendency to overprotect and do too many tasks for their child. Many times, I have met fully verbal teenagers on the spectrum who are good at academics but have not learned life skills. They have never shopped in a store by themselves or ordered food in a restaurant or learned how to budget money. 

			Grandparents often come up to me at autism conferences and tell me that when their grandchildren were diagnosed, they realized they were autistic. In most cases, they had good jobs, in a roles such as a computer programmer, accountant, pharmacist, veterinarian, construction worker, or mechanic. These individuals were able to get and keep good jobs because they had learned working skills. They had paper routes in high school and worked summer jobs. However, I want to emphasize that it is never too late to start. The first step is for the individual to perform a task that is on a schedule where somebody outside the family is the boss. I recently met an autistic teenager who proudly told me that she was the “coffee lady” at her church. This is an example of a first step toward employment that can be easily set up in the community. There is no cost. Some other examples would be assisting an elderly person,  or walking the neighbor’s dog. It should be a neighbor’s dog, so that the boss is outside the family. This will require being on time and following the neighbor’s instructions. Many times, parents have told me that their autistic child “bloomed,” “blossomed,” and “came out of their shell” when they got a job they loved.

			For me, having an interesting career has provided me with both friends and a life that has purpose. I had to learn sufficient social skills to keep my job. Social chit-chat for the sake of being social is boring. I love to talk about my favorite subjects with friends who have the same shared interest. One thing I had to learn was not to overdo it.

			Some of the topics in this book that will be covered are the importance of learning a few basic social skills and having good hygiene. Being eccentric is fine, but you cannot be a rude, dirty slob. I chose to dress in a distinctive western style, and another autistic individual may choose to have colored hair. Expressing yourself with your own look is fine, but it must not be messy. Doing these basics helped me to get into a great career. There is also a section on both conventional medications and alternative treatments. Both of these have been helpful for me. Other sections cover getting and keeping jobs, finding mentors, getting workplace accommodations, and learning to drive. Throughout this book, I have used the term autistic instead of person with autism. Most people on the autism spectrum do this. Being autistic is part of who I am.
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			The way I see it, a huge mistake many teachers and parents make is to try to make autistic people into something they are not—turn the geeky nerd into an un-geek. I will never be a highly social un-geek.

		

		
		

		
			The Social Brain versus
the Autistic Brain

			For me, the most interesting things in the world are animals, aerospace, and building things. The people I have the most fun socializing with are the ones who have similar interests. I love to geek out and discuss animal behavior, concrete-forming systems, or how to improve animal welfare. Many other people do not share my intense interest in these subjects, so I have learned that I can still be myself, but I limit the time I spend discussing them with people who have other interests. My best friends are those with whom I have shared special interests.

			There are hundreds of papers in scientific literature about problems people on the autism spectrum have with social thinking and theory of mind (ToM). Theory of mind is the ability to understand what other people may be thinking. In its most elementary form, it’s the ability to understand that different people have different thoughts. Involved with ToM is perspective taking, being able to think about and understand an event or a situation “through the eyes of another.” These are all social thinking skills that develop without formal instruction in neurotypical individuals, starting at a very early age. These are also skills that most people, including educators, assume exist in all people, to a greater or lesser degree of development. This is not the case with autistic people. Everything has to be learned.

			Uta Frith’s theory of mind is similar to context blindness, described by Peter Vermeulen. A simple example of not understanding how other people would feel would be laughing at a funeral. Another example would be complaining about the food when you were invited to a charity banquet. That would hurt  the host’s feelings. However, there is another context where telling others that the breaded chicken was terrible would be appropriate. If I was working with the hotel banquet manager and the banquet planning committee, it would be appropriate to voice my opinion about not serving the breaded chicken meal. Autistic young adults who get out in the world and experience many different events can be mentored on the appropriate way to act. If they put lots of specific examples into their database, they will know how to act at similar events. A good mentor will explain why laughing at a funeral is not appropriate because the other people attending the funeral are sad.

			Without a fully functioning social thinking system, autistic individuals who are fully verbal stumble along through academic and social situations, missing valuable bits of verbal nuance or nonverbal body messages that are woven into typical conversation. The impairment can be pervasive, even among those with higher intelligence. For instance, a middle school child who can wax eloquent about the anatomical differences among different varieties of alligators may not understand the simple social convention of turning his body toward his conversational partner to indicate interest in what he has to say. The alligator expert also needs to learn that not everybody wants to discuss alligators for over an hour. Neither verbal ability nor IQ is an indication of equivalent social aptitude and social thinking/reasoning skills. The most basic of social skills may be missing. In a highly intelligent person, social skills that come naturally to most people have to be learned. It is like learning how to act in a play.

			I have always been able to pass a simple theory of mind test. An example of such a test would go like this. I am in a room with Jim and Bob. Bob puts a candy-bar in a box, and Jim leaves the room. While Jim is out of the room, Bob moves the candy bar from the box to a desk drawer. When Jim returns, I know that he thinks the candy bar is still in the box. If I had impaired theory  of mind, I would think that Jim also knows the candy bar was moved to the desk drawer, because I saw him move the candy bar, and if I know it, so does everyone else.

			I process this test purely with my photo-realistic visual thinking. I picture Jim outside with the door closed; he could not possibly see the candy bar being moved. When I was given a more complex theory of mind test, I did poorly because it required remembering a sequence of several events involving children and an ice cream truck. Plus, the test was presented verbally, which made remembering it even more difficult for my visual-thinking mind. My ability to remember spoken word sequence is absolutely terrible. When I ask for driving directions, I have to write them down to remember the sequence. With the second ToM test, my problem was not in understanding another person’s viewpoint; it was with my sequencing skills. Written instructions in a checklist format are best for me, as they are for a majority of individuals with autism.

			Visual Theory of Mind

			My mother taught me when I was very young—again, by using visual examples—the importance of understanding how another person feels. When I was about eight, I ate with my mouth open, and Mother kept telling me to keep it closed when I was chewing my food. She kept telling me to close my mouth, but I still chewed with it open because it made no sense to me why it was important. Then one day I came home from school, and I told mother that watching Billy eat with his mouth open made me gag, that it looked like the inside of a garbage truck. Mother quietly replied, “Your mouth looks like the inside of a garbage truck when it is open, and it makes me want to gag.” Now I understood that mother was experiencing the same response that I had experienced when I saw Billy chew with his mouth open. To understand how  another person felt in the situation, I had to experience myself what the other child was experiencing. For children who are less visual learners and respond well to verbal language, it may work to tell them that the rule is to chew with their mouth closed.

			Avoid Being Abstract

			Conversely, it is also difficult for people who think in verbal abstractions to understand situations where nonverbal thinking may be an advantage. This can present career opportunities for people with autism. In my job designing livestock facilities, nothing is abstract. Verbal thinking is not required to design and build things, because I visualize them in my imagination. This is why I like my career so much. I get a great sense of accomplishment from improving conditions for animals, and now half the cattle in the US and Canada are handled in equipment I designed. I can see the tangible results of my work; it is not an abstract idea. I also get great satisfaction when I can help a parent or teacher solve a problem with a child. When parents tell me that one of my books helped them understand their child and enabled them to work with them more effectively, it makes me really happy.

			To be an effective teacher for a child with autism, you must explain to them the rules of living in a nonabstract manner. Do not say to a child, “Well, you have to be good because it is the right thing to do.” The words good and right are much too abstract for the concrete-thinking mind of the spectrum child. Instead, be specific and say, “You should take turns playing the game because, if another child was playing, you would want him to give you a turn to play.” Another concrete example would be something like, “Do not steal the other child’s toys, because you would not like it if he took your things.” Teach the Golden Rule, one specific example at a time. In plain language, the  Golden Rule says, “Treat others the way you want to be treated.” Concepts such as good or bad are learned with specific examples put into categories. There can also be degrees of good and bad that are learned with specific examples. For example, robbing a bank is worse than stealing an apple. Murder is worse than robbing a bank.

			I Am What I Do

			Another reason having a good career is so important to me is that I am what I do instead of what I feel. For me, emotional complexity is replaced with intellectual complexity. My greatest satisfaction in life comes from doing things. My best social interactions always involve activities with others with whom I share a common interest, such as building things or animal behavior. Many of my friends either work in animal behavior, are involved with building projects, or work on the animal welfare issue. I also have lots of good friends in the autism community. My career gives my life meaning. This is the way many “techies” feel. To me, intellectual reason and knowledge are extremely valuable. This is why I was so upset twenty years ago when the library at our university was flooded. I was upset about books and knowledge being destroyed.

			Over the several decades I have been involved with the autism community, I have learned that some individuals on the spectrum share my way of relating to life and the world, and others do not. There are individuals with autism who have a few more social-emotional circuits connected in their brain, and for them, feelings and emotional connection with others are a bigger part of their functioning. This also, however, produces a greater level of frustration in many parts of their lives, such as friendships and dating. The life of celibacy that I lead would not be right for them. This spectrum of emotional differences in individuals with autism became even more illuminated for me while  working with Sean Barron on our 2005 book, Unwritten Rules of Social Relationships. It was a real eye-opener for me to learn that two successful adults with autism can relate to the world so differently and see where we are almost the same in many ways, and where we are so different. Sean had a girlfriend and a good romantic relationship in his life; that is not a choice that would work for me. Romantic relationships based on emotions are not for me. I have seen too many autistic women get into abusive relationships.

			Sensory-Based Empathy

			I can empathize through my senses rather than in a more emotional manner. When I see cattle in the mud, I can empathize with how cold and miserable they feel. One of the things I can empathize with is physical hardship. When the home mortgage mess in 2007 caused many people to lose their homes, it made me angry. The shoeshine lady at the Denver airport lost her home after she took out an adjustable-rate mortgage that she did not understand and was unable to meet the escalated payments. When businesses take advantage of the poor and less educated of our society, it makes me mad. I did not ask where she was living, but I visualized that maybe she was living in the tunnels under the airport. That would be really miserable.

			People on the spectrum often have a strong sense of social justice. This sense is probably on a separate brain current from the circuits that are responsible for emotional relatedness between people. This sense of social justice is within me, too. Every time I read another article about people losing their homes due to unethical business practices, it makes me furious.

			When I took psychology classes in college, I studied Maslow’s pyramid of needs. At the bottom are food, shelter, and safety, and at the top are the abstract ideals of self-actualization, a concept that remains nebulous to me.  I am much more concerned about the bottom of the pyramid. These things affect people’s lives on a basic level. I want actual results, such as improving the handling of livestock or providing advice that helps an autistic adult get a job they really like. The only theory that interests me is that which results in real, tangible improvements happening on the ground level. In the autism world, that would be a theory that produces a good outcome for a child. A nonverbal child should have the opportunities to grow up and have a meaningful life in supportive living and possibly hold a job, depending on their level of functioning. There are some nonspeaking autistic people who can type independently and have normal or superior intelligence. To learn more, I recommend books written by nonspeaking autistic individuals such as Tito Mukhopadhyah and Naoki Higashida. People on the fully verbal end of the spectrum should be able to live independently, work, and contribute to society as their own interests and viewpoints dictate. For the really smart autistic individuals, a college education and a career is a reasonable goal. In my work with equipment design, I worked with metal fabrication shops that were owned by autistic people. They were brilliant and had many patents.

			Some of the autistic individuals who feel emotional connectedness, who pursue not just social but romantic relationships, may find success in dating or marrying another person who shares their interests. Socialization through a shared interest, such as a science fiction or history club, are often where the first dates occur. I have talked to many neurotypical spouses who do not understand a husband who is autistic. They are concerned about his lack of social-emotional relatedness. The brain circuits may not be hooked up for emotional relatedness, but he can be a good provider, a good parent, and very loyal. These individuals often possess many good traits, such as honesty, dedication, steadfastness, and a sense of social justice, that can be good in a marriage. In my book Different Not Less, eighteen people write about their  own experiences with getting diagnosed later in life. For many, it was a relief because it helped with personal relationships.

			I Am a Nerd

			The way I see it, a huge mistake many teachers and parents make is to try to make people with autism into something they are not—turn the geeky nerd into an un-geek, for instance. That just won’t work. Teaching them to be socially functional is a worthy goal and one not to be overlooked. However, it would be in everybody’s best interest to remember that the world is made up of all sorts of individuals, and that geeks, nerds, and people with fully verbal autism are often one and the same thing. I can learn social rules, but I will never have the undercurrent of social-emotional relatedness that exists in some people. The neural circuits that connect those parts of the brain just aren’t hard-wired in me.

			I have heard sad stories where a mother took her teenager out of computer classes that he truly enjoyed and placed him in situations to make him more social. That was a totally wrong thing to do for two reasons. First, it robbed him of the opportunity to develop a talent and interest that could lead to future employment. Second, the teen’s social experiences would more naturally unfold and progress with the other computer students—those with whom he has shared interests. Robotics clubs, working with animals, art, and theater also provide great opportunities to make friends. The happy geeks excel at their jobs and get to work in Silicon Valley, where they are appreciated for their brains. The unhappy geeks end up without activities to keep them intellectually stimulated and, instead, are forced into uncomfortable social situations that, more often than not, fail to achieve the goal of making them more social. The people in the world who think that social  connectedness is the ultimate goal of life forget that telephones, social networking websites, text messaging, and all the other electronic vehicles that fuel their passion for socializing are made by people with some degree of autism. Geeks swoon over the new technology they create; social addicts swoon by communicating with the technology and showing it off as a status symbol. Is one “better” than the other? I think not. A big problem for some autistic adults is excessive video game use. An hour or two a day is OK, but ten hours a day is an addiction. I have talked to five or six former video gamers who were introduced to car mechanics. They discovered that motors were more interesting than video games, and they are now employed as mechanics. Video games were gradually replaced with more and more hours of mechanics. Two young adults who are now mechanics told me that motors are more interesting than video games.

			The Autistic Brain Is More Interested in Things

			Dr. Nancy Minshew, University of Pittsburgh, did a functional MRI brain scan on me that indicated that I was innately more interested in looking at videos of things than videos of people. When I did the scan, I had no idea of its purpose. A series of short video clips of people and things, such as bridges, buildings, and fruit, were shown. I immediately noticed that the videos were old and scratchy and looked like they came from the 1970s. This triggered my mind into problem-solving mode to figure out where the researchers had gotten these old videos. The pictures of things provided more clues to the origin of the videos than the pictures of people. When the things flashed on the screen, I looked for cars because I wanted to know how old the videos were. My brain reacted by giving more neural activity to pictures of things than people.

			 There is no right or wrong in the interests and ways of being among individuals with autism, provided they can function reasonably well within society. If they cannot, further social learning is clearly needed.

			When all else is relatively equal, the way I see it, parents and educators should respect the innate interests of the child and nurture their expression. To develop interests that could develop into a career, autistic kids need to be exposed to many different things, such as art, Legos, and musical instruments. A big problem I see is parents and teachers often fail to broaden a fixed narrow interest. It is a shame when the Lego builder may never graduate to using tools. My mother broadened my drawing skills from drawing single horse heads to drawing things related to horses. A teenager’s interest in a single type of car could be broadened by joining a car club, doing math involving the favorite car, and learning how the engine works.
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