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			Advance Praise for Parenting While Autistic

			Parenting While Autistic by Wendela Whitcomb Marsh is chock-full of information on autistic considerations through all ages and stages of parenting, from initial planning, pregnancy, and birth all the way through each stage of a child’s growing up process, including leaving the nest. Regardless of which stage of parenting you may find yourself in, if you are an autistic parent (or planning to become one), you will want to read this book! Besides the valuable information, each stage of growing up is accompanied by several types of family stories that allow the reader to see how the information presented is implemented in a variety of family configurations and situations. This makes it easy for the reader to imagine forward in their own family, planning implementation of strategies for successful parenting while autistic. Quite valuable!

			— Judy Endow, MSW, LCSW, Author, International Presenter,
Mental Health Therapist, Autistic Parent and Grandparent 

			Praise for Wendela Whitcomb Marsh

			Recognizing Autism in Women and Girls: When It Has Been Hidden Well

			In the last ten years, we have become increasingly able to identify how autism may be expressed differently in girls and women. This new comprehensive and engaging resource outlines those differences and may encourage parents and autistic adults to seek a diagnostic assessment, which should, in turn, improve the diagnostic abilities of clinicians. The lives of so many girls and women will be transformed by recognition of their autism.

			— Professor Tony Attwood, Griffith University, Australia

		

		
			This book is in memory of

			David Scott Marsh,
brilliant and loving autistic dad,

			and dedicated to the three
who made us so happy to be parents,

			Cat David Robinson Marsh

			Siobhan Eleanor Wise Marsh

			Noel Maebh Whitcomb Marsh
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			“If the day ever came when we were able to accept ourselves and our children exactly as we and they are, then, I believe, we would have come very close to an ultimate understanding

			of what ‘good’ parenting means.”

			— Fred Rogers

		

		
			Some of the best and most caring parents I’ve known have been autistic. If anyone suggests that autistic people should not have children, in the mistaken belief that they would not be good parents because of their neurodiversity, they are wrong.

			Completely wrong.

			I have known countless autistic and otherwise neurodivergent (ND) folk who are amazing, loving parents, including the man I married, who fathered our three children as an autistic dad. There is nothing in autism that precludes good parenting.

			This is not to say that every autistic person should have a child, any more than every neuro-majority person should. People usually know for themselves whether or not they want to become parents, and if they don’t, they shouldn’t. It’s as simple as that.

			But, since you’re holding this book right now, I suspect that either you already are a parent or you are considering starting a family. Congratulations! Parenthood is an amazing journey, and speaking for myself, I would not have missed it for the world.

			Of course, that doesn’t mean that every moment will be sunshine, rainbows, and cute, cuddly babies who sleep all night and never throw their oatmeal at the wall. Babies are just teenagers on hold, and teenagers are adults in waiting. At every step in the growing-up process, there will be hard times, and there will be joyful times. When it comes to families, some assembly is always required. You get to create for yourselves the family you want. If you had great parents, you can emulate them. If your parents made a lot of mistakes, well, now you know what not to do. It’s a learning curve, so fasten your seatbelts. But remember: parents have made this same journey since people began peopling, and the journey will continue after our children’s children have grandchildren of their own. We’re part of a huge spectrum of parenting through the ages. Isn’t it a wonder and a privilege to be a link in this chain?

			Having a different brain, as autists, ADHDers, and AuDHDers do, does not mean that you shouldn’t be part of this link if your heart leads you to parenting. You’ll be amazing!

			You and I both know, though, that being neurodivergent in a neuro-majority world is not easy. Parenting isn’t easy, either. But you can do difficult things. You’ve been doing them all along, haven’t you? Parenting is just one more challenge you can manage, and it’s worth it. This book is here to help you navigate the unique aspects of parenting while autistic.

			Throughout the book you’ll find side trips to focus on various aspects of parenting while autistic. Here’s a description of each one.

			SENSORY SMARTS

			In this section we’ll discuss some of the sensory issues related to different stages of the parenting journey. You’ll find strategies for coping with your sensory reactions.

			MAKE FAMILY MEETINGS FUN

			Your family’s need for Family Meetings, and what you will focus on in these meetings, will change as your children grow. Keep up with their needs and yours while making it fun for everyone.

			WEEKENDS THAT WORK

			You deserve a break at the end of a busy week, and so do your kids. How can you create the kind of weekend that works for all of you? You’ll find tips in this section.

			FICTIONAL FAMILIES

			Throughout the book, the topics and challenges at your child’s developmental stages will be illustrated by fictional families who, like you, are parenting while autistic. Follow them on their journeys, and see what you may have in common with them.

			Trish & Bill, Autistic Parents

			You may remember Trish and Bill from Dating While Autistic, when they first met and fell in love. They showed up again in Relating While Autistic, where they got married and navigated a double-neurodivergent relationship. Now, follow them on their parenting journey, from conception through childhood, the teen years, and beyond.

			Justin & Maggie, Autistic Dad Adoption Story

			Justin and Maggie learned that Justin was autistic in Relating While Autistic. In this book we follow them through their struggles with infertility and, eventually, their adoption story.

			Lucia & Naima, Two Autistic Moms

			Lucia and Naima met, fell in love, and married in Relating While Autistic. The two ND women wanted a family together, and this book shares their unique path to parenthood.

			Maria & Santiago, Undiagnosed Autistic Mom

			We met Maria in Independent Living While Autistic: Your Roadmap to Success, which told of her life as a divorced autistic mother of twin girls who were away at college. In this book we’ll learn Maria’s backstory with her husband Santiago, beginning even before her twins were born. Find out how Maria dealt with divorce without dividing the family.

			Robert & Helen, Grandparenting While Autistic

			In Independent Living While Autistic: Your Roadmap to Success, we met Robert, who was diagnosed with autism as a retired grandfather, after his grandson was diagnosed. Because their daughter, Lena, and grandson, Bobby, live with them, Robert and his wife, Helen, are involved in Bobby’s upbringing as grandparents in residence.

			Daisy & Crow, Fur-Baby Parents

			Daisy and Crow, who met and fell in love in Relating While Autistic, are child-free by choice. They love their fur-baby as deeply as others love their human children. In this book, their child-free decision will be put to the test in an unexpected way. They meet each challenge with humor, and the same daring and courage that helped them defeat the metallic dragons of Uberlon in their legendary D&D campaigns.

			PARENT TO PARENT

			It’s important to listen to the authentic voices of actually autistic parents. Here you will find words of wisdom from neurodivergent moms and dads who have walked the ND parenting path before you and who want you to succeed, too.

			You’ve got this. Let’s go.
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			“A baby is God’s opinion that life should go on.”

			— Carl Sandburg

		

		
			There are those who say you should wait to have a baby until you know you’re completely ready, right down to having your child’s college fund in the bank. This could cause a couple to wait so long they may miss out on parenting altogether.

			Others say you’ll never be ready, just go for it now. But this is too important and life-altering a decision to jump straight into without first giving it a good deal of thought and planning.

			So when will you know that you are ready?

			DIAPERS  [image: ]

			One way to address the readiness issue is to think about DIAPERS: Desire, Information, Alignment, Planning, Economics, Room, and Support.

			Desire

			The D in DIAPERS is for Desire.

			Do you actually desire a family or are you being pressured to take this step by parents who want grandbabies? Look into your hearts. Spend time with friends and family members who have children of various ages. Sit in a park together and watch the children play, taking note of how their parents interact with them. Would you parent differently if they were your children? How do you really feel about children? Does the idea of holding your own infant bring you joy? What about a toddler, a school-aged child, a teenager, or an adult child who may or may not give you grandchildren of your own? Listen to your heart’s desire, and don’t be led by others’ expectations or societal pressures. After you are clear about your own desire to be parents, it’s time to gather information.

			Information

			The I in DIAPERS is for Information.

			Gather as much information about parenting as you can. Look online; read magazines and books about parenting. Talk together about what you have read and learned. What are your responses? Which sources ring true to you, and which should you set aside or ignore? Talk to people you know who have children, and ask them for advice. Would they do things differently today? If you have a counselor, coach, therapist, or doctor you can talk to, ask for their professional opinions and advice. At the end of the day, though, the decision can only be made by the potential parents-to-be. When you have gathered information about parenting, it’s important to check and be sure the two of you are in alignment.

			Alignment

			The A in DIAPERS is for Alignment.

			If you will be co-parenting with a spouse or partner, then you need to be aligned with your parenting desire and philosophy. Are the two of you on the same page? It can be difficult for an autistic partner to self-advocate and share how they really feel, especially if they know it is important to their beloved. This is not the time to hold back and let your partner take the lead 100%, though. This decision must be made by both of you together. If you don’t want to be a parent but your partner does, you need to be upfront now. If it’s too difficult for you to say your truth in person, especially if you’re afraid you’ll disappoint them, consider writing out your feelings and your reasons behind them. Then find a time when you are both calm and open to communication to share it. 

			Take an honest look at parenting together. If you’re not sure how you feel, then, rather than going along to make your partner happy, you might benefit from short-term couples counseling. You can address your concerns and get clarity about whether you really want to have children but have fear or anxiety about it, or whether you truly do not want to become a parent at all, ever. It is vital to get this answer before going further. You owe it to your partner, yourself, and your potential future family to be sure you’re in alignment before going forward on this journey. Once you’re in alignment, if it’s a yes for both of you, then you can start planning.

			Planning

			The P in DIAPERS is for Planning.

			What could be more important to plan for than parenthood? If you’re the kind of autist who loves to have everything organized, this will be right in your wheelhouse. Make lists, charts, spreadsheets, drawings, or whatever you like to do as you plan for parenthood. Many autists have visual strengths, so these representations will be an important part of your planning. If you lean more toward ADHD than OCD, the planning part might not be your strength, but working with your partner to create a plan is a good idea. One important thing to plan for is economics.

			Economics

			The E in DIAPERS is for Economics.

			They say two can live as cheaply as one and that everything is cheaper by the dozen, but nobody ever said that a family of three, four, or a dozen would be without a cost. Start planning out your costs in advance. Do you have medical insurance that covers prenatal examinations, labor, delivery, and neonatal care? What about other costs, such as prenatal vitamins, prepared meals when you’re both too tired to cook, diapers, wipes, and all the tiny adorable things babies need? 

			Make a budget together, and be realistic. If the parent who will be pregnant is working, plan for the time when they will not be able to work. Find out what kind of parental leave your workplaces offer. Take into account that they may need to stop working earlier in the pregnancy than you might think, so plan for the unexpected. 

			Most people can cut costs when they need to for an important goal, and your new baby is certainly worth making sacrifices for. Now that you’re thinking about costs, don’t forget to evaluate whether you have room for another family member.

			Room

			The R in DIAPERS is for Room.

			Babies don’t take up a lot of space at first. The things that come with babies do, though. Cribs, dressers, strollers, changing tables, car seats, and mega-packages of diapers and wipes take up a lot of room. If you live in a small one-bedroom, think in advance about where you’ll put the crib. Is there room in your bedroom? 

			What about multi-purposing large items? You can find a dresser that doubles as a changing table, a stroller with a removable car seat, and a crib that will later transform into a toddler bed. Draw a blueprint of your home and decide where everything will go. Not having a big house is no reason not to have a baby, but planning to make room for it in advance is smart. 

			Once you know you have room, it’s not too soon to start thinking about the support you may need.

			Support

			The S in DIAPERS is for Support.

			When there are two parents, they should serve as mutual support for one another. Be sure to have your partner’s back, especially if your partner is the one who will be pregnant. That’s a huge commitment, and the non-pregnant partner should go above and beyond in the support department, if only because there’s no getting around the fact that one partner will be carrying a heavier load, literally.

			Look outside your partnership for additional support. Are you connected to any kind of social service system that can offer help, or a counselor? Use any services available; that’s what they’re there for. Do you have family members who will be happy to step in and help out? Then you are fortunate, indeed. However, do be clear about what kind of help you want and need. If you want someone to come and watch the baby while you nap, let them know. If you’d rather have them do the dishes and laundry while you bond with your new baby, be clear about that, too. If visitors want to come meet the baby, let them know how long you are comfortable with having them stay. When that time is up, graciously thank them for coming and walk them to the door. If they wanted to stay longer, let them know you look forward to their next visit to take the sting out. The bottom line is that you have the right to set boundaries, and others must learn to abide by them.

			SENSORY SMARTS

			If you’ve ever been pregnant, whether you’re ND or in the neuro-majority, you know there’s a lot going on with your senses. Your sense of smell may be heightened so that you are put off by typical odors that didn’t bother you before. This affects your appetite, and you may find that there are fewer foods that you can tolerate, despite knowing how important it is to maintain a healthy diet for your baby and for yourself. As you gain weight, which is normal and necessary for a healthy pregnancy, your balance may be affected. You may experience extreme reactions to the feeling of your baby moving within your womb. There is so much going on in your body that there may be times when you don’t want to be touched at all, not even by your beloved partner. Don’t ignore your sensory responses, but also don’t be overly concerned as long as you are under a doctor’s care and following their advice. You may need to spend far more time alone in a quiet, darkened room. That’s okay.

			If you’re the non-pregnant partner, it’s your job to support your loved one, now more than ever before. Don’t judge. Don’t minimize their sensory reactions. Do what you can to make this time easier for them and to enjoy the anticipation of your new arrival.
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