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			“Here’s to the crazy ones, the misfits, the rebels, the troublemakers, the round pegs in the square holes… the ones who see things differently — they’re not fond of rules, and they have no respect for the status quo… Because the people who are crazy enough to think they can change the world, are the ones who do.”

			— Steve Jobs
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			Introduction: 
Embracing the Spectrum of Stories 
By Akosua Brown

			Though I am not autistic, I am neurodivergent, and I have some understanding of the challenge of navigating a world built for neurotypical people. For those of us who process, think, and experience differently, the mental load can be overwhelming. For people on the autism spectrum, this challenge is even greater—a system designed without them in mind creates daily hurdles that require extraordinary strength, resilience, and adaptability.

			My personal connection to autism runs deep. My son was diagnosed with autism. His journey has profoundly shaped how I view the world. For a time, I ran a magazine dedicated to amplifying supporting autistic children—helping them to celebrate differences, to understand themselves. To help others accept and value diversity. Over the course of 20 issues, we created a space where teenagers on the spectrum wrote and were peer advisors for the magazine. Many of those contributors are now writers in this book, and their words are as insightful, raw, and brave as ever.

			I then created a program called “Creative Expressions” for the charity Autism Home Base. Through our program we ended up creating so much material we decided to share it through radio plays, a wee movie we made, and a book. The original title of this book was Oops! We Actually Wrote a Book in the End as writing a book was a delightful consequence, but not the reason for the fun and connection we enjoyed through the program. However, when I invited new members to the group, the original title was no longer fitting. We chose to change the title as our new aim was to write this book. We called it “Out in the Spectrum” because these are stories of people on the spectrum out in the world.

			This compilation is more than a collection of stories—it is a testament to the power of community. Throughout the process of creating this book, our contributors found a safe, supportive space in which to share their voices. In our meetings, we laughed, brainstormed, and bonded, building a camaraderie rooted in mutual respect and understanding. That spirit of connection shines through in the pages that follow.

			You’ll see we are presenting some conversations illustrated like videoconferencing meetings. Presented to show conversations as they unfolded. In doing this, we hoped to capture not only the creativity and humor of our contributors but also their bravery in sharing their perspectives. This book stands as a reminder that while the world may not always feel accommodating, there are spaces where neurodivergent voices can thrive—and this is one of them.

		

	
		
			How To Use This Book

			The book is divided into parts, and contributors wrote articles and stories for as many parts as they wanted to. You do not need to read the book in a chronological fashion—it is made to be “dip-in-able.” Read stories in whichever order suits you.

			You may find you want to read more about relationships, as that is something you are interested in at the moment—start there if you wish! In the independence section, we included some recipes as, cooking for yourself is one thing that most members were most proud of. We are so pleased to include their favourite dishes so you can try them yourselves.

			There is a lot to enjoy in this book. Welcome to a celebration of authenticity, resilience, and the transformative power of storytelling.

			

		

	
		
			Part 1: 
About Us

			

		

	
		
			Understanding Me and The History of Autism 
By Ciara Freeman

			For a long time, the public perception of what autism is, and what an autistic person looks like, has been skewed by stereotypes perpetuated by doctors and scientists using out of date research. Science isn’t static; it’s forever changing and with each generation of new minds, our understanding on any subject deepens. Autism is no exception.

			Many think the concept of autism first came about in 1943 from Leo Kanner, an Austrian-American psychiatrist and physician. Back then, it was coined as “infantile autism,” a term used to describe a set of “abnormal behaviours” beginning from infancy. But the first occurrence of the term can be linked back to Hans Asperger’s 1938 lecture, where he made reference to “autistic psychopaths.” Hans was unfortunately a Nazi with eugenicist principles, and his outlook on the neurotype helped shape a not so positive narrative that has only begun to be broken in recent years.

			When I was a child, I remember being taught about autism from a support worker that would visit my school. Due to my half-brother being diagnosed as autistic before I was born, I already knew quite a lot about it from a very early age. Eventually, the support worker told me I was autistic.

			I responded, “Well, yeah. Duh?”

			That reaction took her by surprise. I was seven years old at the time, but I already had a deep understanding that I was very different from everyone else I knew. After she dropped what she thought was this big bombshell on me, she told me about Hans Asperger’s work. Over the next couple of weeks, she helped me put together a presentation that would teach my class about my condition. The presentation was essentially information about autism, put into bite-sized facts that fellow seven-year-olds could understand, but a lot of that information was based on a Nazi’s research, the research of someone who worked to wipe us from existence. This isn’t to say all of Hans Asperger’s work was completely wrong—and he wasn’t the only person to contribute to a misleading idea of what autism is. But as the decades have gone by, we obviously now have a far greater understanding of autism, and, well, we don’t listen to Nazis so much anymore.

			The first understandings of autism were very rigid, even for years after Hans Nazi era research. The DSM-II (the second edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorder), published in 1968, described autism as a form of childhood schizophrenia, and it was thought that it came as a result of “cold” parenting, specifically from “unemotional” mothers.

			By the time 1980 rolled around, the DSM-III was published, which made clear that schizophrenia and autism were two separate and distinct diagnoses, rooted from biological causes, not environmental. This DSM required that within the first 30 months of life, a patient meet three specific criteria:

			
					A lack of interest in people,

					Severe impairments in communication,

					And bizarre responses to the environment

			

			The diagnostic criteria were revised in 1987 and were broadened quite greatly. This is when we can see that there was beginning to be some kind of understanding of a spectrum, though we weren’t quite there yet. The next DSM, the DSM-IV was then released in 1994 (and revised in 2000), and for the first time officially, the word “spectrum” was used, with “Asperger’s Disorder” being the diagnosis for the milder end of that spectrum. In the 2000s, there was a huge rise in people being diagnosed as autistic, but for the most part, only young boys were being diagnosed.

			I was born in 2000, and it was clear to my mother that, from a very young age, I was different, and likely autistic. I couldn’t talk until I was five and couldn’t make friends. School affected me so much that doctors at my local hospital investigated my stomach for months only to decide I was suffering symptoms of extreme stress. I remember being a very literal child—sarcasm was beyond me—and because I couldn’t read emotions very well, I always thought everyone was angry at me. The world I grew up in was very alien to me. It was actually my first head teacher that encouraged my parents to strive for an official diagnosis, so that’s what they did.

			This was a huge struggle, however, doctors were extremely reluctant to diagnose a girl, as autism was still seen as a “boy’s disorder,” and all the diagnostic criteria was still based on the classic male experience of autism. Luckily though, my parents are stubborn and after a lot of effort, I became the only girl in my county to be diagnosed in all of 2007. I was officially autistic!

			I was a very tech savvy kid, so by the time 2011 rolled around, I was always on the internet. I was very proud of being autistic, and I loved that I experienced the world differently, even if it was difficult sometimes. I never thought that my diagnosis was a problem, I thought the world was at fault for creating a society that didn’t welcome and embrace difference. So, I made a Twitter account where I celebrated autism, I got involved in autism advocacy work, and I met other young people like me.

			When I started being publicly autistic on the internet, I remember others would praise me for my bravery, I’d be called inspiring for not being afraid to share my diagnosis. I also dealt with a lot of backlash from people who decided I couldn’t possibly be autistic because I’m nothing like their autistic relative, or that it was a horrible thing I was passing off my disability as some positive thing.

			I’ve always had a very positive outlook on being autistic though. It’s how my brain is wired, it’s integral to my very being, take the autism out of me and well… I’m not me anymore. As the years went on, more like-minded autistic people began to share their experiences online and decided to live life unapologetically and freely as autistic people. There were also a lot of people who decided to be public about being autistic whilst sharing how they personally didn’t see such a positive side to their neurotype.

			I think that’s important to be shared too. I’ve had my days where all I’ve wanted is to just know what it’s like to be “normal” and not have to deal with some of the struggles that come along with being autistic. While these moments are fleeting for me, for others they’re not. I think that’s exactly what’s so important about autistic people using the internet to come together.

			It can’t be understated just how much the internet has done for autistic people. We’ve gone from Neurotypical scientists making the rules of what autism is and can be, to hundreds of autistic people now finding each other and exploring who we are together. We make the rules now.

			That’s not to say there’s not still a place for science, but now doctors and scientists can learn from the lived autistic experience. The internet gave us a voice that cannot be silenced, and we’re no longer some medical mystery. Girls are now diagnosed at a far higher rate, adults are getting diagnoses that give them answers as to why they’ve been different their whole lives, and autistic people are becoming more accepted in society.

			

			With the help of the internet, we’ve been able to educate others about how we really function, and we’re breaking down the stereotypes that have confined us since the 1940s. I’ve watched the public perception about us change so much in such a short time, and it makes me so proud because this is what autistic people have done, we accomplished this for ourselves.

			I don’t want to put across the image that being autistic is all sunshine and rainbows, even though I celebrate and embrace my differences, it doesn’t stop it from being hard occasionally, but that’s exactly why it’s important that we’re celebrated. We’re carving out a space for ourselves in society that has never existed before, and, by doing that, we’re making our world easier to live in.

			I was a very lonely child. I was an outcast that stayed inside playing video games all day because it was so difficult for me to maintain friendships. I’d like to think that if I was growing up today, with the public perception of autism now being so different than what it was 20 years ago, I might have had a little less of that loneliness consuming me. I hope that’s how other autistic children now are growing up for the most part, each generation feeling more welcome than the last.

			Sources:

			https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/what-is-autism/the-history-of-autism

			https://molecularautism.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13229-018-0208-6

			https://www.thetransmitter.org/spectrum/leo-kanners-1943-paper-on-autism/

			https://www.thetransmitter.org/spectrum/evolution-autism-diagnosis-explained/

			

		

	
		
			The Autism as a Superpower—A Conversation
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			Katherine: One thing I like about being autistic is my ability to digest information and fixate on topics that spark my interest, like useless information. Random factoids that don’t really help. And go down the rabbit hole.

			[…]

			Corey: There is no such thing as useless information. It depends on how it’s applied.

			Katherine: I use it for conversation starters.

			Scott: Thinking about people and not assuming that they are always bad. I’ve been down so much that sometimes I don’t think of people as automatically bad, even though I have to set aside fear as an act of will to engage with people.

			Justin H: My ability to improvise humor–I’m not sure everyone else can do that. I can write jokes, and I can find humor in the weirdest places. And probably not the best at making jokes for children, though . . .

			Corey: I do as well. How did Vlad the Impaler got their name? It was in a very specific way…

			Justin H: He was the king of Romania. Impaling was his favourite form of torture

			Corey: He was a king after he was a general, as he fought in wars and s***. So, Vlad the Impaler, he used to impale people with a pike through the butt which would come out through mouth. Then he used to post people up like that after he killed them. I don’t know if it’s actually true, but from what I understand, he used to be the reason people associate Vlad the Impaler with Dracula. He’s the inspiration for Dracula. He used to host parties and put blood in goblets. He used to drink the blood of his victims in the goblets.

			Justin H: He did even worse than that. He made prisoners of certain countries eat their comrades as well.

			Justin M: I have this thing where it’s like I can remember exactly what happened during a certain time, but I can’t remember what happened yesterday. So three years ago, I’d have a meeting or something, and I’ll know exactly who was sitting where, what they were wearing, what we were talking about. I could say what was in the room and everything. But if you ask me what happened yesterday, I have no clue. I can remember details on where I was and what I was doing for a majority of my life, which is pretty cool.

			Katherine: You’re an actor, right? How does that affect how you do your lines?

			

			Justin M: I only need to look at my lines once or twice, and then I remember them. I kind of just read my script, and then I really don’t need to look at it anymore, cuz I already know the lines down pat. I usually look at it once or twice, and then I know it by hand, which is pretty cool.

			And in my building, I have this funny trick where I know everybody’s buzzer code. Somebody asks me, “What’s this person’s buzzer number?” And I know exactly what buzzer number it is. All I have to do is just count up from where I am to what their buzzer number is.

			I also feel, like, magnets around me. It’s really weird. I’ll walk up to somebody, and I can sense that there’s something there. And I’m like, “You have a magnet on you,” and they just look at me stunned. I don’t know what it is. I just get all staticy and stuff. It’s weird.

			Corey: You should open a kiosk at a movie theater with a sign that says, “I can sense magnets - $5.”

			Katherine: There was actually a scientist that implanted a magnet into one of his fingers to be able to sense magnetic fields.

			Corey: I wonder if something like that can be passed down genetically over the years.

			Katherine: I mean, the magnet did work its way out because it’s not meant to be in you.

			[…]

			Corey: If you plant it deep enough inside the body and in a certain part, it’ll be harder to get out. So eventually it’ll just kind of integrate with your system if you plant it all the way up your arm as opposed to in your finger.

			Brianna: I don’t think I have normal autism. I don’t have what a lot of you guys are talking about and that I read about. I definitely didn’t get the intelligent part of autism. So, I had the opposite issue.

			I struggled with learning in school. But I find that one thing is maybe planning or if I’m into something, I’m extremely into it, maybe beyond what I need to be. So I find that if my mom or somebody needs something done, then they normally come to me because they know it’ll get done quickly with detail and stuff. But I definitely wish I had that part.

			Corey: Albert Einstein struggled in school and became one of the best minds… It’s because of the way school is structured. Not designed for minds with autism.

			

			[…]

			Brianna: My teacher would sit me in a corner with an iPad, and it wasn’t until I was in high school that I learned to self-advocate. That came from being part of community.

			Eric: I have good pattern recognition that helps with playing video games. Like playing Monsters Hunter. I get a sense of how the monsters are going to react and can pick up more quickly than others.

			Corey: It’s not the type of game I would normally play, but I find that I’m actually getting really good with the physics of games. And the funny thing is all I have to do is throw a grenade once in a game, and now I can practically predict exactly where the trajectory is going to go even before I throw it just by aiming up a certain ways. I’ve got the physics down within a single throw of a grenade.

			Eric: I think that’s another thing with pattern recognition—I knew a lot of things that needed to be done, and could do them quickly, sometimes even tackling projects before they were given to me. Also, I’m very good at writing, because I can just tell when something isn’t spelled correctly.

			Katherine: I tend to find that people assume and I’m lawyering them through an argument. When that’s just kind of how my brain works.

			Corey: You’re trying to prevent it from going into hostile territory.

			Katherine: If someone commits a logical fallacy, I will point it out, and people really don’t like it when you do that. I’m working on how to do that less, as my parents say I’m “lawyering” them and they don’t like it. For me, it’s almost just being pedantic. I’ll say, “you technically didn’t say this, or that argument is rhetorical–it isn’t based on logic.” That is really annoying for people, I’ve found.

			Corey: Yeah, I don’t understand why they get upset about that, though. Wouldn’t you want to know if you’ve made a mistake in your argument? Because wouldn’t that diffuse the argument or at least help to push the argument along?

			Katherine: I guess I can see how that would annoy other people. Personally, I think that would be more helpful than anything.

			Corey: I’ve had people describe autism as a super intelligent disability or whatever. It’s like some people with autism are way ahead of others…

			Katherine: I think it really depends on what form of autism you have because people with Aspergers are typically really good at math and that’s really helpful. And people assume that if you have Aspergers, you have a higher intelligence than other forms of autism.

			

			[…]

			Corey Kearns: I’ve met a lot of people who categorize autism as if there is a different types, is what I was getting that. But yeah, there are different levels, intensities and so and so forth, right? It’s a whole messy branch of different intensities and different types.

			Eric: In high school I had a few issues because I was reserved and I like to think before saying things. So I spoke slowly. When news of my ASD came out, they just started treating me like some kind of moron. They thought I spoke slowly because I didn’t understand them.

			Debbie: There’s a common assumption that someone who is autistic is antisocial. That they walk around thinking, and the reason they don’t make eye contact is that they’re not interested in having or forming relationships, friendships, and so on. Elliot is the complete opposite. He’s an extrovert who loves social environments and meeting new people. So I find that misperception is still very much out there. And the other one I still hear to date is that autism is only found in males. And I still hear that today. We had quite a few friends they missed, who did not have a diagnosis until later in life because back then professionals just didn’t acknowledge autism in girls. I think we’ve come a little bit of a ways, but I still hear it from the general population.

			Ciara: I wrote about it my section–I knew I had autism but they didn’t test me until later than they did my brother just because I’m female.

			Katherine: I’m far more inclined to want to make friends with other autistic people because I communicate better with them. So, maybe what people perceive as autistics being antisocial is that socializing with neurotypical people is harder. It’s just easier to be friends with someone else with autism because we’re more likely to be on the same wavelength.

			[…]

			~*~

			Akosua: It’s called a disorder. It’s called a disability. Is that something that bothers you? Or do you think that’s right? Does that impact you or is it a trigger at all, as it suggests there is something that needs to be fixed?

			Corey: I’d call a disability. Call it whatever it is at the end of the day. A word is a word. It doesn’t really need to have an impact if I don’t want it to.

			Katherine: I can understand why words like disability disorder would be seen as insensitive because obviously it implies that there’s something wrong with us. But like Corey said, personally, it doesn’t really bother me. It’s just something where you are used to hearing it, but maybe that is something that needs to be rectified. Maybe we don’t need to be used to hearing about how disordered we are, because personally, I consider it to be an improvement.

			Corey: Agreed. It’s easier to be direct and straightforward, which is far less confusing. A lot more productive.

			Katherine: Exactly. I love being autistic.

			[…]

			Akosua: Being too focused on the stuff on the internet can make lots of people hate themselves.

			Katherine: I think a lot of that sort of self-hatred and self-loathing about being autistic is typically based off of the people that we surround ourselves with. Because if you’re around people who understand you and understand your needs, there’s no real reason for you to hate being autistic. If you’re not in an environment where you’re constantly being overstimulated or we can’t communicate with people, it’s kind of just a neutral state of being. It’s just like I’m just autistic. This is just how I am. I think for a lot of people, autism within isn’t the issue. It’s the neurotypical world outside.

			[…]

			Ciara: I have multiple other disabilities. So in my perspective, autism is the least disabling of them, and it doesn’t bother me to be called disabled. By definition. It is still a disability, but it’s very individualized. I think that society being built for cis-neurotypicals is more disabling than autism itself honestly.

			Owen: I was put in a special class for autistic students in high school and I hated having to walk in the room. We had this assignment that was supposed to be career research based on what you want to do for a living. I said I wanted to be an entrepreneur. So the teacher says, “You can’t be an entrepreneur because you’re autistic.”

			[All - murmurs and “wow”]

			Owen: So, at the time, everyone was talking about this cruise ship that drove into an island. It was in the news every day. It was on my mind, so I said, “Fine. I want to be a cruise ship driver.”

			I knew, realistically, even though it would be a cool job, I wasn’t going to do that. It’s just that I didn’t give a s*** if she tried to talk me out of being a cruise ship driver because I didn’t want to do that.

			

			Corey: That’s awesome. Yeah. It’s like, “Okay, I’m gonna do this just because I want to and if you try to tell me differently, well screw you.” I like that. That’s awesome. That’s the same mentality as me.

			Katherine: Yeah, I can relate to that!

			Owen: It seemed like all they wanted to do in that class was back you into accepting your life would be garbage. So, it felt good saying this. And she did try to talk me out of researching that career.

			Then we had to do this exercise, which was like Poverty 101. It was like how to live in poverty. You were supposed to look up how much things cost and create a budget for once you left school. And I was looking up the costs for a car, and they didn’t like that. They kept giving me s***, saying, “There’s no way you are going to be able to afford a car. Blah blah blah. Aren’t you learning anything from this class?” And before I left that school, I showed up with a car, my own car that I bought. It was only a couple months before the end of school, but still!

			Katherine: I can’t imagine communicating to someone that you can’t do something because you’re autistic.

			Akosua: I can understand now why you hated that class.

			[…]

			Katherine: I don’t know if this is universal or not, but I found that when I was in the special ed class, a lot of it was focused on how to not be autistic rather than how to learn as someone with autism.

			Corey: It was almost like they’re trying to rehabilitate you.

			Katherine: That’s how it felt. They had these signs up that would show you how not to act. It was behavioral therapy almost. They had this five-point system, and, on the system, there was a smiley face as Level One and just progressively worsening sad and upset faced emojis to Level Five. This is for autistic people to show their stress level in a scenario, so, if they were feeling, say, Level Five, the educator would be able to understand that.

			My school used the system as a tool of invalidation against autistic people. So, they would say to me if I was having a Level Five reaction, “You are having a Level Five reaction to a Level One scenario.”

			Corey Kearns: I’ve had similar experiences to that. Aside from being autistic, I was diagnosed with schizoaffective disorder bipolar type at age eight.

			I was with a group home agency, and they had a psychiatrist on the payroll, so everybody went to see her. Instead of focusing on all the other symptoms I was dealing with–like hallucinations, muscle spasms, cramps, and reactions to the medication and what-not–she fixated on the rocking back and forth. She was fixated on where my hands were when I was sitting and talking with her. Her fixations were about making me not stand out, as opposed to the actual problems that were there. About 90 percent of our conversation was about this. It would be “Corey, your hands are and your hands aren’t in your lap–they should be folded nicely. Corey, you’re rocking back and forth. Corey, you’re not looking directly into my eyes.”

			What the hell? Yeah, exactly.

			Ciara: Yeah, I see that.

			Wayman: I find it strange that no one has mentioned difficulty with exams. I had no workable school support systems, but exams were my biggest problem. Exams always triggered high levels of tension that so clouded my ability to think/reason that I could not even understand most of the questions. I have memories of sitting exams where I’d spent most of the allocated time trying to find even one question that made enough sense that I could even attempt an answer.

			Katherine: I know that my other autistic brethren have experienced this.

			[…]

			~*~

			Akosua: We all need communities where we can feel safer, seen, celebrated, and supported. And that’s what we get from these conversations. And I hope that is what this book will do for people.

			“Your Voice Matters”

			Every perspective enriches the conversation. As you reflect on the ideas shared here, we encourage you to keep the dialogue alive—whether it’s with your friends, family, or community. Share your thoughts, your questions, and your experiences. Together, we can create more understanding and inclusion.
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