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Praise for Living Independently 
on the Autism Spectrum

“Being able to live a happy, safe, creative, and self-supporting life is the fondest hope for people on the spectrum. Lynne Soraya’s book is a must-read for autistic people and those who love them.” ~Steve Silberman, editor of Wired magazine and author of NeuroTribes

“A practical, empathic guide for adults with ASD. This book is a must-read for adults with ASD, their families, and those committed to educate, support, and mentor them.” ~Sam Goldstein, PhD, author of Raising Resilient Children with Autism Spectrum Disorders

“Lynne Soraya provides a comprehensive blueprint for building a life, from managing finances and housekeeping to navigating the complex social dynamics of love and friendship.” ~Carlin Flora, author of Friendfluence

“Lynne distills important advice into a readable and practical text that is anchored both by her own experience and by the voices of other autistic individuals.” ~Landon Bryce, founder of ThAutcast.com and author of I Love Being My Own Autistic Self

“Straightforward, inspiring, and packed with useful tips that will help adults who are on the autism spectrum to gain confidence and enjoy their lives.” ~Alice Boyes, PhD, Psychology Today blogger

“I would highly recommend this book to not only autistic adults but also to parents, teachers, therapists, and human resource managers, as it provides the kind of insight into autism that only an autistic person can provide.” ~Kym Grosso, MBA, Psychology Today blogger and founder of AutismInRealLife.com

“Lynne Soraya has put together a lovely guidebook for supporting autistic people in their journey toward self-awareness, independence, and day-to-day success.” ~Shannon Des Roches Rosa, editor of Thinking Person’s Guide to Autism





Introduction

Going out on your own can be an exciting challenge for anyone. It can be scary, but it can also be wonderful.

For those of us on the autism spectrum, it can be even more daunting. We can face difficulties that others don’t even think about. The stress of change and transition can be particularly acute. But, like anyone else, we have our strengths. It’s just a question of finding and harnessing them.

Like many who grew up undiagnosed, I struggled through those times alone, without an understanding of why I encountered so many issues. I made plenty of mistakes. If you’re reading this book, you’ve got something going for you: You’re arming yourself with knowledge. That is a great start.

In this book, you’ll expand your knowledge and draw on the collective experiences of people on the spectrum who’ve found their way through this transition. This book will help you to learn what you need to know in order to survive and thrive on the autism spectrum.

Read on for some of the important topics we will cover.

We will talk about soft skills, like understanding yourself. What are your skills and abilities? How can you best tap them? Then we will move on to understanding others. Why do people do what they do? What are the differences in communication that can lead to challenges in connecting? What are the best ways to address these challenges?

Once you have identified some of your strengths and challenges, we will also look at building some key strategies for growth. In what areas do you want to improve your skills? What skills are required to achieve what you want in life? Out in the world, there’s a lot of pressure to conform. You’ll need to know how to manage your differences, and balance those pressures with your personal needs.

The world can be overwhelming to many of us. Inevitably, you will run into some stress. What are some ways to deal with those stresses? This stress may be increased by the differences in how people on the autism spectrum experience the world. We will discuss how to translate your experience of the world to others, to clearly communicate your wants and needs.

Many aspects of living on the spectrum can make us extra vulnerable to danger. We’ll talk about what some of those things are, and how to best keep yourself safe. This will include choosing where to live, the right kind of living situation, and building a support system. In a home and work environment, some routine skills may be more difficult for us, such as time management, organization, and getting around. We’ll talk about each of these areas, and talk about how to overcome some of these challenge areas.

The employment world can be a particularly difficult one for those on the spectrum. We’ll discuss the many different aspects of finding the kind of work that will work for you. We’ll talk about setting career goals, identifying job opportunities, handling the unique challenges of the job interview, and the complex challenges of handling the social aspects of the workplace.

Going out on your own brings new challenges in terms of developing new relationships, and managing changes in existing ones. We’ll talk about how your family relationships may change, and how they should change. We’ll discuss when you should ask for support, and when it will be necessary to set boundaries.

Making friends is a common challenge experienced by many on the spectrum. Once the structure of school is over, making friends can be even more difficult. We’ll cover changes in your social circle, ways to make friends, and how to keep them. Most of all, we’ll talk about dating and romantic relationships. What are the ins and outs of dating? And what about that all important word—sex?

A Few of the People You Will Meet

Some of the best teachers I’ve met in life are the diverse members of the autism community: other adults on the autism spectrum, families of those on the spectrum, and experts who have made autism their life’s work. In this book, you’ll meet a number of these people. They will share with you their insights on how a person on the spectrum can learn to tackle the challenges of his condition and how to live a successful, happy life on the spectrum.

To start us off, I asked them a question: If you had the opportunity to speak to a person on the spectrum who’s just starting out in life, what one thing would you want to say to this person?

Here are some of their responses:

• “Success has little to do with your circumstances and everything to do with your strategies.” Brian R. King, Adult on the Autism Spectrum, parent, licensed clinical social worker, author of Strategies for Building Successful Relationships with People on the Autism Spectrum

• “Take lots of long walks by yourself. What [a diagnosis] means to you is something only you will know, so you need the guts to face things honestly. And never process all this at anyone else’s speed (or wishes) other than your own.” Michael John Carley, Adult on the Autism Spectrum, parent, executive director of the Global and Regional Asperger Syndrome Partnership, and author of Asperger’s from the Inside Out

• “It’s a label, not a limitation—you can be anything you want to be because you’ll always be an individual.” Gavin Bollard, Adult on the Autism Spectrum, parent, and blogger at Life with Aspergers (http://life-with-aspergers.blogspot.com)

• “Learn how to make yourself happy. You will have far more successes and far more satisfaction and happiness if you put in the work on your relationship with your self first.” Amy K. Alward, PhD, Adult on the Autism Spectrum

• “Gaining your independence brings a whole new set of challenges, but the majority are surmountable. The first thing you need is a good sense of self-awareness. With good self-awareness, you can surmount some issues, find workarounds for others, and explain your ways in a manner that other people can understand.” Ennien Ashbrook, Adult on the Autism Spectrum, investment finance assistant, performance dancer, and blogger at Snakedancing (http://snakedance.tumblr.com)

This is a time that can be difficult, but it’s also a time of challenge, opportunity, and growth. Welcome to an exciting phase of your life!

About This Text

Idioms/Expressions

In the text of the book, I, and some of the other contributors, have used idioms. For your reference, I’ve included a list of these idioms and their meanings as an appendix at the end of this book.

Pronouns

In several instances I have simply used “he” or “she,” rather than the clumsy phrase “he or she.” This is for the sake for brevity and flow of the text. When reading these sections, please keep in mind that the advice presented is intended to be valid for either gender.





CHAPTER 1

Skills for Self-Advocacy


When you talk to adults on the autism spectrum, one of the biggest challenges many of them will tell you they’ve faced is figuring out other human beings. For us, other people’s behavior can be very confusing. A crucial skill is to become familiar with the way others think, how it may vary from how you think, and how to navigate through those differences and advocate for your own needs.

In this chapter, we will go through some of the ways you can do this, beginning with understanding yourself. In order to effectively self-advocate, you will need to be able to know what you need, as well as what skills and abilities you already possess. This will tell you what tools you have to work with.

Likewise, it’s important to understand what people expect from you, and how those expectations fit with your skills and abilities. Where there are gaps, you will need to bridge them. It will also be important to understand your own limits and preferences, and when to say no.

Those of us on the spectrum face strong pressures to be able to do everything in the same way everyone else does. It’s important to recognize when that is destructive to your own well-being. You’ll want to continue to build competencies, while still being kind to yourself. We will talk about some of the considerations to make in order to decide when enough is enough.

Self-Advocacy Through Self-Knowledge

Rachel Cohen-Rottenberg is a wife and mom, a writer, and a disability rights activist who has written three books: A Sense of Place: The Story of the Williams Family Farm, The Uncharted Path: My Journey with Late-Diagnosed Autism, Blazing My Trail: Living and Thriving with Autism. She also compiled and edited We’ve Been Here All Along: Autistics Over 35 Speak Out in Poetry and Prose. Recently, I interviewed Rachel regarding her experiences with understanding other people’s behavior as an adult with autism.

Here’s what she had to say:

“I’ve always had that feeling that there is a ‘hidden conversation’ going on, and since my diagnosis, I’ve realized why I feel that way: the ‘hidden conversation’ is happening nonverbally, and I can’t parse nonverbals in real time. I can think of a number of times when I was first on my own that I got into potential trouble, mainly with people I was interested in romantically who could have hurt me if they hadn’t been decent people.

At a certain point, I was fortunate to have friends who saw that I was rather innocent, and who would let me know who was trustworthy and who wasn’t. I relied on friends like that in the early years of being on my own. After awhile, I began to realize that I’m a very astute observer when I can get some distance and look at the process of what is going on. I learned that instead of assuming that people were straightforward like me, I had to stop and watch them before I got involved with them. I began to realize that when I am outside of an interaction, I can see very clearly how the interaction works, so I began to use that to my advantage and get a good long look at people before I got close to them. I also learned that no matter what the interaction, I had to stop and get some space and think before committing to a decision, because I was very prone to getting swept along in other people’s emotions. I became very cautious and very observant, and I learned very good personal boundaries. They have all served me well.”

Building Self-Awareness

When you get out into the workplace, and other adult environments, one of the most important things you will need to learn to do is to self-advocate. In order to do this, you will need to be able to identify your needs and be able to clearly articulate them. This is why getting to know yourself is so important.

Attaining self-knowledge can be difficult for some people on the spectrum, for a number of reasons. Some of these may have to do with aspects of autism itself, or they may have to do with the pressures of others, or a little of both.

Internal Pressures

Those of us on the autism spectrum face some additional challenges when it comes to self-knowledge.

Those not on the autism spectrum are far more likely to see models of self-awareness being modeled in ways that work for them. Many of these skills are transferable, and thus can be learned from someone who does not have autism. However, there may be slight differences in what works optimally for someone who isn’t on the spectrum versus someone who is.

Second, and maybe more crucially, is that many of us on the spectrum may have neurological issues, such as alexithymia or sensory issues, which make self-awareness difficult. Alexithymia is a condition affecting many on the autism spectrum that makes it difficult to recognize and respond to your own emotional states. This can create difficulties in identifying your own needs. If you can’t identify the feeling of being upset, how do you identify the root causes of that upset? If you cannot identify the root causes, how do you advocate in such a way so as to prevent such stress in the future?

Sensory issues impact most of us on the spectrum in many different ways. Combinations of different types of sensory input may be overwhelming, which can make it further difficult to identify emotions or physical discomfort. For some (like me), emotions and sensory experiences can be interrelated; a feeling of being overwhelmed in just one of these two areas can lead to overload in the other.

IN OUR OWN WORDS



I need to consciously monitor my emotional state, in a similar way as someone with numbness [who] needs to watch for [the] danger [of unintentionally injuring themselves]. It’s not that I’m not feeling these emotions or that they’re not affecting me, but I’m not aware of what’s going on until things boil over one way or another. —David Cameron Staples, Adult on the Autism Spectrum



External Pressures

Everyone feels external pressures to conform to what other people want. Those who have grown up feeling isolated and alone may feel these pressures even more so. It’s common to want to be liked. But, it should not be for something that you are not.

It’s important to recognize when you find yourself being pressured into being differently than how you typically are in a way that is destructive. Only you can truly decide who you want to be. No one can dictate this to you, though some may try. Don’t let them.

A lot of self-awareness will come with life experience, but there are some ways that you can help it along. What works for you may vary—as we are all unique. Read on for ideas.

Cultivating Mindfulness

There are a number of techniques that are designed to enhance mindfulness. Mindfulness is often described in a simplistic way as “living in the moment.” Learning to be mindful is learning to focus your attention on your feelings, body, physical surroundings, and experience at this exact moment in time.

When you do this effectively you will also learn to screen out information that distracts from that attention. This is a skill set that’s extremely helpful for those of us who often find the “noise” of this world (and our strong sensory reaction to it) overwhelming. Learning to screen out this “noise” makes it much easier to become aware of our own internal feelings and reactions, and therefore, makes it easier for us to make the appropriate adjustments to them.

Disciplines like meditation, yoga, or the martial arts can help to build mindfulness, but sometimes discovery is as simple as asking a question. You can start with “what” questions:

• What do you like?

• What do you not like?

• What do you do well?

• What is more of a struggle for you?

Once you have answered these questions, you can follow them up with “why” questions:

• Why do you like what you like?

• Why do you dislike what you dislike?

• Why are you good at what you are good at?

• Why are certain things more of a struggle?

The answers to these questions can provide clues to the strategies you may want to use to address challenges. For example, say you struggle with cooking. Why is that? Is it because you have trouble with fine motor skills and fear cutting or burning yourself? Do you have trouble with the multitasking and organizational skills involved? Or is it just that you have trouble reading cookbooks, because you don’t know the terminology?

Each of these issues may need a separate solution. If you worry about burning or cutting yourself, what are some solutions?

• You can buy premade foods that can be heated up in a microwave, versus over an open flame

• You can buy precut meats and vegetables so that you will not need to handle knives

• You can eat out, or buy premade salads

• If you share cooking responsibilities, you can negotiate with the other person to split the tasks according to your strengths: Perhaps you assemble the salads and marinate the chicken, while she cuts the vegetables.

IN OUR OWN WORDS



The more you understand your own neurology, the better off you are. —Judy Endow, MSW, Adult on the Autism Spectrum, speaker, and author of several books, including Learning the Hidden Curriculum: The Odyssey of One Autistic Adult



Learning about Your Personality

A more structured way of asking yourself questions is to take tests designed to identify your personality type, along with your strengths and interests. A typical test like this, used by many organizations, is the Myers-Briggs test.

The first thing this type of test tells you about is how you relate to people. Are you an extrovert (someone who is outgoing) or an introvert (someone who is more reserved)? Many make the assumption that those on the spectrum cannot be an extrovert, but many people on the spectrum (and their families) would argue otherwise. A person can have a strong desire to be with others, but yet struggle with making it happen. Those who have this strong desire to connect may have a higher level of stress, because of the difference between how much they want to socialize and how successfully they are able to achieve it.

Another thing that this type of test can teach you is how you go about solving problems and processing information. Once you go out into the world, understanding this (and the different ways people can go about it) can be crucial—especially in the workplace. It can impact what types of people you interact best with, and can help you in choosing how to communicate about yourself to someone who is different than you.

Seeking the Input of Others

There are times when others can see what we don’t, especially when we are under stress. In such situations, it may be appropriate to ask someone you consider trustworthy for feedback. A number of adults have reported to me that their friends and loved ones can often sense signs of trouble before they do (particularly among those who have issues with alexithymia).

Those who live closely with you may be able to identify patterns in your behavior you weren’t previously aware of. This can be helpful in identifying “hidden” sources of stress, or simply patterns in behavior that are potentially problematic in specific situations. Many people (neurotypical people included) have “tells”—specific body language or facial expressions that we may not be aware of, but which serve as indicators of stress.

If you find that you still don’t have the level of understanding about yourself that you’d like, you may find it valuable to seek out help from professionals such as counselors, psychologists, and psychiatrists. Part of the training individuals in these professions receive is to guide others in the types of self-awareness techniques we’ve discussed in this section. In addition, they may be able to guide you with suggestions for steps to use in specific situations, developing coping mechanisms, and by suggesting new ways to navigate situations you find challenging.

There are a number of factors in choosing a professional to work with. Professionals have specific areas of expertise, and focuses. It’s important to choose a professional whose style and approach meshes well with your needs. Factors to consider may include things such as education, type of professional, focus of practice, and experience with those on the spectrum.

Psychiatrists, who are medical doctors, may be more focused on medication, or medical considerations, whereas a psychologist or counselor may look at behavioral causes and treatments when looking at anxiety, depression, or other challenges. If you are looking for help with problems of everyday living, or for techniques to change how you approach problems, a psychologist or counselor my suit you just fine. However, you may want to seek a psychiatrist when you need someone who is a specialist in a particular area or for help with issues that have a physical cause or that may require close monitoring of medication.

Also, consider the professional’s particular area of specialty and her approach. Does she focus primarily on counseling families and couples, or on counseling individuals? Or does she do both? Is the professional experienced in working with those on the spectrum? How does she approach issues like anxiety or depression? Does she talk about feelings, or does she use techniques to help you identify and change troublesome thought patterns and approaches? What you are most comfortable with may determine which professional you choose.

Understanding Expectations

The other side of self-advocacy is learning about other people and their expectations of you. This can be particularly challenging for many of us on the spectrum, as there are a number of aspects of common social situations that are assumed but not stated. For those of us who have a hard time “reading between the lines” to identify the unspoken expectations of others, this can be very difficult.

Trouble with the “unwritten rules” is probably not new to you. Most of us have experienced it all through our lives. However, the penalties for not understanding such rules become more severe as we get older. When you are a child, if you misunderstand a teacher’s expectations, you may get detention or you may get reprimanded. In the adult world, misunderstanding the expectations of an authority figure could mean losing your job, or even getting arrested.

Some Ways to Learn about Other People

Interacting with neurotypical people (those not on the autism spectrum) can be very much like interacting with someone who does not share your language and culture—what they say and do may have very different meanings from what you might expect, and vice versa. What can make such interactions particularly difficult is that many people are not aware of the differences, especially if they are not aware of or familiar with your diagnosis. Because of this, they will apply their own expectations to your behavior, which can lead to misunderstandings and negative outcomes.

One way to deal with this dynamic is to do what you can to understand the types of expectations most people have about social behavior. Becoming aware of their perspectives will allow you to know when you need to communicate differences, or when to adjust your behavior to avoid misinterpretation. It may also help to make people seem less confusing.

Observation

Temple Grandin, a famous professor and adult on the autism spectrum, has often said that living as a person with autism is like being an “anthropologist on mars.” I know I have often felt the same. Her comparison is particularly interesting, because one of the ways that I’ve learned to read other people has been through “people watching”—watching social interactions as if I were an anthropologist studying an alien culture.

Many people on the spectrum have a particular ability with patterns. This is one autistic strength that can be helpful in learning how to get on in the world. If you apply yourself to paying attention to how other people interact with each other, you may be able to identify certain patterns and trends that you can utilize in relating to others.

This can be particularly helpful when you find yourself in a new environment—say, entering a new workplace or social group. Do they use certain types of language and phrases? How do they greet one another—with a handshake or a pat on the back? In online interactions, how do they use specific greetings or salutations? Observing these patterns can be particularly helpful in learning how to “fit in”—or how to be best understood.

Why is this important? I liken it to interacting with someone who doesn’t share your language and culture. If you need to communicate, and they don’t “speak” your language (in terms of understanding your speech and behavior patterns or body language), then you want to try to build a basic competency in their language so that you can be understood. Having that capacity gives you more options. Hopefully over time you will be able to help them to become familiar with your “language,” but until then, you will at least have the ability to communicate.

You will, however, need to be careful about how you watch people. As an adult, people may be made uncomfortable if you single them out for unexpected attention. You can do some routine people watching just by noticing patterns while you interact with someone, which will appear more natural. If you decide to people watch just to people watch, you will need to be very careful how you go about it.

What Not to Do

• Do not stare. Staring is often perceived as hostile, threatening, or predatory in nature. Looking at any one person for more than a few seconds may make people feel you are “creepy” or “dangerous.” Keep plenty of distance from the individual or group you’re observing (if you are not interacting with them directly), and do not observe for an extended period of time. These rules apply to observing individuals or small groups.

• Do not watch people inside a building or enclosed space through a window or fence or use technology to remotely do so—people like their privacy. If you observe people in an enclosed space where they expect privacy, such as their home, you will be violating their boundaries. This will at the very least offend people and make them very uncomfortable, and at worst, it may get you arrested. It’s best not to do it.

• Do not ask strangers why they do certain things. Though you may be curious, if you don’t know the person, approaching him to ask why he behaved this way will make him uncomfortable.

• It may be appropriate to take a neurotypical friend or family member with you to guide you, ask questions of, and tell you when your behavior is inappropriate. It will be important, though, that he understands what you are doing and why. Let him know that you want to casually “people watch” to learn how people act, and that you want him to come along to help you.

• Keep your segments of people watching very short—you may want to bring an activity that’s appropriate to the environment and stop periodically to do that activity. For example, if you’re at a mall, you may stop at a bench and people watch for ten minutes, then go back to shopping, or you may read a book or work on your laptop. This will minimize the chances that you are perceived as “dangerous.” If you are the type of person who is easily engrossed, you may want to set a reminder on your cell phone or other device and make sure that you honor the time limit you set for yourself.

• Choose your environment carefully—public places with a lot of people are good places to people watch, provided you minimize behavior that may make people believe you’re a threat. Remember that in some environments, like a shopping mall, there may be law enforcement professionals or security guards around who are watching for criminals. Watching a person or place for too long, or staying in one place for a long time, may be seen by them as warning signs of criminal behavior. This is because criminals may linger in a specific area to watch a person or place to assess vulnerabilities and plan their attack. You don’t want people to believe that this is what you are doing.

• If you are asked to leave, do so politely and quietly. If they are asking you to leave, this means they may think you are dangerous. If you get angry or argue with them, they may call the police and have you arrested. If the person asking you to leave is an authority figure, such as a policeman, this is doubly important, because resisting may result in not only arrest but in the police using violence to subdue you. You may or may not agree with their asking you to leave, but what is most important is ensuring your safety. Keep yourself calm, be respectful and polite (using terms like “Yes, sir” or “Yes, ma’am”), and leave to go on to something else, somewhere else.

Theater

Many adults on the spectrum have found taking acting or theater classes to be helpful for a number of reasons. One of the most important is that theater classes are an environment where the type of “people watching” discussed previously is directly taught. Because the aim of acting is to be able to convincingly play another person—and to convey that person’s thoughts and feelings to an audience using voice, body language, and words—it is one of the few places where body language and unwritten rules will likely be talked about explicitly. They are part of the curriculum.

IN OUR OWN WORDS



I, for one, have found theatre very helpful … immersion in drama (and literature more broadly) has probably made it easier for me to figure other people out. Drama and literature provided me with templates of human reactions to various situations on which I could draw when trying to read people in circumstances analogous to those in a given play or novel. —Jack, Adult on the Autism Spectrum and history professor



In addition, some acting techniques, such as “method acting,” place emphasis on knowing and replicating in yourself the emotions of the character you’re performing. These classes will often involve reading screenplays, or viewing scenes, then talking about what the character in that scene is thinking or feeling, and how that would be expressed through body language and voice tone. Often, you will not only go through this process yourself, but you will hear others talking about it, and see them acting it out. You will also get feedback as to what your body language conveys to others.

This gives you a window into the range of what other people think and feel in specific situations, and how that may differ from how you would react. What you find is that there is a great deal of variability in how individuals think and respond to a specific set of circumstances (or how they think others would respond). This can be very comforting to learn in a world that often presents only one “right” way to be. We are all unique, those with a neurotypical makeup and those with autism alike.

Theater can have some other particular benefits for those of us on the spectrum:

• Inclusion in a creative and welcoming environment that fosters social interaction

• An opportunity to explore your feelings and behavior

• Increased body awareness and motor skill improvement

• Increased relaxation due to positive stress relief

• Speech practice

The theater may not be for everyone, but many have found it to be very helpful. Like many things, it depends on finding the right program. If you don’t like a particular program, or teacher, you can always try a different one. In addition, there are now programs particularly targeted for the needs of adults with autism. As an example, see Shenanigans (www.shenanigansimprov.com), based in Atlanta, or The Miracle Project in California (www.themiracleproject.org/).

Reading

One way many people on the spectrum learn what to expect from others is to read about human behavior. While many people focus on the struggles those like us have with relating to others, the fact is that many people who are not on the spectrum have struggles in these areas as well. Because of this, there are many books on how to relate to others successfully.

It may seem boring to read some of these books, or you may want to spend more time reading about something that interests you more, but I have always looked at it this way: In most things we need to accomplish in life, we will need other people. There are few activities and professions in life that are completely isolated. If you want to be able to accomplish your goals, you will need to know some basics of how to interact with other people.

There are books on body language, idioms, on relationships and gender—just about any area of the social experience you can think of. Reading these books can help you to build a baseline of understanding of how people typically communicate or relate to each other, and what things mean. (Although it is important to note general trends in how people relate to one another, there will be differences in real life interactions.)

There are many books out there, but here are a few that I, or others on the spectrum, have found helpful:

• Body Language, by Julius Fast—a basic primer on reading body language

• Talking from 9 to 5: Women and Men at Work; You just Don’t Understand!; That’s Not What I Meant!: How Conversational Style Makes or Breaks Relationships; and The Argument Culture: Stopping America’s War of Words, by Deborah Tannen—great books that help with understanding the social aspects of language

• Verbal Judo: The Gentle Art of Persuasion, by George Thompson—provides strategies for effectively communicating with others

• Crucial Conversations: Tools for Talking When Stakes Are High, by Kerry Patterson, Joseph Grenny, Ron McMillan, Al Switzler—provides scripts for critical conversations that you might encounter in everyday life

• How to Win Friends and Influence People, by Dale Carnegie—a general advice book on building relationships with others

• The Credibility Code: How to Project Confidence and Competence When It Matters Most, by Cara Hale Alter—provides step-by-step instructions and online videos on how to appear confident to others

• The Five Love Languages: The Secret to Love That Lasts, by Gary Chapman—covers the different ways we can express love to others, and how to figure out the ways that are most effective for those in our lives

• One Minute Manners: Quick Solutions to the Most Awkward Situations You’ll Ever Face at Work, by Ann Marie Sabath

• Emily Post’s Etiquette: Manners for a New World, by Peggy Post, Anna Post, Lizzie Post and Daniel Post Senning—a guide to common social rules

When in Doubt, Ask!

While there are a number of ways (some of which we discussed previously) that we can increase our awareness of the common patterns in how most people relate, it’s unlikely you’ll become an expert immediately. That’s okay. Again, it’s similar to learning the norms of another language or culture. You can become proficient in a language, but you may always think in your first language.

It’s important to remember that it’s likely you will make mistakes. There is no perfect technique that’s going to teach you every little nuance. In those times it’s important to ask questions. When you’re around people who know you, ask them for feedback on how you are doing in the social situation. Or, if you’re stuck, have someone you can pull aside and ask for guidance in a specific situation.

If you are in a situation where it’s inappropriate to ask questions verbally, you might surreptitiously text a question to a trusted companion. This, of course, depends on the type of situation you are in. There are some situations where texting or being on your phone is not appropriate and would be considered rude. Figuring out which one of the situations you are in may depend on some of what you’ve learned by following some of the strategies discussed earlier in this chapter.

As another resource, you can turn to some of the great books that have been put together by people on the spectrum on the topic of unwritten social rules. Two good books in this category are by Judy Endow, MSW, and by Dr. Temple Grandin and Sean Barron. Judy’s book is called Learning the Hidden Curriculum: The Odyssey of One Autistic Adult and discusses her struggles with the unwritten rules of social interactions. In it, she provides a great listing of the rules that she’s been able to distill from her experiences. Sean and Temple’s book is also excellent, and is called The Unwritten Rules of Social Relationships: Decoding Social Mysteries Through the Unique Perspectives of Autism. If you find that you frequently run into situations where you feel like you make social missteps, these books are a good place to start in terms of figuring out what some of these rules are.

Assessing Gaps and Developing Strategies to Address Them

To find your place in this world, you’ll have to take all that you’ve learned in the processes that we have discussed in this chapter and figure out how to put them all together into a life that works for you. This will involve looking at what you’re good at, what you struggle with, and how those fit with the expectations of the people you care about. I say “the people you care about,” because there’ll be times when you can’t please everyone.

One of the very important skills you’ll need to build is how to decide who and what takes priority in your life. That will depend on your own feelings, experiences, and values. What’s most important to you? Is it family? Is it contributing to the greater world? Is it helping others? Is it friendship? Is it being able to work in your area of interest? Figuring out how these things rank in importance for you will help you to make the best decisions for you.

You may find that when you rank these things, those priorities may change depending on the area of life you’re talking about. For example, in the workplace, meeting your boss’s expectations will likely be very high on the list. However, there are also times in which you will probably have to make some tough decisions regarding whether to please a boss, or whether to please yourself or someone you care about.

When processing those kinds of decisions, it will be important to weigh the impact of your decisions on your priorities in life. If a boss asks you to do something dishonest or illegal, you’ll have to look at the possible impacts on yourself. Are you comfortable doing something that’s against your moral code? Will following that instruction result in criminal prosecution? If being honest and law-abiding is high on your priority list, then you may need to say no. That is okay.

One of the great things about being an adult is the fact that you get to choose what you want out of life. That will be pivotal for you in deciding your strategies for addressing gaps, because your strategies will largely depend on your own goals. When viewed through the lens of your goals, some things that others may look at as gaps may not be. It all depends on how important it is to reaching your goal.

Later in this book we will look at specific areas in life where you will need specific skill sets, like those needed for relationships and employment. In these areas we will talk about the type of skills you need and how to break them down into steps to address them in appropriate ways. In some cases, it will mean learning new skills. In other cases, it will mean choosing a different approach.

In other areas, you may need to seek help with a particular skill set. For example, if you have challenges with organization, you may ask a friend who is particularly good with organization to help you organize your home. You may ask a friend for strategies regarding how to manage your workspace or any other area where you might need help organizing information or your physical environment. You can then, in turn, help your friend in areas where he struggles. This is why understanding yourself, what you’re good at, and what is more challenging can really help you.

Learning How to Challenge Yourself, Yet Set Your Own Pace

Growing as a person is a huge part of life. However, for those of us whose brains are wired a little bit differently, it can be tempting to push ourselves too far. You may experience a lot of pressure to conform to the norms of society. There are situations where conforming is appropriate or at the very least necessary, such as when personal safety is an issue. But there are times when people may expect you to “act neurotypical,” for its own sake. It will be up to you to identify when this is happening and to set appropriate boundaries with others.

IN OUR OWN WORDS



If we are to do something against our neurology, it doesn’t mean we can’t do it, but it does mean we need practice in it, we need to recognize that we may not ever be as good at it as other people through no fault of our own, and we need to recognize that the harder we have to work, the more rest we need from it [as well]. —David Cameron Staples



At various times in your life, you’ll be faced with the question of whether to improve skills in a certain area—which may involve some struggle—or whether to make peace with your limits in that area. As discussed earlier, this will often depend upon the goals you have set for yourself. There will also be other times when you’ll need to decide how quickly you feel you can make a change. Only you can decide when you feel ready.

A very important component of this will be the self-awareness you build through the techniques discussed earlier in the chapter. You’ll need to be able to identify when stress is reaching a crisis point for you and take appropriate action to prevent a problem. This may involve setting boundaries with others.

Just as we’re driven to always learn something new, to always get better in our areas of expertise and our special interests, it’s always been my experience that we need to do that in the rest of our lives as well. In a well-lived life, there is always tension between where you are and where you plan to be. Be sure that the path you take is one you choose.

POINTS TO REMEMBER

• Self-advocacy is a crucial skill for those of us on the spectrum.

• Self-awareness can be built and in a number of ways, such as: mindfulness practices, asking yourself questions, and seeking the input of others.

• Alexithymia and sensory issues can make self-awareness difficult.

• In order to be effective in self-advocacy, you will need to set priorities regarding your goals and values in life.

• When choosing how to address gaps between your abilities and the expectations of others, you will need to make strategic choices based on these goals and values.

• Goals and priorities may be different depending on the area of life in question, such as your personal life and your professional life.

• If the expectations of others clash with your values, it’s okay to say no.

• Sometimes, the solution for a gap in skills or abilities may be partnering up with someone who has a profile of skills and abilities that complements yours.

• It’s important to use self-awareness skills to identify when your stress levels are getting too high and to take appropriate action.

• In order to grow, there should always be a tension between what you want to accomplish and what you have accomplished.
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