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You have asked me to write a statement on my views of person first language and also on people
who view autism as a strength, rather than a disability.
People often say that those with autism have black and white thinking and are unable to consider
anything in between. I believe that the rest of the community has black and white thinking when it
comes to autism.
As Peter Vermeulen, a Belgian Autism expert says, you cannot romanticise autism, but equally that
doesn’t mean you cannot be positive. He talks about a need for Neuroharmony. Nobody thinks the
same as everyone else, we are all different, and we need to focus on similarities not differences. We
need to bring everyone together. A focus on difference creates discrimination. 1
At present we have a medical verses social model, both of which are linear models and both of
which are looking for a cause of the disability and who is to blame. They both look at who needs to
change, they both look at differences not similarities, which leads to an us versus them polarisation,
which I believe is not only unhelpful, but actually creates more problems than it solves. 2
The medical model of disability sees everything as wrong with the individual, seeks to cure the
individual and tells them they need to take responsibility for everything themselves, because they
are to blame. The social model, says that disability is caused by society and if we just had enough
ramps and the like then no one would be disabled. That is a very simplistic response. A ramp and
disabled toilet may work for someone who is paralysed and can toilet themselves, but they are
never going to be enough for someone with a high level spinal cord injury who cannot even feed
themselves. Society absolutely needs to be as accessible as possible to people with disabilities,
without society being more accessible they will never be able to part of the community, equally we
need to ensure that we teach people the skills they need to live in a world that is not perfectly
designed for them. In terms of people who are blind as a society we need to provide tactile
markings, sound and vibration street crossings, documents in braille and the like. But those things
alone are not going to help, unless we teach the person how to navigate with a white cane, how to
read braille, and how to live in a world designed for sighted people.
Within Autism the medical model is that of ABA, it is based on seeing everything as something wrong
within the child, needing to fix the child, making the child fit into our world. In ABA there are no such
things as accommodations, the child must learn how to fit into the neurotypical world or they simply
never be part of society. In effect they are trying to force a square peg into around hole.3 They
continue to claim to be able to cure 50% of children with autism, despite no scientific research to
support the claims. That does not mean no one gains anything from ABA or that there is no scientific
research to support it, but it is not what profit making companies sell to desperate parents.
On the other hand we have the social model, which is the autistic rights, neurodiversity movement.
They claim that there is nothing wrong with them; it is society that is the problem. They do not have
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a disability they are simply different, they are neurodiverse. Their solution is to make the world
square! 4
The neurodiversity movement present a genius model of autism, which is profoundly rare and only
sets people up for failure. It puts undue pressure on children with autism. That does not mean
people do not have talents and strengths, they do, but they are no more genius than the average
person. Equally one cannot deny that there are people who are profoundly disabled by their autism.
In order for most people with autism to be able to utilise their talents and strengths, they need
supports put in place, which accommodates the difficulties they experience due to their autism. 5
As Luke Beardon, a UK adult with Asperger’s says “I find those television programs depressing. I got
all the nerdiness and freakishness and none of the genius”. 6
I was not diagnosed with autism because I have special strengths; I was diagnosed, because I have
specific difficulties in the areas of social communication and repetitive and restrictive behaviours.
These things make interacting with the world very difficult for me, the same as any disability makes
things difficult for people. That does not mean I cannot do anything, or that I do not have talents and
skills to share with the world. It also does not mean that I do not have the same needs, hopes and
desires as the average person, think of Maslow’s Hierarchy of needs! What it does mean is that I am
going to need extra supports in some instances in order to enable me to have those needs met. That
is a disability. Very few if no one is disabled all the time, the question is when and in what
circumstances is a person disabled and what can we do to support the person at those times.
Equally no government anywhere in the world is ever going to fund extra supports for people on the
basis of their strengths, because that does not display a need for additional support. The NDIS
provides funding for me, because of the specific difficulties I face in many areas, those supports are
individually designed based on my individual difficulties. Similarly the education department is never
going to fund an aide or any other supports on the basis of someone being extra good at something,
they will only ever provide funding on the basis of the additional difficulties the child faces above
and beyond the average child. While arguments can be made about how we assess people for those
extra supports, they will only ever happen on the basis of the difficulties the person experiences.
In order to create an inclusive society we need to focus on people as people the similarities they
share with other people. As Dr Barry Prizant says,” the behaviour of people with autism isn’t
random, deviant or bizarre, as many professionals have said for decades. The things they say aren’t
as many professionals still maintain meaningless or non‐functional. Autism isn’t an illness it is a
different way of being human. Children with autism aren’t sick they are progressing through
developmental stages as we all do …. the best way to help a person with autism to change for the
better is to change ourselves – our attitudes, our behaviour and the types of support we provide”.7
The word autistic was not a word coined by the Neurodiversity movement, which did create the
word Aspie. The word autistic was created by Lovass, who many would refer to as the father of ABA,
although that is technically not correct. Lovass was the person who began using pain as a way of
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gaining compliance from children with autism, and justified it by saying they were not normal
children they were autistics. He was routinely giving children electric shocks to instil acute pain in
them, when they flapped their hands or the like.
As Dr Barry Prizant says, there is no such thing as ‘autistic behaviour’, everything a person with
autism does, a typically developing person also does.8 People talk about jumping up and down and
waving their hands around as autistic behaviour. Ever been to a football match, or watched one on
TV, plenty of people jumping up and down and waving their hands around!! Ever watched a game
show on TV where someone has won a million dollars, they are jumping up and down and waving
their hands around. When the average person does that we call it excitement, when a person with
autism does it, we refer to it as autistic behaviour.
People also say that repeating the same words over and over again is autistic behaviour. Look at
what you do with young infants, mamma, dada, etc. and wanting the infant to copy you. Equally I am
yet to know of a child who does not repeat the same words over and over again, when they are
asking for an ice cream or how long the drive is going to be!!9
People say banging your head on the ground when you are frustrated is autistic behaviour; plenty of
typical toddlers have done that. 10
People say talking to yourself is autistic behaviour, 99.9% of the population does that while driving
especially, and at other times also.11
Everyone does these things, the difference is that the average person might not do them in public or
they might not do them at an older age, doesn’t mean they do not do them.12
People talk about stimming as an autistic behaviour, yet everyone does that. Clicking the end of the
pen is stimming. It seems simple to say just leave a person to stim, but head banging is stimming and
no ethical person would leave a person to head bang. The best response is to ask, why is this person
doing this and why now. I.e., why do they always flap their hands in that specific way during maths
classes and never at any other time? Calling it autistic behaviour and either leaving it or stopping it,
does not help the person. Trying to work out why the person is doing it and why now and then what
can we put in place to support the person is much more useful. The person is rarely engaged in this
behaviour because they are happy and trying to work out how we can support them better is much
more helpful. It is true that leaving someone to flap their hands it more appropriate than stopping it,
but the best response is always to ask why and how can we support the person better, because it
shows the person is dysregulated and we need to focus on what we can do to support them better.
That does not mean teaching them not to do it, it does not mean teaching them something else
instead, it means changing what we are doing and in particular the supports we are providing, so
they feel more supported and hence better regulated.13
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In terms of societal accommodations for people with autism the things which help them help
everyone. No one enjoys being in Christmas shopping crowds or the crowds of Boxing Day sales.
Some people might tolerate them better than others, some might believe it is worth facing the
crowds to get a bargain, but no one enjoys it. Everyone has limits on how long they can cope being
actively engaged with others, with being in really noisy or bright environments or the like. Sensory
issues experienced by those with autism are to some degree experienced by everyone, the
difference lies in the intensity although that also differs between people. There are building
materials that naturally muffle sound, everyone benefits from that, not just those with autism. We
can design buildings so the flow of people is more free flowing and bottlenecks do not develop. We
can design buildings with more natural light, and less artificial light, which again helps everyone.
Many believe that if we tell the community all about how good they are, then it will produce a
positive image of autism; in fact the opposite is more likely to be the case. People with autism are
not a separate class of people. They have jobs, families, talents, opinions and faults, the same as
everyone else, which are all going to be different. Portraying them as a normal part of the
community implies these things are possible. Portraying them as a separate class of people does not.
If we portray people with autism who achieve great success as heroic and inspirational we suggest
that it is surprising that people with autism can achieve these things. If we say they overcome the
odds, or despite having autism, we imply that people with autism are limited by their autism and
most people do not achieve it. If we talk about people who marry, have a job, have children,
undertake daily activities as extraordinary, we imply that most people with autism are not capable of
those things. We make a huge deal about someone with autism going to uni or having a job. But
what is so heroic about those things, people do them every day. If they are heroic to have autism
and do those things, then the implication can only be that people with autism are simply not capable
of those things.14
People often say that those with autism lack self‐esteem and if we just focus on strengths then the
problems will go away. In order to lack self‐esteem one has to have good theory of mind skills and
be able to compare themselves to others. Consider this true example. A boy age 10 in school one
week learns that everyone is different and it is ok to be different. Just like we all have different
colour hair, and that is ok, people have different traits of other things as well. He has listened hard
and learnt what was said and is very proud of himself. On the Friday evening he is taken to the
movies by his parents. There is a long line of people waiting. He wants to show his parents what he
learned, so he walk along the line and at the top of his voice calls out, this person is really tall, this
one is really short, this one has a beard, this one has a walking stick, this one has red hair, etc., etc.
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He did not do that, because he was being naughty, nor did he do it because he lacked self‐esteem,
he did it because he lacked social understanding.15
Peter Vermeulen says we need to focus on happiness, instead of seeking to look at what normal
things a person can do. Consider a person living in a group home, they do not have the capacity to
take care of self‐care tasks, cannot cook or clean for themselves. We see them as having a bad life.
Yet they love the staff in the group home and call them their friends. They love music and the staff
engages them in musical activities for at least an hour every day. They love swimming, staff take
them swimming multiple times each week. They also attend a day program that involves music and
swimming. Both the medical and social models of disability see this as a bad outcome for someone.
They do not live independently, do not have friends and do not work. Consider another person. They
live alone; they do some filing job which they hate, although being a qualified lawyer. They have
friends online, but never see anyone in person. They do not cook and the house is a complete mess,
but both the social and medical model sees them as successful, because they live independently,
work and have friends (even if online). Which person do you think lives the happier life?16
I’m constantly told I need to be proud of my autism, but that is not something I can understand. I’m
proud of my achievements. Being diagnosed with autism is not an achievement; it is just something
that happened. I’m not ashamed of it, if I was I would not speak to others about it, or actively
advocate about things. To me autism, just is, the same as having any medical condition. Being
diagnosed with something is not something I can understand being proud of, because I am proud of
what I do, i.e. achievements, equally I fail to see why I need to be ashamed of it. It is seen by
everyone as something black and white (either proud or ashamed) and I fail to see that black and
white and see it as anything but. For me autism just is. Equally I am also told I need to love having
autism. To this day I continue to have violent out of control meltdowns. To tell me I should love
those things is insulting. Equally insulting is to tell me I deserve them and simply do not try hard
enough. Consider our Paralympic athletes, they live very full, enjoyable and rewarding lives, and yes,
their disabilities are definitely an inherent part of who they are. That does not mean they do not
want to be cured. My autism creates immense difficulties in my life, which I continually try to
overcome and which are not that simple. I would love not to have those difficulties and fail to
understand why anyone would want them. I have a team of some of the top behavioural
psychologists, occupational therapists, speech therapists, case managers, support workers and
employment services, all working to try to enable me to utilise my strengths to contribute more fully
to the world. No one is trying to cure me, not least because you cannot cure something when you do
not even know what it is. Equally that does not mean any of them will ever be able to help me to
enjoy the difficulties my autism brings. What they can do is to help me to live a fuller and more
rewarding life, despite my difficulties, and to try to find better ways of supporting me with those
difficulties.
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