

WHAT IS AUTISM?
Autism, or Autism Spectrum Disorder is a lifelong developmental disability which affects how people communicate and interact with the world. It is a disorder that is characterized by social communication and interaction difficulties, repetitive behaviors or routines and sometimes unique abilities. That is, Autistic people have a different understanding and way of perceiving the world, interacting and communicating. Autism Spectrum Disorder is a spectrum, which means that the disorder has a wide range and varying degrees of severity. Currently, there are three different levels of Autism, categorized as such depending on the level of assistance and supervision the individual needs in their daily lives. 
Level 1 Autism requires support to live their day to day to day lives, but as compared to the other two levels, this level of Autism requires the least amount of support. Individuals with Level 1 Autism have trouble understanding and following social cues, appear uninterested in social interactions, follow a strict pattern or routine and become stressed when there are disruptions in their routines. Individuals in this level might engage in therapy sessions to help them navigate social interactions better and help them learn strategies to control their emotional dysregulations. At school and the work place, Level 1 Autistic individuals would benefit from reasonable adjustments like extra time and some support from peers and co-workers to complete tasks and keep up pace with everybody.
Individuals with Level 2 Autism need substantially more support than that of Level 1 but less than that of Level 3. There have similar characteristics with those of level 1 but to a greater extent. They speak differently, fail to recognize nonverbal communication cues like facial expressions, appear very anti-social, have a very high interest in specific topics and areas and exhibit visible distress when dealing with change. Individuals with Level 2 Autism might benefit from Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA) therapy, Social skills training, Speech therapy and Occupational therapy to help interact with the outside world. 
Level 3 requires the most amount of support among the other levels of Autism. They may be non-verbal or have echolalia (repetition of words and phrases they hear), be anti-social, unable to partake in imaginative play, have motor tics such as repeated rocking, jumping, spinning in circles and be extremely distressed when met with change in routines or tasks. Therapy session for this level are similar to that of level 2 but differ in that Level 3 requires more in-depth therapies at a greater frequency. They perform better with visual aids, regulated spaces and modified activities that fit their condition. 
Although Autism has been categorized into three groups, some symptoms are related and be present in different Levels. This is to say that Autism is a very wide frame and no conditions stands on its own.  

INTERACTING WITH THE AUTISTIC COMMUNITY
Before we delve, into this topic, one thing must be clear and certain; before you decide to interact with the Autistic community, you must be very clear with your intentions. Are you only interacting and befriending them because you want to feel good about yourself and inflate your charitable ego or are you approaching them with genuine intentions. As said before, the Autistic community do not act on social cues and norms just because it is the accepted way. They are brutally honest and loyal to those they deem as friends and family. So be sure about your intentions so as not to hurt them, just as you should when making friends with others. 

BE PATIENT
As you already know, Autistic people are not like everyone else. They interact and understand things differently than you would. Without patience, any lasting relationship cannot be created, more so relations with the Autistic community. This is because they may act in ways we don’t expect and that can make anyone angry or very uncomfortable. So, one must be patient when interacting with Autistic people.

COMMUNICATION
Autistic people could be verbal and non-verbal. That is they may communicate with speaking or actions and signs. One thing that cuts across is that Autistic people take things literal. They do not originally have an understanding of sarcasm, puns, idioms and slangs. This does not mean that they cannot understand jokes and teasing; they just take longer in interpreting them. So it’s best to use clear and concise language with them and phrase your sentences well as commands, requests or questions so they can better understand you and answer. Ask how they would prefer to communicate and take no offense in lack of eye contact, motor tics and seemingly indifference when interacting with them. Do not be hesitant to give them honest feedback and expect brutal honesty in return. Also, keep in mind that it is better to tell them what you want instead of what you don’t want them to do. For example; ask them to walk carefully instead of asking them not to run. 

ACCOMODATION
This refers to making reasonable adjustments to enable Autistic relations feel safe and comfortable. As touched on previously, Autistic persons have sensory issues. That is they have very sensitive senses and may act out when they are overstimulated. This overstimulation may cause them to leave abruptly, revert to repetitive actions in reaction to the overstimulation, lose focus or have a meltdown. Be sensitive to their needs and adjust the environment to fit them. Some adjustments could be room lighting, sound levels, furniture selection and arrangements and many others. 

PREDICTABILITY
Autistic Persons thrive on structure and routine. A slight change in structure and routine can be very stressful and disconcerting. Thus, they are not spontaneous. So, when engaging with an Autistic person, they may act differently based on the context they find themselves in and follow the rules of that interaction to a T. Creating a schedule and sticking to it would be a very helpful to them and would ease their distress. 

ACCEPTANCE
We must keep in mind that no one asks to be born Autistic. It’s not something anyone would wish for, but it happens to people regardless of race, social status or sex. As there is no known cause for Autism Spectrum Disorder, he blame cannot be placed on anyone. Yes, there are risk factors that have been associated with the disease but there is no actual cause and effect relationship. It’s ironically spontaneous. So, it is upon the close relations of Autistic individuals to accept their wards and family members for who they are. Do not force them to be who they are not but rather guide them to be able to interact with others peacefully. This is because if they immediate family cannot accept the Autistic person, it is even more difficult for the community at large to accept them thereof. 
 

RESPECT
Another thing we must understand is that the Autistic community is not below you. They are just as important as any other individual or the planet. Therefore they must be treated with respect and equity. They have strengths and weaknesses just like everyone on this planet and should not be looked down on. Be mindful of their difference but do not treat them like they are less. Do not talk about them in their presence like they are not there. Do not go against their basic human rights. Take your time to get to know them and understand as an individual beyond their condition.


[bookmark: _GoBack]Autism is a spectrum so keep in mind that not all Autistic people are the same. The saying; “If you know one person with Autism, you know one person with Autism” rings true. So, keep in mind that this list was compiled for a much general approach. Some points can be adapted and modified depending on their age, ability and their level on the spectrum. 
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