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Autism – A Parent’s Story
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	At the end of my work day, every day, while I clean up the classroom from the day’s activities, I think.  As I’m scrubbing off the glue and marker ink from the tabletops, I wonder.  I ponder about how I spend only seven hours on Monday through Thursday and four hours on Friday with children.  However, these children are not in a public school.  They are in a special school, a school for children with Autism. Then I realize I’m exhausted by the end of work.  During the day I have to pick up thrown toys, stick children in a seat-away for misbehavior (similar to a time-out), and deal with their spits and hits and kicks.  Next, I consider how the parents must feel.  How do they spend the rest of the day with them, a whole sixteen hours, at least?  How in the hell, pardon the language, do they do it?  Even when I do respite, caring for people with mental disabilities (similar to babysitting), for a few hours, I’m worn out.  How do they do it every day when I at least get the weekend to recuperate? 
	In order for this question to be answered, I knew I had to ask them to a mother or father of these children.  One of my student’s moms, Tammy, stepped up to the plate, willing to answer all of my questions.  I already knew she had three children: Jacob, Brinley, and Jarom. Jarom is the youngest, and in my class, while Jacob is the oldest in 9th Grade, the first year of high school, and they both have autism.  Then there is Brinley, the middle child in 5th Grade, who is as neurologically sound as one would expect to be. This may not be my story, but it is her story.  Her story that has answered my questions, maybe it will answer yours.
	Tammy is a lighthearted, spirited woman.  Nothing can bring her down.  Every day she drops off Jarom, always a little late, with a big smile on her lips.  She says good-bye, a lengthy process in squeals of encouragement and about how cute her son or another student is.  Then she has a conversation or two with the staff: the lead teacher, the assistant teacher, or the aides (I’m one of three in my classroom), and leaves.  
When she comes and picks him up at the end of school, a little late, she squeals at the top of her lungs, “Hi Lover-lips!” her special nickname for Jarom.  Then she swoops him up for a big lengthy hug and lets him play while she has a conversation or two.  After the conversation has concluded, or she realizes the time and needs to run out the door to pick up Brinley, she leaves.  However, she always stops at the entrance doors to let Jarom push the automatic door button because he loves to watch them open and close.
	Tammy’s life hasn’t always been so joyful.  When her oldest was born, she hadn’t a clue about the autism world.  She never expected Jacob or any of her children afterward to have a mental disability.  She was set on just raising her children and being a great mother. 
	Life, however, likes to throw you curve balls when you least expect it.  As the happy first months passed in Jacob’s life things seemed to be fine, except the curious look of fear that would appear on his face every once in a while when he was around nine months old.  A parent never thinks a look could be anything serious, especially for a first time mother.
	Then Jacob turned two and then three, and something wasn’t quite right.  Jacob wasn’t speaking like the other kids.  As caring parents, Tammy and Dave took him to speech therapy to see if that would help him speak properly.  The speech therapist recommended them to a doctor by saying, “Jacob may have autism, but the doctor will need to evaluate him to make sure.”
	The evaluation proved successful in telling Tammy, “Yes, Jacob has autism,” which means Autism, as a spectrum disorder, comes in many different ranges of severity.  They have significant social, communicational, and behavioral challenges that range from mind to severe (Centers of Disease Control and Prevention, Facts).  Then they heard about Carmen B. Pingree, a school specialized in teaching and improving the lives of children diagnosed with autism.  Although they were too late for the Preschool program because classrooms fill up quickly, Tammy was optimistic that he would be accepted the following year into Kindergarten.
	“Thank goodness we know what he has!” was the only thing that went through her mind upon hearing the diagnosis.  She can now get Jacob the help he needs. When she heard the news that Jacob, her blond haired boy, was accepted into Pingree the following year, she was grateful.  Also by this time she had a new addition to the family, Brinley.
	Brinley doesn’t have autism, and Tammy is neither relieved nor angered by that.  She is as content as ever because she just wants to be a good mother.  Brinley can be her sassy teenager, and she is proud when she sees how Brinley acts toward her brothers, even today.
	It is evident that Brinley knows her brothers have autism, and she doesn’t.  That doesn’t mean she acts differently toward them.  Instead she cares for them, plays with them, teases them, and explains things to them when they don’t understand.  Whenever she would tag along to pick up Jarom from school, she would play hide and seek, or make silly faces and voices to get him to laugh.
	Brinley doesn’t want her brothers to know they are different from her.  She doesn’t even like the word “autism,” and won’t say it.  Only when she must will you ever hear her refer to it as simply “A.”  If her brothers have a rough day and it is related to their disorder or not, she won’t push them away.  She tries to help them feel better.  When Jarom in particular has a rough day she goes up to him and says, “Come here Boogey,” and them gives him a big hug.  She will also list all the possibilities of what could be causing them discomfort and help her mom figure out which one it is.
	In Tammy’s case, if the boys are having melt downs she will rub their backs, and give them hugs. She will also encourage them to use their words to say what is wrong, or in Jarom’s case, his iPad because he is nonverbal.  Dave is much like Tammy, but he will also add the fatherly touch.  For example, he would take Jacob outside and throw a ball around with him to make him feel better.
	Tammy’s family can be very perceptive.  When Brinley was four and Jacob was eight, Jarom was born, and Tammy’s father claims to have known Jarom had autism from the moment he was born.  His claim became a reality when Jarom showed the same sense of fear as Jacob at nine months old. This symptom of fear or anxiety is a common, co-occurring symptom of autism (National Institute of Mental Health, 9). 
	Jarom is a very special child in my classroom.  I met him last year when he was five, and I am told he couldn’t even walk until he was three.  Now he runs around, a bit awkwardly with his ankle braces, and he squeals in delight frequently. He may not talk, but he is still a great communicator with his expressions, signs (words in American Sign Language), and his iPad.  You can always see him either near the sink drinking water, by the window throwing toys at the blinds that are pulled to the top of the window all while laughing hysterically, or he’s up close telling his classmates “hi” by looking into their eyes and touching his forehead to theirs.
	Tammy knows her children are special.  When I asked her how she teaches them in comparison to one another her response was simple.  Brinley can handle long, complex explanations on a subject, but Jacob needs a short and simple explanation.  Then Jarom learns better through visual explanations because he is nonverbal.  Another difference involves Brinley.  Every so often, maybe once a week or a month, Tammy and Dave take her out on a Mom, Dad Night to have alone time with her and show her how much they appreciate her.
	Though Tammy’s children are different, and they may require more help than other children, she wouldn’t change them for the world.  She even wants another child and if that child is diagnosed with autism too, then so be it.  Tammy can handle it, and she does this by taking each day one day at a time. She says, “They are even more special than I am.”  Her children teach her so much about life.  They make her question what she normally wouldn’t question because Jacob and Jarom think in terms of black and white.  “It makes them beautiful” she says with a smile.
	Tammy wouldn’t want Jacob or Jarom to have a life without autism because they are perfect the way they are.  She also has a special message to all those parents who become angry when they find out their child has autism or are in denial that their child has a mental disability.  “Everything will be okay. These kids are a gift.  They are a blessing.  I wouldn’t change them, and I adore them.  I figure I’m pretty lucky to have them both, and Brinley too, of course!”
	Children with autism are special and it takes a special person to raise them.  Tammy is a mom and she has two children with autism.  Things may get crazy with Jacob fleeing and hiding under a rug at the sight of a fly, but put your head in theirs.  As Tammy says, “I just wish I could have half your brain,” to Jacob. Maybe your life would be completely different.
	Apart from the crazy, there are experiences only seen with her kids because of autism.  At the open house at the Oquirrh Temple, upon seeing the baptismal font, Jacob said the most remarkable thing, “I could baptize Jarom.” Jacob was right, when Jarom turns eight, Jacob will be old enough to baptize him.  Many people in this situation wouldn’t think of such a thing. They may be more interested in the temple’s beauty to think such a thing.
	When Jarom sees a temple while in the car, he says, “Tah-tah-tah” as if to say temple, an astounding feet because he is nonverbal.  He really likes the temple, and maybe it gives him excitement because he knows his brother will baptize him.  It is a precious memory that both brothers will always share, thanks to autism.
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