Putting Self Advocacy to Work
This is a blog post by Kim Milla, BA, a Community Companion to an 18 year old young adult
with autism.
Sometimes it’s easier to just do a task yourself or make a decision for someone else, especially
for those who are unable to speak and act for themselves. However, I think it’s important not to
take the easy way out. I think its better in the long run to have conversations with individuals and
explain things to them, even if it doesn’t appear that they understand everything you are talking
about. If you simplify your wording, rearrange sentences and words as needed, while
maintaining a clear solid voice, you can often get your point across and increase their
opportunity to be included in a choice.
To increase effective communication, take the time to find their strengths, and then use those
strengths to uncover more about their wants and needs. An example of dialogue may be “rice and
eggrolls for lunch? OK, so you’re feeling like eating Chinese food. Where would you like to
go?” If this is where lack of communication enters the equation then you need to be creative and
utilize that individual’s strengths to communicate with them. In a situation where the individual
is really strong in directions, I’ve simply said “tell me where you want to go,” or “point me
towards where you want to go.” I’ve used this technique before successfully. And sure enough
we ended up in front of Wong’s Chinese Foods restaurant. The restaurant was 5 miles away in
the next town, and it has the best eggrolls. Simple techniques like that can lead to great
successes.
The key is to learn from the individual what will work and what won’t. Don’t let them get away
with having you talk for them, button their buttons, tie their shoes, take the wrapper off, or pick
out the bread in the supermarket. If you suspect that they can do something or make a choice,
stand back and let them do it. I know this sounds simple but it is often overlooked. Let them do
the things they can do on their own, and don’t pressure them, even if you think they can do more
than they are doing. Sit back and observe them before commenting or jumping in to help. For
example, send an individual to the counter to get a pizza box for the leftover pizza, and see how
they do. Let them work it out with the server. And don’t impose your way of doing things onto
them because you think your way is better, faster or more efficient. Even if your way IS more
efficient, it takes away the opportunity for an individual to exercise their choice.
Let’s say you want to go to one more grocery store and you’ve already visited three stores and
the individual is tired. If you tell them what you need, you’ll improve the odds of having a
successful shopping trip. Validate them, and let them know you understand how they feel.
Saying “I know you’re tired, I know we have gone to three stores and they were crowded. We
have one more to go and I appreciate you being here with me,” clearly lets the person know you
are taking their feelings into account, as well as exactly what you are asking of them.
In summary, remember, nobody (especially a young adult with autism) likes to be told what to
do, when to do it, and how to do it. I think it’s also important to allow for and encourage
exploration. Let them have a role in expanding their world. Give them choices and create
opportunities for them to explore new situations. Be reasonable and understanding when you’re
communicating.

