
are confrontational (“Back off or my 
autistic kid will flick a booger on your 
windshield”), some are antagonistic (“My 
kid with autism outwitted your honor 
student”). 

And some are just plain wrong: 
“Autistic today, genius tomorrow.”

Stereotypes are seldom useful and 
most often harmful. This bum-
per sticker, unquestionably well-
intended, is also unquestionably 
dangerous. In perpetuating a lofty 
stereotype that most individuals 
with autism will never achieve, it 
sets up for failure the very people it 
seeks to support.

Many of us, especially old-timers like 
me, began our autism experience from 
stereotype. My son was four when his 
early intervention teacher first spoke the 
word to me, asking, “Are you familiar with 
the term ‘autism?’” My reaction was, “Not 
my kid. My kid is a happy kid.” And her 
reply was, “That is a common misconcep-
tion. They are not all headbangers.” Much 
later, when Bryce was in middle school, 
an administrator told me how much he 
was enjoying getting to know a child with 
autism who was neither a genius nor a 
behavior problem. Bryce, who has always 
striven to be “just a regular kid,” was (and 
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is) in every way, a good citizen and a good 
student. The fact that a seasoned educator 
found this remarkable is sad, isn’t it?

I’m the first one to say that setting the 
bar of expectation for our kids is intri-

cate business. For the first time in his-
tory, we are collectively starting to 
realize that setting the bar too low, 
failing to teach in a manner that 
allows our kids’ abilities to bloom, 
creates in them a “why even try?” 
attitude. But in setting the bar too 
high, setting up a societal expecta-

tion that any day now, this child will 
wake up as a brainiac, more likely 

creates a person who will go through 
life with feelings of never being good 

enough. Imagine it – the eyes of impa-
tient society following you, collective 
fingers drumming their desks, waiting 
for “genius” to show itself. Whether the 
child is one who is struggling mightily, 
or is happily adjusted to who he is, the 
expectation of breakthrough greatness is 
bound to be a(nother) heavy burden.

Some children with autism will some-
day manifest genius. Most will not. 
Some people without autism emerge as 
geniuses. Most do not. Geniuses are rare, 
and because they are, we seem to need to 
look for explanation, and often, we stray 

I’m not Sure when autism bumper stickers first started appearing but they are 

certainly propagating like tribbles now. Like autism itself, they run the spectrum. Some are 

supportive (“Proud parent/teacher of a child with autism”), some are educational (“Not being 

able to speak is not the same as not having anything to say”), some are inspirational (“Autism is 

treatable! Let’s put the pieces together”), some are tongue-in-cheek (“Get your stim on”), some 
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toward wanting to associate genius with some sort of mental 
distress, what used to be called “madness.” I thought about this a 
lot last June as music lovers like me observed the 200th birthday 
of the great Romantic period composer Robert Schumann. He 
was one of the most versatile and prolific composers of his day, 
producing a large and enduring body of work. And he battled 
a nameless condition that plagued him with delusions, halluci-
nations, and finally a dramatic suicide attempt after which he 
confined himself to a sanatorium for the last several years of his 
life. I believe that Schumann’s genius flourished in spite of his 
neurological challenge – not because of it. He was able to work 
around it, in between it, above and below it, and he was able to do 
that only partly because of his genius. He also had a muse – his 
loving, equally talented and supportive wife, Clara. There isn’t 
much debate about whether this phenomenal master would have 
achieved all he did without her. That detracts nothing from his 
genius. Rather, it speaks loudly to the power of faith, conviction 
and support.

We owe our children with autism that faith, conviction and 
support, whether or not they will emerge as a “genius tomorrow.” 
Our job is to find value in whatever their abilities may be and to 
help them develop those abilities in whatever manner necessary 
to lead them to become independent, productive, well-adjusted 
members of society. Genius doesn’t guarantee independence, 
productivity or satisfaction in life. We know a young man who 
has indeed grown up to be a math genius. His mother worries 
because they are a family of math geniuses – chronically unem-
ployed math geniuses. She’d be happier if her son had a little less 
genius, a lot more social savvy and some marketable job skills. 
She’s seen how genius doesn’t translate into ability to make it in 
the workplace, to interact effectively with coworkers and clients, 
to accept direction, set goals, meet deadlines.

The same week as Schumann’s 200th birthday, Bryce’s high 
school graduated a class of eighteen fine young people, all with 
learning differences (ADD, dyslexia, Asperger’s and much more), 
many of whom had come from heartbreaking childhood situa-
tions. The faculty spoke about each student individually, glow-
ingly and at length. I don’t recall any student being referred to 
as a genius, but the class of 2010 was headed off into the world 
to become teachers, bakers, mechanics, counselors, designers, 
theater technicians, interpreters for the deaf. Tears flowed freely 
from parents, family, friends, and the students themselves. The 
sense of triumph in the auditorium was palpable.

You didn’t need to be a genius to feel it.  

Visual Strategies Get Results!
Parents and teachers the world over use visual 
strategies. Why? Because they work! 

Visual strategies help kids (and adults!) focus 
their attention, understand communication, 
and comprehend the demands of their world. 

Individuals with Autism and Asperger’s 
Syndrome thrive in environments that provide 
visual support and structure.
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Filled with practical 
tips and ideas!
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20 Reasons to Use Visual Strategies
 1. to solve behavior problems
 2. to improve verbal & nonverbal  

communication
 3. to teach social skills
 4. to share information 
 5. to establish attention
 6. to communicate rules
 7. to organize the space &   

materials in the environment
 8. to help students handle   

change
 9. to give choices
 10. to support transitions
 11. to speed up slow thinking
 12. to communicate emotions
 13. to clarify verbal information
 14. to aid memory
 15. to teach new skills
 16. to stay on task
 17. to manage time
 18. to promote independence
 19. to teach routines
 20. to ignore distractions
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