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Parents in charge

Reclaiming my parental power as the father of an autistic child

By Kevin Howard

"Il never forget the first
Itime I had the awful

experience of having
the wind knocked out of
me. It happened during
a junior high school foot-
ball game back in 1975
when I was a teenager.
I had just caught a pass
and was on the verge of
scoring my first touch-
down when suddenly,
out of nowhere, BOOM!
I was hit hard by a big
burly defender. Falling
onto my back I struggled
to breathe and felt like
my lungs were momen-
tarily paralyzed. All I
can remember is lying on
the ground staring into
the vast blue sky, feeling
helpless and afraid. When
I finally caught my breath
and was on my way back
to the bench I had the re-
alization that I never saw
my opponent coming. It
wouldn’t be the last time
I found myself blindsided
by an unexpected jolt.

Almost 30 years
later, as an adult, I had
a similar experience of
being hit by an opponent
that I was unprepared
for. However, this time
the foe I was facing was
much more serious. My
oldest child was about to
turn 3-years-old when the
words of his doctor once
again left me momen-
tarily breathless.

The words he
spoke reverber-
ated in my mind
like a freight train.
“Mr. Howard,
your son has au-
tism.”

Once again, like that
13-year-old on the foot-
ball field, I felt helpless
and afraid. Having had
no previous experience
with autism and not re-
ally knowing too much
about it, a great sense of
powerlessness came over
me. From that moment
I felt unqualified to deal
with such a situation,

a situation which was
completely foreign to me.
Desperate for help, I was
willing and prepared to
accept and do whatever
the experts advised.

Unlike when I was a
teenager, this time I found
myself unable to quickly
recover and I struggled
to maintain my compo-
sure. No question, this
time was very different. I
knew nothing about this
new opponent, a formi-
dable opponent that plays

by no rules. I felt fright-
ened and helpless, almost
paralyzed, upon hearing
the diagnosis. I knew that
the lives of every member
of my family were going
to be different from that
moment on.

It wasn’t long before
I noticed how much my
relationship with my son
had changed. What was
earlier a very natural fa-
ther-son relationship had
become awkward and
uneasy. I was no longer
parenting my child... I
was parenting my autistic
child. Not knowing what
to do, I felt as if I was in
a state of parental paraly-
sis. Once again I found
myself staring into that
vast blue sky.

At that point,
I began replay-
Ing every previ-
ous interaction I
had with my son,
and questioned
every interaction
moving forward.
I wondered if I
somehow contrib-
uted to his condi-
tion.

Was his diagnosis
somehow my fault? Had
I done something wrong?
Could I have done
something differently?
What should I do now?
What should I avoid
doing now? How should
I handle my son in the
future? These questions
and more were constantly
racing through my mind.
As a first time father I
was already unsure of my
parenting skills and this
new challenge exacer-
bated my uncertainties. I
was now fearful to make
parental decisions on my
own, feeling completely
unqualified as a parent. I
was again feeling para-
lyzed and was willing
to surrender all of my
parental responsibilities
to the experts. I love my
son dearly and did not
want to do anything that
could possibly worsen his
condition.

I became fully
dependent upon
the teachers, ther-
apists, doctors,
and other profes-
sionals to guide
my actions as a
parent.

I felt as though my re-
lationship with my child
was frozen ... but that all
was about to change.

About five months
after my son’s diagno-
sis I took him to see a
highly regarded pediatric
psychiatrist. This doctor’s
comments would prove
to be the turning point
in my parental attitude.
After a 5-minute exami-
nation the doctor handed
me four prescriptions for
four different medica-
tions. Feeling a bit uneasy
about the speed at which
the doctor reached his
conclusions I felt the need
to question his analysis.
He explained that the
behaviors he observed
are very common for
children on the autism
spectrum and that the
medications would help
regulate those behaviors.
Being concerned about
possible side effects I
asked the doctor if it was
really necessary for my
son to take so many pills.
His reply turned out to be
the catalyst for an atti-
tude adjustment that I so
desperately needed.

“You don’t have
to give him any
of them,” he said,
“You can give him
what you want ...
you’'re the boss.”
It was then that
I experienced
an epiphany. He
was right. It was
my choice, as the
parent I was in

charge.

My parental confi-
dence began to return. I
realized that the profes-
sionals were experts in
the field of autism, but I
was the true expert with
regards to my son. No
one has a better relation-
ship with him than I do
or spent more time with
him than me. Only some-
one who had that connec-
tion would understand
his special way of com-
municating. At that point,
I began partnering with
the experts rather than
relying on them to take
over my role. Things did
not become easier once I
regained my confidence,
but I definitely felt more
in control.

My relationship with
my son began to normal-
ize.  wasn’t raising a
child with autism any-
more; I was just raising
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my son. Seeing him in
that light helped me
better understand his
needs and make decisions
that would support his
success. Not to say every
decision I made was the
correct one, but at least
they were knowledgeable
ones because I knew him
best.

As of today, I
have effectively
managed my son
through seven
different schools,
over 18 therapists,
and many diets,
too many to men-
tion.

I am currently in the
process of navigating
his transition into high
school. I am happy to
report that this latest
challenge is going quite
well.

My son is now a
freshman in high school.
Recently, on a relatively
mundane drive I began
to reflect upon past
events while on my way
to the first Parent Teach-
er Organization (PTO)
meeting of the 2016
school year. During the
meeting each parent was
asked to stand and in-
troduce themselves. The
first parent who spoke
told the group her name,

and proceeded to share
the story of her and her
daughter’s journey, from
the initial diagnosis of
autism to her transition
into high school. The
next parent did likewise,
relaying a now familiar
journey. I listened to
one story after another
and soon realized that
they each mirrored my
own. I now knew I was
not alone. We all started
off feeling the same
way, as if we just had
the wind knocked out
of us. We felt breathless
and frightened, feeling
helpless in our roles as
parents. Just like my
epiphany, at some point
all of these parents rec-
ognized that they were
the real experts on their
own children. Eventu-
ally, like me, they all
reassumed their proper
role of being in charge
as strong parents in the
lives of their special chil-
dren. And, they realize,
as I do, that the journey
is not over.

Any time a par-
ent is presented
with bad news,
especially one as
serious as a diag-
nosis of autism,
it will feel like
getting hit in the
gut.

YOU
YOUR

Now

It’s perfectly nor-
mal to feel breathless,
helpless and afraid. The
parent of a special child
must decide to take the
hit, take a deep breath,
and then reclaim their
role and take charge.

Kevin Howard gradu-
ated twice from the Uni-
versity of South Florida,
receiving both a Bachelor’s
Degree in Business Ad-
ministration and a Mas-
ter’s Degree in Education.
He spent the first 14 years
of his early professional life
in private industry, and is
now approaching his 20th
year as a public school
teacher, trainer, and coach.
While his resume is packed
with a wealth of experi-
ence and education, Kevin
confesses that his most
rewarding experience has
come from fatherhood and
being the parent to a child
with autism. Kevin created
and co-authored The Kooky
Adventures of My Friend
Kookabuk to share the
knowledge he gained rais-
ing his son. The Kookabuk
series is a collection of
social stories that serve as
a source of information,
inspiration, and guidance
for parents and children
alike.

For more information,
connect with the Howards
on their website, as well
as Facebook, Twitter and
Instagram.

Kookabuk Shares His
Showvel is now available on
Amazon and CreateSpace.
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