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THE FIRST YEAR

One
Year
Later

Whew, what a year!  
The end of the first year since my son Liam 
was diagnosed with autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD) has come and gone, and I’m 
left with a sense of “we’ve come a long way 
already and we have so much farther to go.”
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Instead of looking at all the delays that Liam still has, I’ve 
learned this year to see him through his strengths.

If you saw Liam in the grocery store 
today, you’d see a cute, blond, big-eyed 
boy who likes to toe-walk and snack, 
and he might pull his mom’s hair if she 
doesn’t deliver a snack fast enough. 

You’d still see autism. He does not 
speak in sentences or use many words. He 
has wild outbursts and periods of stim-
ming, and he throws tantrums when he’s 
mad. Liam doesn’t play with many toys 
like a normally developing four-year-old, 
and he’s pretty oblivious to events like his 
own birthday and special occasions. 

But if I left it at that, you would not 
see the beautiful progress he’s made this 
year. Instead of looking at all the delays 
that Liam still has, I’ve learned this year 
to see him through his strengths. I’ve 
reconnected with the sweet, funny, ener-
getic boy beneath the label. 

One thing I’ve discovered this year 
is that it’s helpful to write notes about 
what Liam’s doing every three months to 
clearly see how far he’s come. I’d like to 
share some of these small steps that have 
made a huge difference for our family.

Diagnosis: March 2011
This was a dark time for our family. I was 
depressed and my husband and I weren’t 
communicating well. Our denial of 
Liam’s autism hit head on with the reality 
of his diagnosis. We stumbled through 
March, started looking for therapeutic 
interventions, and did the best we could. 

3 Months Later
Life was steadily improving. We were 
actually on a family vacation in Maui 
during this month. There were high 
points on the plane ride: Liam slept most 
of the trip and did look out the window 
once, and low points—he bit me so hard 
on the shoulder that I woke up half the 
airplane with my scream. We also had 
good times in the hotel pool, and I’ll 
never forget the beauty of dancing under 
the stars with him on the edges of a loud, 
overstimulating luau.

It was also on this trip that I caught 
glimpses of the path less travelled that 
we’d be taking as a family. I noticed other 
families on vacation with their special 
needs kids—like the two exhausted 

parents chasing their toe-walking eight-
year-old as she delicately tiptoed over the 
branches of a banyan tree. Or the cheer-
ful parents I saw pushing an adult son’s 
wheelchair through the airport. Seeing 
these families made me realize: we are 
not alone. We can make this work. 

6 Months Later
Life was getting even better. Liam started 
ABA (applied behavior analysis) therapy 
as soon as we got back from vacation and 
his attention and ability to follow instruc-
tions were slowly increasing. He was 
working hard on toilet training. He’d been 
on the GFCF (gluten-free and casein-free) 
diet for almost six months, and we were 
slowly figuring out what foods could heal 
his body. We were also making changes 
at home to improve our quality of life—
moving into a bigger place, so Liam could 
have his own room; working on sleep 
routines; and remembering to have fun 
every day with Liam on his terms. 

9 Months Later
Our family had settled into a new kind of 
normal. Liam was making more and more 
word approximations, he had several signs 
to use for requesting ordinary items, his 
sleep was improving, and he even opened 
a few presents on Christmas morning. My 
husband and I were talking more about 
autism and opening up to each other 
about our hopes, fears, and worries. Liam 
was also building with blocks, showing 
better coordination on play equipment, 
and making tremendous strides in eye 
contact, attention to tasks, and following 
instructions. Bedtime was smooth most 
nights, and we were starting to get eve-
nings back to ourselves here and there.

1-Year Anniversary of Diagnosis
Life had changed 180 degrees in our 
house! We had done a lot of biomedical 
interventions for Liam and his severely 
reduced diet (no corn, gluten, dairy, soy, 
tomatoes, and really low sugar/yeast) led 
to better sleep, almost a complete reduc-
tion in GI (gastrointestinal) distress, and 
a happier child. Liam was using his iPad 
more and showing interest in several 
different apps on it. He was also indepen-
dently seeking out toys, paging through 

books, and fighting with his brother 
(which was wonderful as it revealed a 
level of interest and engagement with the 
outside world that was missing at this 
time last year). He was enrolled in a case 
study that was teaching him how to use 
the iPad for assisted communication, and 
we had a growing community of other 
autism parents and professionals that 
listened to us, guided us, and made life 
better for everyone in the family.

We have come so far as a family, but 
we still have a long way to go. Of course, 
my husband Adam and I still have the 
grief bursts that Susan Goewey describes 
in her AADigest May/June 2010 article 
(autismdigest.com/grief-bursts/). But, 
we also have a lot more laughter in our 
house. Our worries are less terrifying and 
many of them are things to manage with 
practical planning—where should Liam 
go to school next, how can we best scaf-
fold for this skill, what should we try next 
in his diet? 

What this first year really boils down 
to is acceptance—of our child, of the path 
we’re on as a family, of each other with all 
our strengths and weaknesses, and of the 
future that we can help create one day at 
a time. 

I started out this column with the idea 
that you can make it through the first 
year after a diagnosis with “patience, 
endurance, and hope.” I think that is still 
true, but I would also encourage you to 
take notes along the way, try to enjoy the 
ride, seek out communities, and work 
hard to accept that autism is part of your 
life, but not the only part. 

Stay positive and remember the wise 
words of my favorite wizard, Gandalf, 
from The Lord of the Rings: “Despair is 
for those who know the end beyond all 
doubt.” Fight despair. Fight for your kids. 
Fight for your family. After all, none us 
knows what the second-third-fourth- 
fifth years, and so many other years  
after the diagnosis, will bring. I, for one, 
am so excited to see what the future  
holds for Liam, for our family, and for  
all the many other children out there  
with autism. 


