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Fathers' Voices 
on Awareness & Acceptance
BY ROBERT NASEEF, PH.D.

I became a typical father in 1979. It was a dream come true—
those magical first smiles, first steps, first words. Then in 1981, 
my son stopped talking, stopped playing normally, and began 

flapping his arms. From those first red flags of autism until now, I 
have not stopped experiencing autism and the family—the central 
theme of my life and work—counseling, teaching, and writing about 
the impact of autism on families.

The behavioral challenges of autism are often so consuming that 
it can be next to impossible to keep the needs of your family in 
perspective. Parents often live holding their breath until the next 
problem or meltdown occurs. The whole family can be immobilized 
by the unrelenting stress.

No small wonder that interventions focus primarily on reducing 
problem behaviors and promoting learning and development. This 
necessary, but narrow focus on trying to eliminate troubling symp-
toms can make you feel like you’re drowning in quicksand and 
place your emotional life, your marriage, and your other children 
on hold indefinitely.

Feelings of a Father
Times are changing, but most boys are still  
being raised to hold in their emotions or 
risk being seen as weak.  A huge factor  
found in male depression and relationships  
is the opinion that “if we can’t fix something, 
we don’t want to talk about it.”  As Nelson 
Mandela once wrote, “A boy may cry; a man 
conceals his pain.”   Boys are still taught to 
feel ashamed of their tender feelings, especially 
their gentleness, caring, vulnerability, and fear.  
Thinking you must be “strong” is a horrible 
burden to bear, and asking for help is 
unthinkable. Fathers are oftentimes 
faced with the responsibility to do 
all that they can to overcome the 
challenges in life, while accepting 
what is not changeable, embrac-
ing their child on the spectrum, 
and opening to the possibilities 
for profound learning 
and happiness.

The fact is that families need fathers to express themselves,  
and to spend time teaching, playing, and remaining otherwise 
engaged. Just like any other child, children with autism hunger for 
their fathers’ involvement and approval. 

Lessons and Learning about the BIG Picture
     ·  Give yourself permission to open up to your thoughts and 
feelings, which fall along the parents’ spectrum of fear, guilt, 
depression, anger, and anxiety over the lost dream. Some take the 
diagnosis in stride, but more commonly it’s an emotional bomb, 
and it takes time to regain your footing and go on to an uncertain 
future. Like the weather, your unpleasant feelings will pass, and 
a door will open to hope and celebration of every little step of 
developmental progress.

     ·  Spend some time each day joining your child on the  
floor having fun, following your child’s lead, and  
building a connection. Your child with autism  
is still a child and needs more than therapy  
in his/her day. Parents cannot control the  
    outcome for any child, but we can  
        restore a full and rewarding  
          relationship  as they grow  
             and mature. 



 For Advertising: CAll 954-559-5872 | www.Autismnotebook.Com                                   June/July 2014  | the Autism notebook mAgAzine  15

     ·  Try to spend at least a little time each day with your other 
children and attend to their unique needs. It’s natural for typi-
cally developing brothers and sisters to feel rejection when their 
sibling doesn’t engage with them, sadness over not having a 
playmate at times, and sometimes embarrassment outside of the 
home. There are special lessons to be learned from each child.

     ·  Work to understand the different perspective of your partner. 
Mothers are consumed by the day-to-day needs of raising a differ-
ent kind of child. It’s hard to take a break from needs that do not 
diminish. While reports of an 80% divorce rate are unfounded, 
evidence does support increased stress, anxiety, and depression 
in men and women living with a child with autism.

     ·  Take care of yourself and your relationship. Appreciate 
what your partner is doing. Make time for each other. You need 
each other more than ever. All children need active, positive, 
energetic parents. In a very real sense, children cannot thrive if 
their parents are drowning. It might be impossible to have “date 
nights,” but it is conceivable to do little things for each other and 
together, thus nurturing your relationship.

Awareness of 1 in 68 children having autism isn’t enough. When 
fathers open up and express vulnerable feelings, everyone ben-
efits through the acceptance of our situation in the process of 
becoming our best selves as men in a family. Loving our children 
as they are, while working on their challenges, brings happiness 
spontaneously in the moment. That love brings us closer. 

An online discussion group of fathers and self-advocates called 
“Guy Talk” features conversations filled with open and hon-
est sharing of the challenges, lessons, and joys that come 

with fathering a child on the autism spectrum. www.autismbrain-
storm.org  The following is a list of some of the participants of  
“Guy Talk”, along with links for you to check out.

Dr. Stephen Shore, non-verbal until the age of 4 and a regular 
contributor to “Guy Talk”, has fond remembrances of his father.    
He praises both of his parents for believing in him.  His web home is 
http://www.autismasperger.net/   

Comedian Mike Guido has a one man show that tells the story of 
his journey with his daughter, Maria, who has severe autism  
(http://www.guidoentertainment.com/), is described as innocent 
and vulnerable. She has transformed him from a man full of fear, 
frustration, denial, and sadness to a man who is happy to have 
Maria in his life.  

For Mark Walker, it took time to accept his daughter, Kennedy, who 
has a rare genetic disorder called Cornelia de Lange, which has 
many of the symptoms of autism. As a father, he felt left out of the 
medical world as professionals tended to focus more heavily on 
Kennedy’s mother. Mark started “Dance with my Daddy,”  
www.dancewithmydaddy.com, where fathers of children with special 
needs dance and celebrate together. 

Dr. Kaveh Adel, a dentist by profession, has two sons with autism. 
Now that he understands his sons’ conditions, he is able to accept 
them and empower them in a continuing process to pursue what 
they need. Kaveh has conveyed his thoughts about awareness and 
acceptance at the individual level as a cartoonist on his recent blog, 
“Lit up Blue.” (http://kavehadel.com/blog/ )

Social worker Brian King is a self-advocate with ASD, has 
dyslexia, and ADHD, and is a father raising 3 sons on the spectrum. 
He speaks openly about what it means for him to have autism and 
in so doing helps others understand how loving someone helps 
move you past the haunting questions, such as why me?  
https://plus.google.com/+BrianRKing/posts.

Mark G., who has a daughter with cerebral palsy, is a regular 
contributor from the Washington State Fathers Network, 
www.fathersnetwork.org.  

Peter F. is a software engineer in the Philadelphia area who is rais-
ing twins with autism, a boy and a girl. Pete himself was diagnosed 
with Asperger’s within a year after his children’s diagnosis. Pete 
shares how he tends to interrupt a lot, just like his children, and 
how that makes his wife’s job that much harder. Just like neuro-
typical fathers, as he learns to understand himself, he is becoming 
a better father. 

Focusing too much on trying to change someone with autism can 
block happiness for everyone involved. This does not mean deny-
ing real problems. It just means paying attention and cultivating 
the moments we might overlook, such as when our children come 
running to us when we get home, our partner glad to see us after a 
long day, or our children enjoying their favorite activities.

Robert Naseef, Ph.D., is the father of an adult child with autism, and 
is the author of the new book, Autism in the Family: Caring and 
Coping Together (from diagnosis to transition). He is a practicing 
psychologist at Alternative Choices in Philadelphia. www.alterna-
tivechoices.com. The playlist for the Autism Brainstorm Guy Talk 
Hangouts is https://www.youtube.complaylist?list=PLNVprmGNhO 
93mr_DvfT4W0T5JJpk15op5
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