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In this white paper, we discuss the effects and strain that having a child with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder can hold for that child’s family. We highlight signs that a family is in crisis and may require 
more intensive intervention, go over steps that parents can take immediately to alleviate some of 
these difficulties, and discuss therapies for Autism Spectrum Disorder.

This white paper is written for parents and guardians of children with Autism Spectrum Disorder, 
as well as teachers and friends who may know a family struggling with these issues, and anyone 
looking for resources on how to help children and adolescents with Autism Spectrum Disorder and 
their families.

 
Rescue Your Family
Living Alongside Autism Spectrum Disorder
One human universality is that family is a sacred space. Most of us carry our nuclear family in our hearts 
every day as a representation of what is best about our world and our species. In a perfect world, that’s how it 
should be for everyone. Some are unlucky in their genetics or their choices; sadly, family is not a safe space for 
everyone.

Mental health issues are one of the most daunting challenges a family can face. The human mind is in many 
ways a mystery, and mental health issues have been taboo in our society for far too long. In the last few 
decades, however, we have come to understand many diagnoses in a more sophisticated way. While diagnoses 
like Autism Spectrum Disorder, Nonverbal Learning Disorder, and Pervasive Developmental Disorder can be 
frightening and overwhelming, families dealing with these conditions should know that they are not alone.

Living Next To Autism Spectrum Disorder
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention have reported that one out of every 68 people in the United 
States is born with an Autism Spectrum Disorder. Of these individuals, academic and social ability ranges from 
severe impairment to above-average intelligence with some social disconnect. Life can be very isolated for 
individuals who have ASD; lack of intuitive social functioning makes forming friendships difficult. Differences in 
brain functioning can make traditional academic programming insurmountable. 

The Autism Society of America and the National Center for Education Statistics calculate the difference in the 
cost of educating a child with Autism Spectrum Disorder to be over $8,000 more per year than educating a child 
without specialized academic needs. Many communities may not be able to sustain educational programs that 
are tailored to these special needs students. Educational programs that do exist in these communities may only 
address the academic side of the struggle, and not necessarily the emotional or social issues in play. 

When children with Autism Spectrum Disorder and related disorders do not get the help and support they need, 
they are not able to be healthy members of a functioning family. Everyone has different needs, but the needs 
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of these individuals are so specialized that they all too often go unmet. The result of this can be anywhere from 
chaotic to catastrophic for the family in question.

It can be incredibly painful for a parent to have a child whose needs are going unmet. The frustration of not be-
ing able to understand or connect with one’s own child is devastating. Watching them suffer emotionally, or fail 
socially and academically, can be unbearable. What parent wouldn’t do everything in their power to alleviate 
this situation?

When to Ask for Help
Despite this sentiment, parents are often too close to the situation at hand to provide the best level of care. 
The specialized needs of a child with Autism Spectrum Disorder may be so great that one or two adults on 
their own cannot sustain a program that helps their child in the most complete way. Even if they can, the strain 
that this places on their job, health, sleep habits, and relationship with each other may be unendurable. If 
any of the following are happening in your household, it may be time to seek more intensive external help:

1. Emotional exhaustion

As a parent, it may seem like the thing to do is to put every ounce of energy into researching therapies for your 
child with Autism Spectrum Disorder, and reorganizing your life around their appointments and their antici-
pated needs. The passion you pour into helping your child has a cost; your resources are not infinite. By cutting 
out the time you would normally take for yourself, you risk running yourself ragged. It’s important not to lose 
sight of your own needs as you take care of your family.

2. Distraction and diminished performance at work;
The emotional toll of living as a family in crisis does not stop when you cross the threshold of your 
house. Depending on what’s going on within your home, there’s a good chance that work has slipped to 
a lower priority. This creates additional stress in the workplace, which may bleed over into your emo-
tional state day to day. Given the challenges you are already facing, this is the last thing you need.

3. Neglect of marriage;
Many families may notice that each parent’s least attractive traits are magnified in their child and 
manifested in his or her Autism Spectrum Disorder. While it is not difficult to intellectually under-
stand your child’s condition, understanding and accepting it on an emotional level is a different pro-
cess. Many spouses fall into the trap of blaming each other for the struggles of their child. 

Even if you manage to avoid this pitfall, the time and energy spent on your child with Autism Spec-
trum Disorder can easily take away from the curation of your marriage or partnership. Parents may look 
around a realize that it’s been months or even years since they made quality time for each other.

4. Neglect of needs of other children;
In a crisis, parents tend to take care of their children from the bottom up, and what your family is go-
ing through may very well qualify as a crisis. Out of nothing but the best intentions, you may have little 
time to worry about your well-adjusted, high-functioning children when their sibling with Autism Spec-
trum Disorder needs everything you can give. Seeing what the family is going through, your other chil-
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dren are likely doing everything they can to keep things running smoothly. Remember that they are not 
adults, however grown up they appear, and they are being damaged by the chaos in their home.

One solution may appear to be sending the siblings of your child with Autism Spectrum Disorder away to 
live with a relative; however, this can be perceived as abandonment, especially by younger siblings.

5. Placing the family at risk of physical violence;
When he or she doesn’t know how to communicate his or her feelings, a child or adolescent with Autism Spec-
trum Disorder may act out. This can sometimes take a violent form. The last thing a parent ever wants is to 
risk hurting their own child, or having that child taken away by law enforcement or protective services. In the 
case of a family dealing with Autism Spectrum Disorder, these results would only hurt the situation anyway. 

6. Social alienation of the entire family;
Given what your family is going through, maintaining social connections may be the last thing on 
your mind. Going out as a family without painful, attention-attracting conflict may be impossible, and 
you may no longer feel like your home is a place where you can invite outsiders. People need each 
other, however; appropriate outlets outside of the family can be so helpful at a time like this. 

If you have other children, they are still developing patterns for social interaction, and living in 
this kind of isolation can be damaging to them in forming deep relationships in the future.

Steps You Can Take Right Now
Being aware of these pitfalls is critical, and once you’ve taken an honest inventory of your home life, there are a 
number of mitigating steps you can take to try and counteract these issues:

Make personal time for yourself.

It may feel inappropriate and selfish at first, but you can’t take care of other people effectively until your own 
needs are met. Even if it’s just an hour or two a week, take time to walk with a friend, see a movie, or get a 
massage. Use this time to focus on yourself and have some fun, rather than focusing on the struggles of your 
child with Autism Spectrum Disorder. This will provide you with renewed energy to bring to your home life and 
to your work.

Consult with a therapist.

The emotional burden of what your family is going through takes a toll, and it’s crucial to deal with it in a 
healthy way. A skilled therapist can give you the tools you need to make sense of, and make peace with, your 
child’s struggle with Autism Spectrum Disorder.

This type of outlet can also be extremely valuable for any siblings of your child with Autism Spectrum Disorder. 
The stresses they face will be different from yours, and having a professional to speak to can provide guidance 
for healthy emotional processing.

6 Rescue Your Family: Living Alongside Autism Spectrum Disorder

DANIELS ACADEMY



Consider marriage counseling.

Maintaining a loving, peaceful household is one of the most meaningful things that a parent can do. Taking 
the time to reconnect with your spouse - your partner through this challenge - is incredibly rewarding and 
productive. When trying to manage a household with a child with Autism Spectrum Disorder, it is easy for each 
member of the family to feel isolated. Everyone processes this kind of adversity differently.

Getting help to communicate effectively and lovingly, and to try and nurture each other, not just your child(ren), 
can make a dramatic difference in quality of life for you and your spouse. Love and support are resources that 
multiply, rather than divide, when shared.

Make time for your other children.

Your child with Autism Spectrum Disorder is likely the center of attention within your family, and at the 
forefront of your thoughts and actions. Try and make time for your other children; once a month, plan a one on 
one activity or day trip that is all about them. Your children know how much you love them, but they need to 
feel like the most important person in the room once in a while.

Taking the time to focus on the siblings of your child with Autism Spectrum Disorder is incredibly positive for 
their self esteem and wellbeing.

Most importantly, make sure that you are seeking appropriate care for your child with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder.

It’s right there in the name; autism is a spectrum, and every child with Autism Spectrum Disorder has different 
needs. There are a number of therapies and interventions that are highly effective for the needs of individuals 
with ASD; speak to a specialist and consider all the options, up to and including residential treatment. 
Intervening as early as possible, in the most appropriate way, will make a huge difference in the progress your 
child makes.

Interventions for Autism Spectrum Disorder
Depending on the severity of your child’s ASD, his or her particular strengths and weaknesses, and the 
resources available, there are a range of interventions and treatment options that have a demonstrated 
therapeutic and beneficial effect for children, adolescents, and even adults with Autism Spectrum Disorder. The 
most profound results in treating Autism Spectrum Disorder stem from early intervention, but these methods 
have been found helpful in treating adolescent and adult ASD patients as well. Keep in mind that every 
individual responds to various treatments in a different way; it may take time to find the method that is most 
effective for your child. Consult with a specialist and consider the following interventions:

Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA); widely found to be highly effective for many individuals with Autism Spectrum 
Disorder, ABA therapy builds connections between stimulus and desired behavior. This method focuses on 
rewards and positive reinforcement, and is designed around the skills, needs, and interests of the patient. This 
technique can build skills in areas of self-care, communication (including speech), and social interaction. This 
technique should be administered by an experienced, certified professional.
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Medication; while there is no cure for autism, an individual’s difficulties are often exacerbated by other, more 
readily treatable conditions. Autism Spectrum Disorder is often accompanied by seizures, anxiety, depression, 
ADHD, or gastric distress. Medication can be therapeutic in addressing some of these secondary health issues. 
Keeping an individual with ASD physically healthy and comfortable can go a long way in assisting with meeting 
treatment goals. Antipsychotic medications may also be prescribed for adolescents with ASD who display 
violence or self-harm.

Dietary Intervention; many reputable experts have had success treating Autism Spectrum Disorder through 
dietary modification. While this approach is not universally effective, some parents and professionals have 
reported improvement in symptoms by removing certain foods from their child or patient’s diet, and adding 
specific mineral supplements and vitamins.

Sensory Integration Therapy; this technique is administered by an occupational therapist, and is designed to 
reduce the overwhelming sensory input experienced by many individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder. With 
specific goals (usually articulated by a parent or therapist) in mind, sensory integration therapy uses activities 
which are designed to be fun and playful to modify the way an individual’s brain processes stimuli. This can be 
therapeutic for individuals suffering from sensitivity related to sight, sound, and touch.

Residential Treatment; ideally, therapy for individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder is administered 
intensively - this entails anywhere from 25 - 40 hours per week. While this is certainly possible within a home 
setting, there are advantages to staying in a residential facility. It can be extremely therapeutic for ASD patients, 
particularly adolescents, to interact with other people like themselves. The disorder is incredibly isolating, and 
individuals with ASD may connect more easily with each other than with “outsiders.” Additionally, placing a 
child or adolescent in a residential treatment facility moves his or her family’s stress out of the home. While a 
child with Autism Spectrum Disorder will certainly need the support and involvement of their entire family to 
attain the highest level of functioning possible, their family may find it more achievable to provide this with a 
higher degree of external support.

Advantages of a Boarding School for Adolescents 
with Autism Spectrum Disorder
We have discussed some of the benefits of residential treatment for Autism Spectrum Disorder; a few of 
the downsides might include lack of social interaction, missing school and falling behind academically, and 
isolation from the outside world. Because of these limitations with traditional residential care, a more evolved 
solution is sometimes required.

Reputable boarding schools tailored to students with Autism Spectrum Disorder offer all of the clinical benefits 
of residential treatment; the added advantage is that they do this without sacrificing social and academic 
development. If you are considering enrolling your child with Autism Spectrum Disorder in a specialized 
boarding school, look for a program that offers all of the following:

Full clinical intervention; a boarding school designed for Autism Spectrum Disorder students should be able 
to provide sophisticated therapeutic treatment for its students. Look for a program that is overseen by a 
doctor, and that offers full-time clinical support from specialists. This type of program should develop an 
individualized treatment plan for your child, with regularly scheduled individual and group therapy.
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24/7 access to medical care; outside of a home or hospital setting, your child still needs to be kept healthy 
and comfortable. He or she will need the proper supervision to ensure that his or her medications are working 
effectively, if applicable. Additionally, your child’s physical health and wellbeing are essential to their ability to 
develop emotionally and socially. They need to be in a setting where their needs are promptly addressed and 
any distracting health issues are mitigated.

A tailored academic program; your child with Autism Spectrum Disorder process information very differently 
from most people. Even individuals with ASD who are high-functioning academically may experience ADHD-like 
symptoms. Look for a boarding school which offers a thoughtfully designed academic program; one that offers 
accommodations and modifications for your child’s special needs. The academic program should be overseen 
by a clinical specialist.

An emphasis on social development; since even high-functioning individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder 
have difficulty interpreting social cues, lack an innate understanding of social nuance, and are most 
uncomfortable dealing with social interaction, it is important to seek a boarding school that emphasizes a focus 
on growth in this area. A well-established boarding school for students with Autism Spectrum Disorder will 
likely have a community outreach program, providing opportunities for their students to practice interacting 
with both known people and strangers in a safe and productive way. Additionally, part of the school’s 
curriculum, and each student’s treatment plan, should focus on learning and practicing social skills in both 
structured and unstructured situations.

Fostering independence; many individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder struggle with life skills such as 
preparing food, cleaning, doing laundry, and personal hygiene. A goal for the families of these individuals is 
often that they may someday live on their own, enjoying a high quality of life with their own income. A boarding 
school for students with Autism Spectrum Disorder should gently push students to develop the skills to live 
independently, with the desired outcome that graduates may be able to participate in normal life by working, 
living on their own, and caring for themselves.

A high quality of life for students; children and adolescents with Autism Spectrum Disorder are some of the 
most challenging people, but also some of the brightest, dearest, most observant and most curious. They can 
benefit greatly from the proper behavioral and clinical therapeutic interventions, but like all of us they also 
require love, understanding, and belonging. Seek a program that feeds their students good food, takes them off 
campus for adventures and learning opportunities, and fosters compassion toward the self and others.

Conclusion
Sometimes the most difficult relationships turn out to be the most rewarding. This is certainly true for many 
people who work with, live with, and love individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorder. If you find that your family 
is overwhelmed by the burden of living with a child with ASD, ask for help. Don’t suffer alone, because you are 
not alone. 

We currently live in a day and age where we have a profound understanding of human functioning, be it 
physical or psychological. We have, as a species, made medical and scientific advancements that might have 
appeared nothing short of miraculous to previous generations. Human emotion, however, remains something 
of a mystery. The struggles we face within ourselves are some of the greatest challenges we will see in life.  One 
thing we can do, is make the best possible choices for ourselves and our families given the information at hand; 
knowledge is power.
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Resources
http://www.cdc.gov

http://www.autism-society.org

http://nces.ed.gov/fastfacts/display.asp?id=66

http://www.autismspeaks.org

This white paper was sponsored by Daniels Academy, a boarding school designed for students who 
have struggles in academic or social settings due to learning differences.

About Daniels Academy

Daniels Academy is a safe haven for adolescent boys and young men who may have been diagnosed with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder, Nonverbal Learning Disorder, Attention Disorders, Anxiety Disorders, and Pervasive 
Developmental Disorders. Daniels Academy provides a nurturing setting for these young men where they can 
continue their academic education, receive clinical treatment, and broaden their social and life skills.

Daniels Academy offers clinically sophisticated treatment in a home-like setting; our students learn together, 
eat great food, develop independent living skills, and have adventures in the beautiful Utah wilderness not far 
from our campus. Their treatment and daily life is overseen by educators and clinical professionals.
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435-709-7050 
www.danielsacademy.com
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