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My son’s contribution is particularly insightful as he shared professional and personal experiences that many neurotypical 
individuals would not consider. It off ers new perspectives and understanding of autistic needs. Minimally verbal at 
age three and the product of special-education schooling until eighth grade, David is now a master’s-prepared middle 
school teacher, as well as a national speaker and author. He moved out of our family home mid-pandemic to pursue 
his dream of living independently. Let me share some of the content from our chapter in the Life After Lockdown book.

Although everyone felt the isolation of social events being stripped away, it was a bigger issue for David and likely for 
other autistic people as well. He spent a third of his life in therapies learning how to break free from the narrow confi nes 
of isolation and life from behind a keyboard. He ultimately transcended the discomfort of socializing and learned how 
to converse with people rather than talking at them. In fact, he actually came to enjoy getting out in the world and 
interacting face-to-face with new acquaintances and colleagues. After all that hard work, he was abruptly sent back to 
his computer with the potential loss of all that he had achieved.

It was a devastating blow for David, and not simply 
due to boredom or a lack of a social life. The 
real fear was that his years of work would be for 
naught and that he would regress in his skills 
and comfort level. This extended to his angst 
about losing the headway he had made in his 
professional relationships and the well-earned 
respect he had gained for his contributions. Would 
he remember how to work with his team? Would 
resumed anxiety hamper his eff ectiveness in the 
classroom? Would he have to start over again at 
28 years of age? These were very real concerns 
that were compounded every month that went 
by in lockdown. These were worries that David 
verbalized months before reintegration concerns 
began arising in the media among neurotypicals. 
Imagine the magnifi cation of the challenge for 
people with autism! If society in general was anx-
ious, consider the level of concern experienced 
by specifi c groups that already struggled with 
anxiety and aversion to change.

Besides the increase in David’s apprehension, his main “balancer” was also taken away. Theatre is David’s passion and 
therapy, whether he is acting or in the audience. It also provided treasured social opportunities. But the theatre was 
shut down, along with the relief and escape from stress it provided. The negatives snowballed for months until creative 
minds brought some ray of hope with virtual theatrical experiences. That is when the old David began to return to us.

When it became apparent that COVID-19 constraints would be prolonged, we searched for something David could focus 
on besides his job. His life was all work and no play. That is when the issue of moving out resurfaced. We had prepared 
him for this milestone for months but delayed the actual planned move when the pandemic hit. With regression in 
his mood and with time to spare from cancellation of life outside of work, we jointly decided to use the opportunity to 
David’s advantage. He would have the time to adjust to domestic responsibilities on top of teaching responsibilities, and 
he would have something exciting to focus on and feel good about. The ultimate outcome was what we had hoped for, 
but only after a steep learning curve and some negative setbacks. Despite our joy and pride that David weathered the 
storm and is now thriving with very minimal outside support, the move presented an unanticipated sensory problem.

The problem was that David not only loved hugs for the sentiment they conveyed, but he also physically needed hugs 
for the deep sensory pressure they provided. Firm compression, especially around his chest, relieved the anxiety and 
inner sensations caused by his autism and Tourette’s. After moving out, however, David was no longer in our inner circle. 
Until my husband and I were vaccinated, we needed to mask and maintain social distance when visiting with David due 
to our ages and job risks. This meant we could not hug for months. Thus, another “balancer” was taken away from him, 
compounding his isolation and physical discomfort. He incorporated a weighted vest and squeeze balls into his daily 
life, but nothing compared to a loving embrace that was therapeutic on so many levels.

David’s fear of sensory regression was very real. It took years for him to gradually desensitize to excessive noise and 
stimulation, as well as to build up his tolerance for his increasingly busy life. He transitioned in steps to the hectic 
environment of the dynamic classroom experience. Once everything shut down, David worried about how he would 
respond to all these demands and sensory elements when they resumed simultaneously. At the moment of truth, 
however, he thought he could handle the returning stimulation just as he had pre-pandemic. A resulting panic attack 
proved that this was not the case. 

David’s Lockdown Experience
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