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Autism Inclusion Has to Leave the Therapy Room
Skills become meaningful when people can use them in real life - and when real life becomes

more prepared to welcome them.

By Cathy Levin

A person can practice something successfully in a quiet room and still struggle when the environment
changes.

Real life is noisy.

Unpredictable.

Fast.

Bright.

Crowded.

Full of strangers, waiting, transitions, social rules, competing sounds, unexpected changes, and people
who may not understand autism.

That is why I believe autism support cannot end with teaching a skill.

There also needs to be a bridge between learning and living.

Real life is where independence becomes meaningful
Think about the skills many families hope their children will develop.

Ordering food.

Shopping.

Waiting in line.

Crossing a street safely.

Participating in a class.

Entering a workplace.

Asking for help.

Handling money.

Interacting with unfamiliar people.

Managing a change in plans.

These are not abstract goals.

They happen in communities.
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A person may understand how to complete a task in a familiar therapeutic environment but experience
the actual coffee shop, store, gym, or community center very differently.

That does not mean the skill was not learned.

It means the environment added another layer.

Practice should include context
Learning becomes stronger when people have safe opportunities to apply skills in realistic situations.

You can explain how to order something.

Then practice it.

Then practice again when the restaurant is louder.

Or when the preferred item is unavailable.

Or when someone asks an unexpected question.

This approach is not unique to autism.

Most people become confident through experience.

We rehearse presentations.

Practice driving.

Train for jobs.

Role-play difficult conversations.

Autistic people deserve opportunities to build real-world confidence in the same way, with support that
respects their individual pace.

But society needs practice too
There is another side to this.

If the autistic person is learning how to navigate the community, the community can learn how to interact
with autism.

Imagine if more customer-facing employees understood that a delayed response does not necessarily
mean someone is ignoring them.

Imagine if coaches understood sensory overload.

Imagine if activity leaders knew that one person's regulation strategy may look different.

Imagine if businesses became more comfortable giving someone an extra moment rather than
immediately becoming impatient.

That is inclusion.

Not perfection.
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Not creating a silent world with no challenges.

Simply increasing understanding enough that differences do not automatically become exclusion.

Dignity should remain at the center
There is a temptation in skill-building to focus so heavily on performance that dignity becomes secondary.

Did they complete the task?

Did they follow the expected steps?

Did they behave appropriately?

Those questions can matter.

But we should also ask:

Did the person feel respected?

Were they given enough time?

Were expectations explained clearly?

Were sensory needs considered?

Were they included in decisions affecting them?

Were strengths recognized as intentionally as difficulties?

Independence built through humiliation is not the kind of independence we should be aiming for.

Confidence comes from successful participation
There is a difference between doing something because someone is directing every step and gradually
realizing:

I can do this.

That moment matters.

It might happen through something that appears small to another person.

Making a purchase.

Completing a community activity.

Communicating with a new person.

Navigating part of a routine more independently.

But independence is built from these pieces.

And confidence grows when those pieces become part of ordinary life.

Inclusion benefits everyone
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Better autism awareness does not help only autistic people.

Clear communication helps many people.

Sensory-aware spaces can help people with anxiety, trauma, neurological differences, disabilities, or
temporary overwhelm.

More patient customer service helps older adults.

Flexible communication helps people who speak different languages.

Greater acceptance of different social styles helps communities become less rigid overall.

Inclusion often begins with one group and expands the humanity of the entire environment.

We should measure more than compliance
When we think about real-world success, I hope we widen the questions.

Not only:

Did the person follow the expected behavior?

But also:

Did they participate?

Did they communicate?

Did they gain confidence?

Did they build independence?

Did the environment learn anything?

Did the interaction preserve dignity?

Those are meaningful outcomes.

The purpose of autism support should not be to make someone invisible by teaching them to look like
everyone else.

It should help them build the tools to participate in life while allowing life to become more capable of
including them.

That is the future of inclusion I want to see.

Not one-sided adaptation.

Shared learning.

ABOUT CATHY LEVIN

Cathy Levin is a life transformation coach, speaker, entrepreneur, author, and autism advocate. Her
autism work centers on two-way adaptation, real-world inclusion, whole-family support, communication,
dignity, and helping communities better understand autistic people while autistic people build confidence
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and independence.

CALL TO ACTION

For speaking, coaching, transformation work, and autism advocacy with Cathy Levin, visit
CathyLevin.com.



