
Losing Control

The other day, my husband Jeff was watching a documentary about stress. 
Although I wasn't paying close attention, I heard enough to know that we 
humans have an intense physical reaction to stress (similar to that a zebra has 
when chased by a lion), that it affects things like how fat is deposited on our 
bodies, and that it is killing us. 

Just what the mom of an autistic child wants to hear.

I'm well acquainted with stress. Most days I feel completely spent by the time 
my kids go to bed. My schedule is packed with therapies for my son Moe, 
participation in an autism research study at Stanford, taking my two year old to 
music and mommy and me classes, not to mention things like laundry, grocery 
shopping, blogging and going to the gym. Even those last tasks, the ones that 
are meant to be stress reducers, often add stress because of the time they 
takes away from other things I feel like I should be doing.

Sometimes I have to wonder what is so tough about my life. Moe is in school 
most of the day and we’ve got a pretty good routine. I have babysitters to watch 
my younger daughter when I need them. Moe is non-verbal and quite 
rambunctious, but generally happy. And other activities, like blogging and 
going to the gym, are things I do because I enjoy them. Am I just a complainer?

It turns out that one of the major causes of stress is a lack of control. As 
someone who is well acquainted with the term “control freak,” this comes as no 
surprise. But I never before pieced together that this lack of control is what is 
so stressful about being the parent of a special needs child, especially one with 
autism. We are not in control; autism is. 

After diagnosis, we coped by going into action mode. We researched, got 
assessments, lined up services, and set out to kick autism's butt. We tried to 
take control. Slowly we learned that, although these things help, therapy can 
only do so much. Development has to happen on its own and this can be slow 
or fast, happen in trickles or bursts, but is almost completely out of our control. 
And that is stressful.

But relinquishing control can also be immensely freeing. When we first started 
sleep training Moe, long before he showed signs of delay, we would put him 
down in his crib, say good night, and walk away. Yes, it was hard to listen to 
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him cry, but there was also relief in knowing that I didn't have to do anything. 
Moe needed to learn to sleep on his own. And it worked. In a few days, he 
learned to soothe himself to sleep. You can't force someone to sleep, so why 
beat yourself up trying?

Maybe it is the same with Moe's autism. I can't force the autism out of Moe any 
more than I can force his curly hair straight. And those curls, such a surprise 
when they first appeared, now seem so integral to Moe that it is impossible to 
imagine him without them.

Perhaps this is my first step toward true acceptance of Moe's diagnosis. I may 
never love the challenges that autism has brought to our lives, including the 
return of some pretty serious sleep issues. But I can stop fighting for control, 
and that might make things just a little less stressful.
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