The Evelina hospital is the first new children’s hospital that’s
been built in London in a century. There’s a giant atrium in the
middle, and the contract with the company doing the cleaning
says that the window cleaners need to dress up as superheroes.
The children in bed — many with grave illnesses — delight in
seeing Superman and Spiderman dangling just inches away
from them, on the outside of the glass. Apparently for the clean-
ers it’s one of the best parts of their week.

The government has wasted a fortune on consultants,
bureaucracy, and reorganizations of the National Health
Service. It's always defended in cold management-speak. This
simple arrangement with the window cleaners cuts through all
that. Everyone I've mentioned it to recognizes that — and in that
recognition lies our hope.
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Whichever country I travel to for conferences on the subject of
autism, [ hear the same story: It’s on the increase.

In 1978, the rate of autism was 4 in 10,000 children; today
(according to a 20006 article in Lancer) it is 1 percent. No one
can explain this increase, though conservatively it is put down
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10 better recognition and broadening the diagnosric category to
include milder cases. such as Asperger syndrome. It is neither
proved nor disproved that the increase mighr reflect other fac-
tors, such as genetic change or some environmental (e.g.,
hormonal) change. For scienasts to answer the question of what
is driving this increase will require imaginarive research com-
panng historical and cross-cultural dara.

Some may throw up their hands at this increase in autism.
They may feel that the future is bleak for all of these newly
diagnosed cases. But | remain optimistic that for a good pro-
portion of them it has never been a better time to have
autism.

Why? Because there is a remarkably good fit between the
autistic mind and the digital age. The digital revolution brought
us computers, but this age is remarkably recent. It was only in
1953 that IBM produced its first computer; a mere fifty-four
years later, many children now have their own computer.

Computers operate on the basis of extreme precision, and so
does the autistic mind. Computers deal in black-and-white
binary code, and so does the autistic mind. Computers follow
rules, and so does the autistic mind. Computers are systems,
and the auustic mind is the ultimate systemizer. The autistic
mind is interested only in data that are predictable and lawful.
The inherently ambiguous and unpredictable world of people
and emotions is a turn-off for someone with autism, but a rapid
series of clicks of the mouse that leads to the same result every
time that sequence is performed is reassuringly attractive. Many
children with autism develop an intuitive understanding of
computers in the same way that other children develop an intu-
itive understanding of people.

So, why am [ optimistic? [ anticipate that many among this
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new generation of children with autism will find ways (o blos
som, using  thetr skills in digiaal  technology o find
employment, to find friends, and in some cases to innovate,
When I think back to the destiny of children with autism some
fifty years ago, 1 imagine fewer opportunities for them, When |
think of today’s generation of children wich autism, 1 do not
despair. True, many of them will have a rocky time during their
school years, when their peer group shuns them because they
annot soctalize easily. But by adulthood, a good proportion of
these individuals will not only have found a niche in the digital
world but will exploit that niche in ways that may bring eco-
nomic security, respect from their peers, and a sense of worth
because of the contribution they are making.

Such opportunities may be open only to those individuals
with autism who have language and otherwise normal intelli-
gence, but this is no trivial subgroup. For those more severely
aftected — by language delay and learning difficulties — the dig-
ital age may ofter less, though even for this subgroup I remain
optimistic that new computer-based teaching methods will have
an appeal that can penetrate the wall that separates autism from
the soctal world. The autistic mind — at any level of 1Q — latches
onto those aspects of the environment that provide predictabil-
ity, and it is through such channels that we can reach in to

help.
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