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B1–B2 Issue

Puzzling Questions
When I talk to someone, I say everything 
I want them to know using only words. 
But most people communicate only partly 
with words. They send a lot of information 
with nonverbal communication like body 
language and facial expressions, which 
I try to memorize1 – but it doesn’t work 
very well. Everyone communicates a little 
differently, and what looks to me like anger 
might only be excitement. This causes a lot 
of misunderstandings. 

For example, often someone will ask 
me a question, but they are really asking 
something different. One time, my friends 
were visiting me and one of them asked 
me, “How do you make a big pot of tea?” 
I was happy that she asked because I knew 
the answer and I like helping people. So 
I started to tell her: “First, you fill the kettle 
with water up to here. Then, you get 
the teapot to hold the tea. Then, you get 
the box of tea bags...” I didn’t finish, because 
my friend stopped me. “I’m not stupid! 
I know how to make tea!” she said in an 
angry voice. “I just needed to know how 
many tea bags to use!” I was very confused 
and hurt by her response. “If you wanted to 
know how many tea bags to use, why didn’t 
you just ask me that?” I asked. She got even 
angrier. “This is why I never ask you for help 
with anything!”

This sort of thing happens all the time, 
because people think that when they mean 
something different than what they say, 
I’ll know it. When I try to tell them why 
I misunderstand, they don’t believe me. It’s 
so easy for them that they can’t imagine 
anyone would have trouble with it.

A Needle in a Haystack
There’s a saying in English that finding 
something difficult is “like finding a needle 
in a haystack”. The joke among autistic 
people is that we find the needle before 
we notice the haystack is there. We focus 
on the details before we can “zoom out3” 
and see the larger picture. This can lead 
to interesting situations. For example, my 
grandfather had a lamp in his kitchen with 
some abstract colored shapes on it – or 
at least, that’s what I thought for nearly 
10 years. Finally, one day I heard a visitor say 
that the lamp had a lovely picture of a horse 
on it. All those abstract shapes put together 
made a horse, and I had never noticed!

Occasionally, this can be dangerous. I have 
to be careful about crossing the street because 
I might not notice the cars coming towards 
me. And once, I was taking a walk with some 
friends when a stranger stepped in front of 
us and said, “You losers got any money?” 
I was so distracted4 by his rudeness and poor 
grammar that I didn’t realize he was holding 
a knife and trying to rob us!

It’s a Beautiful World
It’s easy to write about all the ways my 
life can be difficult, but I also have a lot of 
skills and abilities that other people don’t. 
I love that I notice all the small details in 
the world, things that most people never 
see. I enjoy looking at leaves on trees, insects 
in the grass, even scratches5 on a table. 
I like to use logic to figure things out6, like 
Sherlock Holmes. Once I saw a smashed7 
tomato on the ground outside, and I knew 
immediately that someone had thrown 
the tomato on the ground. They hadn’t 

dropped it, because it was too broken to be 
so smashed just from falling on the sidewalk. 
And no one had stepped on it because the top 
was still smooth. The only logical answer 
was that someone had thrown it down onto 
the ground for some reason. I figured this out 
very quickly, and smiled because I knew that 
no one else would have noticed that. They 
would just say, “Ugh, a tomato on the ground” 
and keep walking. It’s like having my own 
private world full of secrets! →

What is everyday life like 
for an autistic person? Read 
these true stories by an 
autistic girl to learn more.

Vocabulary
1 to memorize ["mem@raIz] – naučit se nazpaměť
2 needle in a haystack ["ni;d(@)l "heIst&k] – jehla 

v kupce sena
3 to zoom out [zu;m] – oddálit, podívat se zdálky

4 to distract [dI"str&kt] – vyrušit, rozptýlit, odvést 
pozornost 

5 scratch [skr&tS] – škrábanec
6 to figure out ["fIg@] – přijít na něco
7 smashed [sm&St] – rozpláclý, rozbitý

We focus on the details 
before we can see 
the larger picture.
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USA: Autism Self-Advocacy Network (ASAN) and Autism 
Women’s Network (AWN)
These two groups are run by autistic people. They focus 
on giving financial, technological, and legal support to 
autistics. Their goal is a world where autistic people have 
the same rights and opportunities as non-autistic people.
http://autisticadvocacy.org
http://autismwomensnetwork.org

UK: The National Autistic Society (NAS)
This charity provides education about autism and 
resources and services for autistic people and their 
families in the UK.
http://www.autism.org.uk

Czech Republic: Asociace pomáhající lidem s autismem 
(APLA)
This Czech charity organization provides services, 
education, and help to autistic people and their families, 
as well as education for doctors and the public. One of 
their goals is for the general public to understand autism 
and to help autistic people live normal lives.
http://www.praha.apla.cz

“autism speaks” Does Not 
speak For autistics
There is a very large organization in the US 
called Autism Speaks. They say that they are 
a charity that helps autistic people, but there 
aren’t any autistics in the organization. They use their 
money to make advertisements that make autism sound 
like a horrible disease, and the rest of the money on 
research trying to “cure” it. Almost all autistic people are 
strongly against this organization, and many consider it 
a hate group, so it’s probably not a good place to send 
your money if you want to help.

When you try to search for information about autism 
on Google, most of the articles are by people who are 
not autistic. They are usually about children, written by 
parents, teachers, or scientists who try to explain autism 
by watching how autistic children behave. That’s like 
asking a man to write an article about being a woman, 
but only by watching young girls playing together. 
Fortunately, there are plenty of autistic people online who 
write about their own experiences. 

Blog: Autistic Hoya, 15 Things You Should Never Say to 
an Autistic
e.g. “You should be very proud of yourself. You seem so 
normal. I couldn’t tell that you’re autistic.”
http://www.autistichoya.com/2012/02/15-things-you-
should-never-say-to.html

Blog: Social Skills for Autonomous People, Stress makes 
everything harder 
“Some things are particularly hard for autistic people, and 
those things also get harder with stress.”
http://realsocialskills.org/post/115675562952/stress-
makes-everything-harder 

Blog: Snakedancing, “Homonyms” in Asperger Behavior, 
Part 1 
“The AS person grows even more confused because she 
can’t figure out how to communicate...”
http://snakedance.tumblr.com/post/12991452973/
homonyms-in-asperger-behaviour-part-1 

1
You are having a conversation 
with a friend. They share a story 

about something sad that happened 
to them and you want to show them 
that you understand. Which way 
seems more natural to you?

A Say, “You must have felt so sad.”

B Share a story about a similar thing 
that happened to you to show 
them that you understand.

2
A friend is very upset about 
something. They tell you that 

they have a problem, and you ask 
them to share with you so you can 
help. They tell you the problem. It’s 
a difficult situation, and you can see 
why they are upset, but you think 
you see a solution. What’s the first 
thing you do to help?

A Tell them it’s perfectly normal to 
feel upset and talk about how 
they feel.

B Tell them your solution, knowing 
that once the problem is solved, 
they will start to feel better.

3
When someone is talking, they 
use both words and non-verbal 

communication (facial expressions, 
body language, and tone of voice). 
Which do you understand most 
easily?

A I don’t really separate them. 
Understanding non-verbal 
communication is sort of 
automatic for me. I’ve never even 
really thought about it.

B The words are easier to 
understand. Sometimes people 
say something different than 
they mean, for example by being 
sarcastic or making a joke, and 
I don’t always realize it at first.

4
During a discussion, the other 
person says something about 

you which isn’t true and other 

people start laughing. How do you 
tell if they are making fun of you or 
just making a friendly joke?

A I can’t explain exactly how I know. 
It’s obvious from their face, body 
language, and their tone of voice.

B My first instinct is to consider 
the words they use. Then I look 
at their face and try to decide if it 
looks friendly or not. It often feels 
like they are making fun of me.

5
In the situation in question 4, 
how do you respond if they are 

making fun of you?

A Just make a joke back at them, 
or pretend it doesn’t bother me. 
That’s the only way to get control 
of the situation. If they’re really 
being nasty, I can just walk away. 
I don’t try to correct their mistake, 
because that would only make it 
worse.

B I can’t help it – I get upset. I tell 
them they’re wrong about what 
they’re saying and why. But when 
this happens, that usually doesn’t 
stop them. They just treat me even 
worse. It’s like they don’t care 
about the facts, or they don’t care 
how they make other people feel.

6
During a conversation with 
a good friend, the other person 

says something that you know for 
sure is wrong. They clearly have 
the wrong information and their 
opinions are wrong as a result, but 
the subject is really not important 
and doesn’t actually affect your lives. 
How do you react?

A Don’t say anything about it – let 
them be wrong. Correcting them 
would be impolite and hurt their 
feelings, and it doesn’t matter if 
they are right about this or not.

B Say something about it – tell 
them what they are wrong 

Do You Have  
an Autistic 
Brain?
D o you think you might be autistic? There are many tests and quizzes 

online, but most are written by doctors and scientists who are studying 
autism by watching autistic children, and they are not helpful for 

everyone. Instead, try this short quiz written by an autistic adult who has spent 
several years studying the differences between autistic and non‑autistic people. 

Read the situations and choose the answer that is closest to how you feel 
(it’s okay if it’s not exact).

How to Help

autistic bloggers
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about and why, and provide them with 
the correct information. If it were me, and 
I made a mistake, even about something 
unimportant, I would want to know, so it’s 
only right that I do the same for them.

7
How do you feel about making eye 
contact during a conversation?

A I make eye contact naturally. It’s how 
I connect to the other person and show 
them I’m listening.

B Eye contact is not natural for me. I have 
to consciously decide to look someone 
in the eye. I prefer not to do it because 
I find it distracting or overwhelming. It’s 
easier for me to look at their mouth, so 
I understand what they’re saying better, 
or somewhere else so I can focus on what 
I hear rather than what I see.

8
Has the following situation ever 
happened to you? You are having 

a conversation with someone and, 
seemingly without any reason whatsoever, 
they suddenly get angry with you.

A No, that doesn’t normally happen. If 
someone gets angry with me, I generally 
know why.

B It happened a lot in the past, or it 
happens now and then, or it happens 
often. I don’t understand why this 
happens. They say I have said or done 
something wrong, but logically, I know 
I haven’t. I sometimes think that these 
people must just be insensitive, illogical, 
or mean.

9
You’re in a group conversation where 
one person is speaking at a time. 

Partway through the conversation, two of 
the people in the group start talking 
amongst themselves about something else. 

They are talking quietly and no one else 
seems bothered; how do you feel about it?

A It’s fine. I can ignore the other 
conversation as long as it’s quiet.

B I can’t concentrate on the conversation 
I’m trying to have. It’s difficult to hear 
just one person talking when there are 
others talking in the same area. I don’t 
understand how the others are able to 
continue the conversation so easily.

10
When you’re talking to someone, how 
do you decide what to say and how to 

say it?

A I just follow the flow of the conversation. 
It doesn’t take any special effort.

B I have memorized patterns of 
conversation. I know how to respond to 
certain standard questions and greetings. 
Sometimes I don’t know what to say, but 
in these conversations I just tell the truth 
– how could that be wrong?

11
When someone asks you a personal 
question, how do you normally 

answer it?

A I understand what they really want to 
know and give them that information. If 
the question is too personal or I don’t 
want to answer it, I might tell a white 
lie or even make up a completely false 
answer, or I might refuse to answer 
the question.

B I answer exactly what they asked. I give 
them all the information they have asked 
for. It would never occur to me to not give 
an answer or to lie.

12
Have you ever felt so completely 
overwhelmed by all the noise, lights, 

and movement around you that you had to 

run away and hide, and you couldn’t control 
yourself until you found a quiet place to 
calm down – maybe you even screamed or 
threw things at people?

A No, that’s never happened to me, or 
it’s only happened in a really extreme 
situation.

B Yes, that happens to me sometimes. 
People get angry when it happens 
because they think I’m throwing 
a tantrum or trying to get attention, 
but I really can’t control it. It’s very 
embarrassing.

13
Do you ever miss something big that is 
obvious to other people because you 

can’t stop focusing on the details (for 
example, seeing only a collection of abstract 
shapes rather than a coherent picture, or 
not noticing a car coming down a street 
because you notice trash on 
the ground first)?

A Not really. I notice the big things first. 
I have to concentrate to focus on details.

B Yes, it’s easier for me to see details than 
the “big picture”. I can find small things 
easily, but often miss things others think 
are obvious.

14
What do you usually feel is the purpose 
of telling a story during a typical 

friendly conversation?

A Making and improving emotional bonds 
with other people.

B Sharing all the details so everyone can 
have complete information.

results
The A answers are typical of 
non-autistic people. If you answered 
all or most of the questions with A, 
you are probably not autistic. However, 
reading the B answers can help you 
better understand how autistic people 
think, feel, and communicate.

The B answers are typical of autistic 
people. If you answered many or 
most of the questions with B, you 
might be autistic. You should also be 
aware that there are other possible 
reasons for some of the B answers. 
For example, you may simply be 
introverted or very sensitive. If you 
suspect you might be autistic, there 
is plenty of information available 
to help you understand how you 
may be different from other people. 
Check out our web article for some 
examples, or try visiting a psychologist 
who specializes in autism to discuss 
what it means for you. These days, 
there is a large community of autistic 
people, especially online, and a lot of 
support for autistic people to better 
understand themselves and others and 
live a happy, satisfying life.
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