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Autism is a condition that the majority of us have heard something 
about, but how many of us are aware of the difficulties facing 
people with autism and their families? 

2 – 8 April has been designated Autism Week and a series of items will be 
broadcast on the Bore Cothi radio show on BBC Radio Cymru, with families 
sharing their experiences. The documentary programme, Byd Awtistiaeth 
(The World of Autism) will be also be broadcast on Friday, 8thApril. Amongst 
the contributors is Siwan Head from Llanfair Caereinion. She has written 
about her son, Jonathan's autism (10 years old) for Cymru Fyw (BBC 
website): 

Early signs 

 

Jonathan was born in November 2005 and in contrast to typical stereotypes of 
autism, he was a happy, loving baby who slept and fed well. He reached all his 
milestones on time. 

The early signs of autism started to become apparent when Jonathan was 
about 18 months to two years old. 

Maybe I was going through a period of denial or was too preoccupied to give 
too much consideration to these signs, especially with another baby on the 
way, but it was my husband Jon and other family members who noticed first. 

One of his favourite things was opening and closing doors, studying the angles 
of the door at various stages of opening and finally banging it shut. He also 
liked balancing chairs, placing spoons in a row according to their sizes and 
counting them continuously and putting items in colour order. Not 
conventional play by any means and the condition of our chairs and doors 
suffered due to his experimenting! 



  

At three years of age, he would complete 75 piece jigsaws while barely glancing 
at the pictures and then would turn them over to complete the blank side. 

Even though he was very fond of other people and children, he didn't know 
how to play or interact with them, often giving a cuddle or acwtsh as a way of 
connecting – side by side play which is a sign of social interaction difficulties 
and the difficulty to share attention in a social way with others. 

 

Siwan Head     Siwan and Jon Head with their son, Jonathan on his 
christening day 

Difficulty in accepting the diagnosis 

Even though he started learning words quite easily, by the time he was two 
years old he still wasn’t combining words to create simple sentences to express 
his desires, make requests or to comment – the difficulty with social 
communication and seeing the intention to communicate with others. 

By this time, Jonathan was attending the Ysgol Feithrin (pre-school) and 
during this period, I realised he was a bit different from his peers. This 
realisation isn’t easy, it is poignant and heart breaking – I didn’t want to 
accept that my fair haired little boy was autistic and was to be defined by a 
label. We still don’t want autism to define Jonathan completely even though it 
is an innate and integral part of him. Once you introduce your child to the 
social world of school and its educational expectations, you leave the 
sanctuary of your home and the autistic differences become more apparent. 

Shortly after that, the process of being referred to professional people 
commenced – speech and language therapists, educational psychologists, 
primary teachers, therapists of all kinds under the sun! Here we were on the 
autistic journey, a rollercoaster indeed and my head and emotions were often 
in a spin! 



Gaining a diagnosis is a relief in one sense because you get answers about why 
Jonathan views the world and deals with it differently – his brain is differently 
wired, as they say, although this does sound rather like a robot!! 

Looking for blame 

I blamed myself constantly as a mother. It seems that this is a natural reaction 
and I continue to blame myself to some extent – was there something I was 
doing wrong? There were periods of bursting into tears and wondering what 
would be Jonathan’s future, would he ever be independent and lead a normal 
life? 

The only way to describe it is like a wave of grief and loss that strikes you 
suddenly and out of the blue in certain social situations. 

You have to succumb to it, lock yourself away and let it flow over you before 
feeling better once again. It is like a form of catharsis. You feel so different and 
lonely sometimes in these social situations and the conventional is like a blow 
to the face. You ask that age old question which makes you seem self-pitying 
and selfish at times – why us? 

And why feel loss, because you child is alive and well, only different. 

You don’t know much about the condition, therefore the quest for knowledge 
starts – incessant reading, attending courses, attempting every kind of 
therapy, almost in a quest for some kind of cure. But there is no cure and no-
one needs to be fixed. They are great as they are and deserve respect – it is 
society that needs to change, and thank goodness things are progressing and 
moving ahead. 

 

Siwan Head, Jonathan and his little brother, Dafydd 

A windy path 



What was a great help to me was getting to know other parents in the same 
situation – you didn’t feel so lonely and self-conscious as you do when in the 
midst of a sea of normality, whatever that is! 

Hearing the experiences of other families puts a great deal into perspective 
and makes you count your blessings. 

Autism is a windy path and you have to work diligently and endeavour and 
learn all the time as parents, often when you feel completely exhausted - 
because autism places more demands on you than usual. 

You are constantly battling against a general lack of understanding, empathy 
and basic kindness at times. Insensitive remarks and instances where 
understanding is lacking are like a spear to the heart – they leave a scar that 
won’t disappear easily. 

This can place tremendous pressure on you as parents on a journey that is 
difficult enough anyway. But this should be used as a means of changing 
people’s mind set about autism and you will develop a tough skin like a rhino! 

Not going too much into your shell is the way ahead by being open and 
attempting to include your child in everything that you do in order to foster 
understanding amongst people. 

We have endeavoured to include Jonathan in everything that we do without 
withdrawing and shying away. This has made it easier for Dafydd, his brother, 
to take part in community activities as normal and ensures that Jonathan is 
also included on his own terms, creating friendships with his peers in his own 
little way. 

 

Siwan Head"At three years old, Jonathan would complete 75 piece jigsaws, 
hardly looking at the picture and would then complete the blank side." 



We are so grateful of Jonathan’s close, loving relationship with his little 
brother Dafydd and that they are such friends. Thank goodness Jonathan isn’t 
tormented by tantrums often associated with autism, which are caused by 
sensory difficulties and frustration resulting from an inability to communicate 
effectively. He is a calm and happy boy on the whole! 

People should understand that children or adults living with autism are not 
naughty or difficult when they are experiencing a meltdown or anxiety attacks. 
Every behaviour has a reason, it a way of communicating about their 
difficulties and we should try to understand without judging. 

Being able to converse freely and process his language rapidly enough is one 
of Jonathan’s main difficulties, even though he is bilingual. But as he 
develops, he has come to see the need to share attention and use his language 
more. 

He also has his special talents that should be celebrated as with any child and 
even though we don’t like to overemphasise these, it is important to have the 
opportunity to discuss and explore these skills sometimes. Very often, the 
saying "more than meets the eye” is highly appropriate for people with autism. 

Jonathan loves being creative and practical – drawing, art and building work, 
sewing, experimenting, and cooking. Colours and being visual are very 
important to him. 

 

One of Jonathan’s drawings that won a second prize at the National Urdd 
Eisteddfod in Caerphilly last year 

Mathematics and science is an area of great strength for Jonathan and he can 
answer high school level questions on the iPad at home, gaining high scores. 
This is without ever having had lessons on these subjects! Thank goodness he 
was born in the computer age! 

We don’t know if Jonathan will ever be aware of his talents and be able to 
transfer them to other locations fully, although he does often give glimpses of 
his abilities in other contexts. 



Living in the moment does cause difficulties for people with autism and they 
often don’t have the ego or the competitive nature to turn their skills into 
something useful and beneficial for themselves or to show off. Neither do they 
have the flexibility of thought to be able to transfer these skills to other 
locations. 

Jonathan’s happiness is our main priority and if he doesn’t make good use of 
these skills, we will accept this. We will have plenty to concentrate on to 
ensure that Jonathan can live independently as an adult one day. 

We want to emphasize that an autism diagnosis is not the end of the world 
and that not everything looks hopeless for that individual – who knows what 
will come and that prospect is in itself exciting sometimes! People with autism 
have so many incredible qualities! 

We need to foster a society where people with autism are accepted and valued 
as they are, whatever their abilities and difficulties. That is why the work of 
raising awareness in the wider community is so important, and will lead to 
acceptance and prevent people with autism being considered odd. 

In those quiet moments of hugging Jonathan, away from life’s busyness, 
conventions and expectations, I feel great depths of love, connectedness, 
mutual understanding and peace that is incomparable. 

It is a great privilege to walk this path with such a happy, loving, enigmatic 
young man to guide us. Despite the difficult times of denial and not accepting 
the diagnosis, this new world that’s opened out ahead of us must be embraced. 
We should accept this as an adventure and remain positive. We remain a 
normal family despite autism becoming an integral part of our life! 

You can hear more of Siwan and Jonathan’s story on the Radio 
Cymru website 

Jonathan: "Happy, loving and a character and a half!" 



 

 


