
 

Autism Awareness Month 

What does it mean to be autistic?  

April 2nd is Autism Awareness Day and the month of April is Word Autism Month. We’ve written about 

Minni before and her thoughts on the importance of neurodiversity at work and representation. Now, 

she’s sharing a little bit more about what it means to be autistic – what others see and what is really 

going on. 

Minni’s Story 

I only received my formal diagnosis approximately four years ago, although I suspected I was on the 

spectrum ever since my daughter was born (she is now 16). She was such a different child than I had 

been (we Autistics typically have clear memories of our childhood experiences). 

We each live within our own brain and life experiences, which gives us a deeper understanding of 

ourselves in context of other people. I am still unraveling these diverse aspects of who I am and believe 

that I now have enough understanding of the question of “what does it mean to be autistic?” to answer 

it reliably.  

And I think that a reliable answer is very much needed because for too long Autistics have had non-

Autistics as spokespersons. When autistic behaviours are observed, most people don’t understand what 

they are observing and need it explained to them. The overwhelming bulk of available explanations have 

so far been provided by non-autistic individuals – researchers, parents, and teachers. There is a reason 

for this, which you will understand by the end of this article. 

 

https://kinaxis-inc.force.com/Kinect/s/news/a3K5Y000001p66QUAQ/neurodiversity-at-work


Autism & giftedness 

Besides being autistic, I am also gifted. Giftedness occurs in less than two percent of the general 

population. I believe that in Kinaxis though it is a majority trait – you wouldn’t be able to do the work 

you all do if you weren’t gifted. Most of us at Kinaxis are in fact neurodiverse, meaning our brains are 

wired differently than much of the general population. Second, to accurately answer the question ‘what 

does it mean to be Autistic?’ I need to distinguish the autistic characteristics of my brain from the gifted 

characteristics it has. 

I only joined Kinaxis towards the end of 2019, and prior to that my dual exceptionalities (autism and 

giftedness) had always made me stand out no matter where I worked. But it is only here at Kinaxis that I 

have been able to clearly identify what it is that actually makes me autistic, because it is only here that 

I’ve experienced being totally surrounded by other gifted individuals who are NOT autistic. 

The Spectrum 

• ‘Level One’ Autistics are typically labelled as ‘weird’ but otherwise considered ‘normal’ 

• ‘Level Two’ and ‘Level Three’ Autistics are generally considered disabled and typically require 

ongoing care – the most severely affected individuals are non-verbal and need full-time personal 

support.  

So how are all these ‘levels’ the same diagnosis? The answer lies in the word “spectrum”. 

To understand this, we need to look at what’s going on from the inside within the brain, as opposed to 

merely looking at what is seen externally. Upon careful reflection and introspection as to what sets me 

apart from most of my Kinaxis’ colleagues, I believe I finally have a real answer that is not merely some 

researcher’s conjecture.  

Masks & Filters 

Generally, Autistics are unable to filter incoming input to our brains. At the same time, we are missing a 

critical outgoing filter that the rest of you take for granted – non-Autistics wear ‘masks’ that allow you to 

keep your emotions in check and to interact acceptably with other people even when you are 

experiencing inner turmoil. Autistics cannot do this – it is literally impossible. Many of us don’t even 

realize that the rest of you do this, having never experienced it ourselves – I only discovered the 

existence of non-Autistic ‘masks’ well into my adulthood. 

Before I elaborate further on ‘masks’ and what their absence means for Autistics, I want to first address 

the other filter that we are missing – the inability to filter incoming input. This is relatively well 

documented – it is why, for example, Kinaxis provides quiet spaces and noise-canceling headphones. 

Our five main human senses can overwhelm an individual who is overly sensitive to certain stimuli. This 

is common within the gifted population as well, so many of you will understand what I mean. What 

current published literature has missed is that for the Autistic individual, in addition to sensory stimuli 

we are also receiving an overload of emotional and social stimuli, and we are incapable of filtering any 

of it. 



The result of all this unfiltered incoming data is absolute internal chaos. 

People talk about their thoughts being sort of like a filing cabinet where everything is put in proper place 

and they can locate what they’re looking for at any time when they try to remember something. Well, 

my brain is not like that. Instead, my brain is more like an empty room full of very bouncy balls of 

different sizes, each representing a packet of thoughts, bouncing around the room at different 

speeds. Some zoom by, others bounce leisurely by and roll away into a corner. The super-fast bouncy 

balls are the ones that are newest; the ones that lie aside are the thoughts that I have had a chance to 

think about and fully digest. I need time to examine each of these bouncy balls in order to understand 

them fully. Some of the bouncy balls are of great interest to me and I love to look at them and study 

them. Others are not of much interest but because they bounce around all over the place, they can 

interfere with my ability to focus on the bouncy balls that I am interested in.  

Here’s an example: I just had a meeting where I met a bunch of new people. Along with this, and my 

regular daily activities, I was in the process of working on a fascinating coding problem. My brain really 

wanted to spend time going over the equations but there were all these other bouncy rubber balls, each 

representing one of those people that I had met, bouncing all over the place, all clamoring for attention 

as well. In my mind’s eye, I tried to examine my equations but its bouncy ball, which was a large one, 

kept bouncing around too because it was new to my brain. So I just had to sort of stand around and wait 

for it to bounce back into my vision to focus on it, while all these other bouncy balls each bounced 

across my field of vision forcing me to look at them too. The more familiar things that happened to me 

that day such as my family and things at home were in my brain too, but they were each clustered on 

their own ball and just laying in a corner of the room since I was already familiar with them. 

 

So, this is how my brain works. It’s terribly important for me to have absolute quiet and peace to mull 

over all these things, especially first thing in the morning. When I am able to do this, I find I can 

eventually bring all these bouncy balls under control and give them their own little spaces in this huge 

room that represents my brain. I can then find these balls anytime I want, and I can understand and 

remember everything that is contained within each one. 

 

Stimming 

 

I think one of the distinguishing (compared to non-Autistics) behaviours of ‘Level One’ Autistics is 

‘stimming’. Stimming is defined as “repetitive behaviour patterns, such as fidgeting, flapping, jumping, 

spinning and rocking.” It’s not only limited to physical expressions but can include auditory expressions 

such as singing/rapping or simply making some other simpler repetitive sounds. Adults, if they are able, 

typically learn to control the impulse to stim in front of other people, whereas children typically don’t 

realize that they look ‘weird’ to others and may engage in stimming as needed.   

 

Why we do we do it? I believe it helps us to get those chaotic bouncy balls in our head into some sort of 

order when they are overwhelming us. It is essentially a reaction to overstimulation from too much 

unfiltered input. The way to pre-empt the need to stim is to control the amount of external input. While 

research and literature recommend things like quiet spaces to deal with overstimulation, what they miss 



is also the need to control social and emotional input, because these cause perturbations inside our 

brains that exceed even that of the sensory stimuli (but both need to be externally filtered for us since 

our brains are incapable of filtering them automatically the way non-Autistics are able to do). It is why 

some people who don’t understand us make the spurious claim that Autistics ‘lack emotion’ or ‘lack 

empathy’ - in fact they couldn't be more wrong. I think instead that what is happening is the barrage of 

social, emotional AND sensory input that we are continually bombarded with trigger, in some Autistics, a 

coping mechanism that completely shuts it all out.  

 

What everyone needs to understand is that all we Autistics really need is sufficient time and space to 

get those ‘bouncy balls’ under control. Once our brains have had a chance to process the incoming 

input properly, everything is ok. The trick is to make sure the input doesn’t overwhelm the processor. 

Think of it like this: all the input comes into a reception area within our brain, that processes the 

information and then puts it into storage for later use - if input is excessive, more than reception can 

cope with, then stimming occurs. A larger reception area allows greater input before overflow is 

reached - lack of sleep and hunger or ill health can all reduce the size of the reception area, creating a 

lower threshold for overflow (understanding this and taking appropriate mitigating steps will maximize 

the Autistic’s coping ability). Meltdowns occur when even stimming isn’t enough to cope with the 

excessive input. 

 

I said at the start of this article that you will understand why most explanations of autism have come 

from non-Autistics - it’s taken me all these many years to figure it out, and I’m merely a ‘Level One’ 

Autistic who also happens to be highly gifted, a combination that provides me with unique privilege to 

be able to provide an insider’s perspective on autism. Please understand that any Autistic you meet is 

far, far more intelligent and capable than what you may think they appear to be. Since getting 

diagnosed, I have been participating in various online support groups, and one of the most eye-opening 

experiences I have had came from reading a series of interactions among group members - someone 

who was facing certain issues was advised to call a particular helpline. They replied that ‘in real life’ they 

are actually non-verbal (i.e. so severely autistic that they are unable to ever produce any meaningful 

outward communication in real time). Yet you would never be able to tell that from reading what they 

write - the individual is articulate and insightful. The takeaway here is that all we Autistics really need is 

sufficient time and space to get those ‘bouncy balls’ under control. Since both autism as well as 

intelligence occur on a spectrum, and with the insider’s perspective you now have, it should be clear 

how all those different levels of autism are in fact one and the same diagnosis. 

 

I would like to close by returning to the perspective of outgoing filters and what the absence of 

neurotypical ‘masks’ means for Autistics. Essentially, what you see is what you get. Allow me to quote 

from my own article written for Autism Canada recently: Understand that when an Autistic person 

behaves in a way that seems uncaring or temperamental or dismissive or any other way that you feel 

negatively impacted by, they are most likely not intending to communicate that message at all but are 

rather facing some (most likely unrelated to you) internal challenge that is overwhelming their ability to 

respond “normally.” 

 



Thank you to Minni Ang, DEI Committee member, for authoring this piece and contributing to Kinect! If 

you have any questions about the contents of this article, we encourage you to reach out directly to 

Minni Ang or Karolina Kural, our Diversity, Equity & Inclusion Manager. 

For even more information, we encourage you to visit the DEI SharePoint site and review the resources 

available in the Autism folder, or attend a virtual event like the Inclusion in the Workplace: Challenges 

and Opportunities in a Post-Pandemic World panel hosted by Specialisterne Foundation.  

 

 

mailto:mang@kinaxis.com
mailto:kkural@kinaxis.com
https://kinaxis.sharepoint.com/CorporateServices/HumanResources/SitePages/Inclusion,-Diversity-%26-Belonging.aspx?source=https%3a//kinaxis.sharepoint.com/CorporateServices/HumanResources/SitePages/Forms/AllPages.aspx?viewpath%3D%252FCorporateServices%252FHumanResources%252FSitePages%252FForms%252FAllPages.aspx
https://specialisternefoundation.com/the-2021-world-autism-awareness-day/
https://specialisternefoundation.com/the-2021-world-autism-awareness-day/
https://specialisternefoundation.com/

