Autism Speaks...Through Television Shows

 Autism is a behavioral disorder that affects many people around the world. Some experts have said that 1 out of 110 children are born with some sort of autistic disorder. In an article called Children in the Grip of Autism, Molly Massland said, "Four times more common in males than females, according to the Cure Autism Now Foundation, autism affects people from all socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds. It involves a wide spectrum of symptoms ranging from mild to severe, but all have three areas in common: communication problems, impaired social relationships, and unusual patterns of behavior."

    In her story, Massland talks about an 8-year-old boy from Los Angeles named Adam, who has struggled with making and maintaining relationships throughout his life. Adam however has found a true passion-- the cello, which is a common trait amongst many autistic children. Children born with autism often times have a "fixation" on certain things in their environment.

There is a re-occurring pattern in recent years with television shows portraying autistic characters either as a major role, or a minor role in a family-type setting. The new televison show on FOX called Touch, is about a boy named Jake, an 11-year old boy who has a severe case of autism. Starring Kiefer Sutherland as the father of Jake, Touch is a very emotional story of a widowed father trying desperately to communicate with his son.

  In the series premier, Jake does not speak, and you soon find out that Jake has never spoken one word to his father. Not only has Jake never spoken a word to his father, he has also never intentionally given him a hug because he does not like to be touched at all. throughout the show, Jake's father learns that Jake communicates through numbers rather than words because Jake has an extraordinary gift of being able to connect every life on earth through patterns. Martin (Kiefer Sutherland) learns that he must depict the meaning behind the numbers and patterns that Jake is showing him. Jake has a very severe case of autism, but other autistic children display similar (often less severe) characteristics, and there are several other characters on television with autism as well.

Touch is not the only relatively new show on television where there is an autistic character. Although his type is much milder than Jake's, Max from Parenthood is a child diagnosed with a different form of autism called Asperger's. This show is a comedy/drama about a large, rather dysfunctional family. Max's family is one of the many families that are involved in the show. Parenthood depicts Max as a very "querky" kid, whom was suspected to have Asperger's by his parents.

 Jean Winegardner is the author of Autism on television: How real is it? (Listed below). To me, this article is pretty much the answer to my question I had in my head when I began thinking of this topic of recent trends on network television. So can people relate with these autistic characters? Do they exhibit the same traits that other children with autism have?

Winegardner said, "Naturally, because autism is such a wide spectrum disorder, no one character or television show can adequately define autism for an entire community. However, I eagerly look forward to seeing realistic versions of many of the variety of ways that people can be autistic." In many ways, Winegardner favors Parenthood over the other shows she mentions in her article because it has the most realistic scenarios and depictions of what it's like for a family raising an autistic child.

    Parenthood is a more realistic depiction of what children with Asperger's are like, and does a good job of representing the complications in the family life as well. For instance, in one episode of Parenthood, Max's parents miscommunicated with eachother and each told Max that the other would take him to a museam one Saturday. When Max learned that neither parents could take him to the museam, he was upset and forced to stay home with his older sister. When Max's sister was studying, Max went out on his own to try and find the museam. Later on in the episode you see Max's family stressed out and worried about the middle-school aged boy who was wandering around the city by himself. The episode helped viewers understand the severity of a child with Asperger's and the dangers of them being alone in a big city.

The article by Winegardner also mentions how there are so many more shows on television that display autistic characters. For instance, she mentions the show The Big Bang Theory and how one of the main characters, Sheldon, is an adult who has Asperger's as well. Windegardner also mentions that the show Arthur had an autistic character as well.

    I have only seen The Big Bang Theory once or twice, so I was not aware that Sheldon was in fact autistic. Now that I have read more on the disorder, I can definitely understand his outstanding intelligence.  Sheldon's character is definitely the odd type, but he is distinctively brilliant in this sitcom.

 In opposition to Parenthood, The Big Bang Theory 's Sheldon is a character that does not flatly mention that he is autistic with Aspergers. Over the course of the show, many viewers have noticed the sublte clues that indicate how Sheldon in fact does have Asperger's, and many seem to be offended by the nature of the show and how it "mocks" autism.

However, Winegardner said, "I'm happy about shows like "The Big Bang Theory," which raise questions about what it is like to be an adult with Asperger's or other neurological differences and shows that it is possible to be successful even if quirky."

So there you have it. There is definitely a wide spectrum of different types of autism, as there is a wide spectrum of television shows that have chosen to depict a character with autism or Asperger's syndrome. Like mentioned before, autism affects about every 1 in 110 children born. If people were not noticing or paying attention to this unique but prevalent disorder before, then they are now. Autistic characters are sprouting up in new television shows all the time, but it doesn't mean that these characters are always depicting real-life characteristics of children and adults with autism.

    In order to best describe how televison is depicting autism, Jean Winegardner said, "Television has a long way to go, but it is making strides, and for that I am grateful. I hope that this trend of exploring autism in popular culture continues. I'll be in a front row seat."

