
Appendix J 
Communicating with Commanders 

 
Having a child with special needs can pose challenges within your command and 
cause stress within the family. Autism is not widely understood, so it should come as 
no surprise that the demands associated with raising a child with autism would not be 
common knowledge to the members of your unit or leaders in your chain of 
command. It is incumbent upon you to inform and educate them in order to balance 
two competing priorities, which become even more challenging to reconcile the more 
operational the mission of your unit. As a member of the military, you want to 
perform your duties to a high standard without interruption or special qualification. 
At the same time, as a parent and head of household, you know that your family and 
you will need command support to meet the varying and many demands that the 
availability of the professionals and teachers working with your child will impose. 
 
Since command structures and terminology differs among the branches of service, we 
will use the terms “chain of command” or “command” interchangeably to refer to 
your immediate superiors and those in your chain of command who are responsible 
for you, and by extension, your family. When it comes to autism, it will rest largely on 
you and your spouse’s shoulders to inform the command about having a child with 
autism and explain the disorder and the type of support and consideration you may be 
requesting. This section offers a 4-step approach to promote better communication and 
understanding of your situation vis-à-vis autism and your child among the leaders and 
fellow service members within your command. 
 
Step 1. Inform Your Immediate Leader/Supervisor 

This is where you always start, of course, but it is not simply a perfunctory step. When 
you need to request leave or time to go to a medical appointment with your child or an 
IEP meeting, you are going to want the full and willing support of your immediate 
leader/supervisor and the members of your unit. So, you will want to be sure to 
explain what’s going on and why it’s important. You should also be prepared to go the 
extra mile when possible to compensate in part for times you may need to be absent. 
 
Step 2. Speak to the Commander or Command Representative 

Your immediate leader/supervisor may not have the authority to grant leave or 
respond from the command perspective to approve the support you may be 
requesting. Therefore, once you have taken care of Step 1, go up the chain of command 
to speak to the responsible leader or the designated command representative. In most 
cases, your immediate leader/supervisor will make the leader at the next level aware of 
your situation. Even so, you should still discuss your personal family situation with 
the designated command representative, frequently the senior enlisted member for 



enlisted service members, and quite possibly the commander. Request to meet with 
that person in your chain of command. 
 
For this meeting, do not assume anything. Approach it as if the person you are 
meeting knows nothing about your child’s autism diagnosis or autism in general. 
Come prepared to explain what autism is, how it impacts your family, and what 
support or consideration you anticipate needing from the command. Think of this as 
an information briefing more than a decision briefing. Remember that you are making 
him or her aware of your circumstances for the first time, so be professional and 
mindful of the leader’s time, and don’t expect final resolution of anything from this 
meeting. Your purpose is to make the command aware of your situation. 
 
Things to Consider: 

Come prepared. You might want to have your own meeting outline or topic list and a 
folder with information about autism with a 1–2 page autism information sheet. You 
might photocopy Appendix A: New to Autism? for this purpose and perhaps include 
some information downloaded from OAR’s Operation Autism Web site. Don’t expect 
the commander to review this in your presence, but also don’t hesitate to point out 
some of the more relevant pieces of important information as they pertain to your 
child and family’s situation. Be sure to discuss the level of confidentiality regarding 
the situation that you desire. Finally, it is wise to keep a personal record of any 
meeting like this for your own reference and possible future use with a new command 
representative or commander. 
 
Explain Your Child’s Therapies. Few people other than parents of children with 
autism and their child’s various therapists have any idea what an autism treatment 
regimen entails. Time permitting, provide an overview of what therapies your child 
receives, how often, what days of the week, and what times. Explain that there will be 
days and certain appointments where your presence and participation will be 
important to your child’s treatment plan and development. In this vein, be sure to 
point out that your child’s progress is also dependent on your spouse’s and your 
ability to follow through with supporting programs in the home. Thus, it will be 
important for you to be present for selected therapy sessions. 
 
In addition, you need to help your command understand that a child with autism will 
likely have more medical appointments than a typically developing child. This means 
you may need to take leave to attend some of these appointments. Review any family 
medical leave policies prior to this meeting, and get clarification on these policies as 
they pertain to your situation, if necessary. 
 
Share Your Child’s Goals and Behaviors. If you have a very supportive command and 
you feel comfortable sharing your child’s IEP and/or goals, include a copy in the 
information folder. This will give him/her a better idea of the extent of your child’s 
delays and a better sense of what you are experiencing at home. 



 

If your unit has command or social functions that include families, you may want to 
describe any specific behaviors that your child may exhibit during group activities. For 
example, if your child is over-stimulated in loud and crowded environments, explain 
this and describe what you or your spouse may do to help your child adjust. Explain 
that in certain circumstances, you may need to leave a function early. (In addition, it 
may be helpful to share this kind of information with others in your unit prior to 
command or social functions so they too can be educated and in turn tell their family 
members. In this way, everyone present can be better prepared to assist you and your 
child at these functions. This will also help to ease your spouse’s and your anxiety 
levels.) 
 
Discuss Your Commitment. Let your command know how much you value your 
family and your commitment to your child(ren). Mention that you want to ensure your 
child receives excellent care so that he/she can live the most productive and 
independent life possible. At the same time, let the command representative know that 
you expect and want to “carry your own pack” and that you can best do that with the 
assurance that your child’s and family’s needs are fully considered and supported. 
 
If you have an impending deployment, explain any additional family supports you 
may need beforehand in order to have them in place before you deploy. This may 
require you to request extra leave time before a deployment. When the command is 
attuned to your family’s needs, it will be better positioned to help your family seek out 
support services, such as a chaplain or the Exceptional Family Member Program 
(EFMP) Coordinator. Many re-assignments are made as usual even if your family is 
enrolled in EFMP. If compassionate re-assignment is something your family wishes to 
prioritize in order to ensure that your child receives the services they need, discuss 
your concerns with command. 
 
Step 3. Take Action 

Look for opportunities to increase understanding of autism within your command and 
local community. Organize an awareness campaign in your unit, on base, or in your 
child’s school during National Autism Awareness Month in April. Make yourself a 
one-person awareness campaign by joining OAR’s RUN FOR AUTISM team, or get 
your unit or squadron involved in your autism awareness efforts by organizing a base 
run in support of OAR. Get as many people from your unit as possible to sign up with 
you as a group and run a local race. This is a great way to promote unit cohesiveness 
outside of the work arena while simultaneously raising funds for an excellent cause. 
 
Step 4. Keep the Lines of Communication Open 

If you believe your child’s needs are not being fully met at your duty station due to a 
lack of services and resources, keep your command informed. You may find its 
support invaluable should you need to consider other options, such as requesting PCS 



reassignment to a duty station with more appropriate resources. Keep an open mind, 
however, as there are limits to what your immediate command may be willing or able 
to do. Also keep in mind that mission requirements, imperatives, and operational 
priorities will certainly demand your commander’s time and interest. Even though it 
may not be an easy task to approach your command about your personal, family 
situation, it is important for you and the command. As your child’s best advocate, you 
need to speak up; and as a member of the command, your leaders need to know about 
things that affect your ability to perform your duty to the best of your ability. 

In summary, by following these four steps, you will be serving the immediate interests 
of your child with autism and enhancing your family’s capability to contend with the 
daily challenges of autism. You will also be supporting the readiness objectives of your 
unit and command. The greater understanding that results from your efforts will serve 
to assist other service members and their families within your command in similar 
circumstances in the future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
This is an excerpt from OAR’s Life Journey Through Autism: A Guide for Military 
Families. To download or order the guidebook in full, visit: 
https://researchautism.org/resources/a-guide-for-military-families/.   


