Mother's experience at Sainsbury's highlights need for autism awareness
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Carlie Middlesbrough, a 39-year-old mother, experienced a distressing incident at Sainsbury's in Morecambe on Sunday, April 13, after her four-year-old daughter Jessica, who has autism, had a meltdown in the supermarket. The event has sparked discussions about autism awareness and the need for greater public understanding of autism-related behaviours.
Middlesbrough recounted her shopping trip to the Lancaster Road store, where she intended to purchase tea cakes, one of the few foods her daughter will eat. During the visit, Jessica, who is non-verbal and uses a special pram, expressed a desire to play with toys in the store. When Carlie denied her request, her daughter became upset, leading to a scene involving screaming and kicking on the floor.
The situation escalated when a passer-by reacted negatively. Carlie reported that the man shook his head disapprovingly as he walked past. In response, she identified her daughter’s condition, stating, "what are you looking at, she's autistic," to which the man retorted, "who do you think you're talking to?" This confrontation left Carlie visibly shaken, although other shoppers in the vicinity expressed concern for her.
Despite being accustomed to visiting Sainsbury's, where staff are familiar with Jessica’s needs, this incident is not the first time Carlie has encountered unkind reactions from other customers. "It's happened loads of times," she remarked, indicating her frustration with the lack of understanding towards her daughter. 
Another shopper, Lynne Harrison Faraday, expressed her support for Carlie on a local Facebook group, stating, "Take no notice of the disapproving stares, the tutting, the remarks." Lynne, who has worked with students with autism and has a grandson who is non-verbal, empathised with Carlie's experience, highlighting the importance of understanding and kindness toward families dealing with similar challenges.
While most responses have been supportive, one comment noted a contrasting viewpoint, suggesting that there are “too many excuses made for unruly and badly behaved children these days.” This comment reflects the complexity of public sentiment regarding behaviour in public spaces.
Middlesbrough, who is also a mother to a son with both autism and ADHD, emphasised the need for increased tolerance and education regarding autism’s traits. She shared that Jessica displayed early signs of autism similar to those of her older brother, including arranging toys in specific ways and missing developmental milestones. Carlie stated, "You shouldn’t have to walk around with a sign on your forehead saying ‘I’m autistic’," advocating for a kinder and more understanding public environment for families with autistic children.
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