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Wrongly dubbed as a ‘Western’ condition,
autism goes largely undetected in India.
VINOD KUMAR looks into the autistic mind.

VER 16 lakh Indians cannot
. communicate wih their
".F-'L?: brothers, sisters, teachers
b ‘4 or friends. Yet, they are
" not deaf, dumb or blind.
They are affected by autism, a very
complex neurological disorder. And they
can all be helped. :

Autism is as common in Bombay as it
is elsewhere in the world, and makes no
distinction between rich and poor, even
though many Indian doctors insist that
autism is a ‘Western' condition, Small
wonder then that this disorder is so
often wrongly diagnosed,

The mother of Shonali, a 15-year-old
autistic girl in Madras, commented,
"Since she was three, | had my doubts.
But my paediatrician kept brushing me
off. He said something was wrong with
me, not Shonali. Whereas, 1 lived with
her and knew she had a problem. The
doctor saw her for just 10 minutes and
didn't see what the problem was. Doctors
should be aware of autism. Half of
them aren't.”

It was once believed that sutistic
children had severe emotional or psy-
chological problems although the world's
leading experts have consistently dis-
carded this notion as outdated. Some
doctors, teachers and family members
continue to blame parents.

Autism primarily impairs the child's
social interaction and imagination. And
Bupercﬂntnfthnsea.ﬁemudmmule.
Five-year-old Sunil, from Bombay, is an
autistic child. He is able to complete a
100-piece jigsaw puzzle faster than his
elght-year-old,  non-autistic

Rakesh can —Yet he 15 mEble o com-
municate to his parents when he is
upset by loud noises and screams when

an aircraft flies overhead. Like most
autistic children, Sunil looks no different
from his brother or his cousins. In fact,
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for a learning disability or behaviour
problem. Yet its symptoms are such
that doctors are wont to wrongly seek
its origins in emotional and psychological
problems, epilepsy and Attention. Deficit
Disorder. As mental retardation is sus-

to occur in more than half the
cases of autism, the disorder is commonly
diagnosed as delayed milestone or mental
retardation. But all these are separate
ronditions and do not always accompany
autism.

Among the first signs of autism is late
acquisition of basic communication skills
and unusual use of language. For
example, when Sunil is asked a question,
he repeats it. Other autistic children
such as 17-year-old Arindam use language
only to express their basic needs —
“Want water”, “Go in car” or “roti".
Anvthing even slightly more complex is
beyand them.

Many parents notice early that their
child doesn’t mix with other children at
all, althoungh he may be very attached to

. his parents or those he knows well,
“Like many children with autism, Arindam

is attracted to things his classmates at
the special school don't notice, for
example, spinning fans and wheels.
Sunil collects pieces of string and loose
threads, Arindam likes rulers that he
can flick back and forth. Both boys
often sit and play with these objects for
hours without seeming to notice what
happens around them. Yet, at other
times; they are not able to focus attention
even for a few minutes — particularly
on school work — much to thelr parents’
chagrin.

Often an autistic child prefers a certain
routine peculiar to 'his own autistic
mindset. Shonali from Madras becomes
very upset if the taxi takes a different
route to school each day, and she also
likes to have a certain brand of biseuit

with her tea each afternoon. Autistic
children often, but not always, are g
extremely partial to music, and may =
insist on favourite songs being played 3

Autism:

E*er and over again without tiring of
em.

wsunil will rush to the television
ﬁhan mmmera{im are p].ay?d,“ E’E"aﬂl?

—— i * e

LALSTHATIONS.

development, Professionals
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cases even before two
the more accurate is th
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Autlsm - is regarded 8s &
disability by the World Health
Organization, by
Government of India, thus
making it ineligible: fo¥ fund-
ing schemes. The i
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eligible for the concessions
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