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Famous h'lstﬂrir:all people have been speculated to
have been autistic by journalists, academics and

i ny kind of mental deformity
continues to be a subject of
extreme social disgrace and
trauma in India. Whena child

isdiagnosed with such disorders, the
paents are at first staggered, shocked,
nembed, and thus spend a considerable
padod in this bewilderment. Then
rames the gradual acceptance of facts
asthey stand. This brings forth a flerce-
iyoombative approach, making parents
premely defensive, and anxious to pro-
tert their children from harassment

Make often than not, the child's educs-
tigtakes & backseat in this weh of per-
plexity and despalr. The tag of ‘abnor-
mafity’ that the child is labelled with,
sadfly, even in the subconscious minds of
patents, ruthlessly strikes out the rounte
to an educated life that he/she other
wige would have led. For all our clabms
on the celebration of linguistic and cul-
tuml diversities, the differently-abled
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resr in teaching the differently-ghled

But, first the facts.

Think mental disability and there’s a
string of visunls that eome tomind. Amir
Ehan's worthy attempt in Tare Zameen
FPar, Rnssell Crowe's Osear winning act in
A Beautiful Mind, Ran| M titherjes's deaf,
dumb and Wind role in @aes would prob-
ably hover in, thongh it s nowhere in the
purview of a mental disorder Big a bit
deeper into memary, and you will proba-
bly eone up with hazy images of Ajay De
Vgan helping a limping child with severe
speech impairment, This is the aggravat.
ingly cumulative sictire that these films

have registered i the minds of the
average viewer, How many of
U5 remember that

\ Amir Khan's unfor-

tunste student in
TZP suffered
from  dyslexia,
#nd that Rus.

sell Crowe brought to life, the woes of the
schizophrenic Nohe] lattreate John Nash?

All attempts at bringing such anom.
alies to public awareness have falled to
imbibe the minor intricacies of these
disorders in peaple's minds. With the re.
sult that the populace is largely igno
rant about the existence of disorders
like the dsperger syndrome, antism ard
the downs syndrome and more impor
tantly, how each demands s different
reatment and approach, This article at-
tempts 1o bring to light one sueh disor
der—- antism.

According to Merry Baruah, Chair-
person, Action for Autism, “In lay
terms, it is a neurological disorder that
affects the way the chiid reacts to people
and tha environment, bopds socially
learns = language or communicates
needs. The key point is that it is not a
short term illness, but g disorder” The
characteristics are generally apparend
by age thres.

Autism is known as a ‘spectral disor
der’ heécause the severity of ts symp.
toms range from a mild learning and s
ctal disability to a severs Impalrment,
with multiple problems and highly un-
usual behaviour According to WHO re.
ports, typically about 20 in & population
of 10,000t people will be antistie o have
autistic symptoms: &) per cent of those
affected by autism are boys. Over 20 lakh
people are living with autism in India

"Over the last five vears, the number
of dlagnosed cases has increased by al-
most 35 per cent,” estimates Baruah. Ac
cording 1o her, the increass in awareness
has catalysed the increase in the number
of reported cases, “Action for Autism
(AFA) did a two-vear praject with paedi-
atricians between 1998 and 2000, follow-
ing which the diagnosis shot up marked-
Ix We are in the middle of a follow-up to
fhis project which has already penerated
d huge increase in the number of diag-
noses,” she adds, In addition, she ac-
credits this to the increasing media cov-
erage and the gradual opening of more
and more diagnostic centres across the
country “We can safa]y say that doctors
and clinicians are getting far more adept
At recognising autism." She calls the di-
agnosis a subjective process, depending
upen the doctor's perception of autism.
“The wider the range of cases the clini-
cian hag sesn running from the very
mild to the very severe, the more adept
he or she is, in detecting is prevalence,”
Baruah adds,

Current research indicates that any-
thing that can produce structnral or

functional damage to the central HErwils
SYELeI ean also produce the condition of
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gan tr ilent v tonas spedific to
the disanility Being a developmental
disorder, autistic individuals have

difficulty in performing acts which
rally to others. “Basic be
il actions 1ike the way we
ents, motor
anding of spe-
ial skills, speech
are different in
antistic people. Hence the basic cri
an for diagnosis is the observa-
tiom of behaviowr,” explains Baruah.
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mechanisms to compensate fry
their differential sensze of under-
standing. One such mechani~m 15
their excellent rote memory, s
children display an excell i =
to learn by rote and this e ean-
tiaily what is required in elemen
tary education. So, ollen parents pul
their children into ‘oainstream
sehools inthe early years and they
i well, The problems start coming
in when they approach Class IV to
V" savs Chari.

Some aufistic children do not
ever develop speech, while others
miay develop speech but still have
difficulty using language to com-
municate. Often, there is an unusu-
al speech pattern, such as echoing
whatever 1% said to them, repeating
a word over and
over, reversing
"vou! and "I
when azking for
something, and

speaking only to
{ express  needs,

i'l;’sa difterent challenge.
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rather than emofions.
“What these children re-
guire iz gssentially, learn
ing by experience,” sums
up Baruwah,

Children with autism do
have the potenti

ial to build up
their skills and they can be helped
if they receive early, well-focused
intervention. Depending on the
childs individual skill. profile and
the appropriateness and intensity af
interveltion he or she receives, chil-
dren with antism canlead relatively
i.]]d."f'}?lkf'lll!i:l'-l' lives, According to
Baruah “Ourchildren have heen in-
tegrated inio malnstream srhools
and eolleges. Some of them have
even received training and are now
working with us.”

In India, a concrete beginning to-
wards education for the autistic was
made in 1991, when Merry Barna
farmed Action for Autism in Delhi,

e

v, with autistit
. children

siv!terntm for children with auti
Ealler, the children were p
schwls for the mentally retar
thagh the two disabilities nee
difirent treatments:

The 19905 was a decade of cha
botiin mindsets and policy fra
wark, The Rehabilitation Cou
of india Act (1992), the Pers
With Disability Act (1995) and
Matignal Trust Act for per:
with Autism, Cerebral Palsy,
and Multiple Disabilities (1
came with o mandate for early

the firat exclu-

{ervention Programines, tral
of schoolteachers and profess
als in Rehabilitation and Spe
Edueation

If a carser in teaching aut
children is vour calling, you!
to be patient, sensitive ahd cal
4 tpackground 1im psycho
wourld give vou an edge over ol
it the fieid _

At present, there are thiee 1
tutions In India offering god
ment-certified diplomsa colrse
{the fraining of teachers for aul
children. Action for Autism, T
tered with the National Trust:
dia. however, remains the only
Indian organisation providing
specialized training, “Thougl
prefer people with a back g rous
psychology, we do take in grad
from other fields as well!
Baprnah. In addition AFA also
ducts intensive three mionth
shops, on a regular basis, for
i parents and teachers,




