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A
utism is one of those 
conditions that many 
people struggle to relate 
to and it is often difficult 
to detect in a child's 
early development. In 

many families, the realisation that 
something may be different comes 
only when a child is about two-and­
a-half years old. By then, parents 
may have noticed delayed speech, . 
lintitep eye contact or repetitive 
behaviour; but lack the knowledge to 
understand what these signs mean or 
where to seek help. 

It is against this backdrop of 
uncertainty and delayed recognition 
that April was chosen to raise 

. awareness on autism. World Autism 
Awareness Day is marked on April 
2 to call for greater understanding, 
acceptance and inclusion of people 
living with autism and their families. 
In Uganda, awareness is growing 
through conversations in the media, 
schools and health facilities. Even ' 
so, progress remains slow and 
many families contihue to navigate 
diagnosis, stigma an~ lintited support 
largely on their own. 

UNDERSTANDING AUTISM 
Autism is a neurodevelopmental 
condition characterised by 
two key areas, according to Dr 
Caroline Nerima, a developmental 
paediatriciaJ.1 and paediatric 
neurodisability specialist at Nsambya 
Hospital. These areas are persistent 
deficits in social communication 
and interaction, as well as restricted 
or repetitive patterns of behaviour, 
interests or activities. 

"To meet the diagnostic criteria, a 
child must show all features under 
social communication and interaction 
and at least some features under 
restricted and repetitive behaviOur," 
Dr Nerima explains. 

Some children with autism may 
prefer to be alone, have difficulty 
maintaining conversations or show 
lintited use of gestures such as 
pointing. Others may normaintain 
eye contact or respond to social 
cues such as smiling back. Sensory 
sensitivities are common, including 
discomfort with loud sounds. 
Repetitive behaviours may include 
playing with the same object 

repeatedly or fixating on items such 
as sticks, sand or leaves. 

Autism is classified according to the 
level of support a child requires, Dr 
Nerima explains. 

At level one, a child needs minimal 
support and may mainly require help 
initiating social interactions. 

At level two, the child requires 
substantial support as repetitive 
behaviours and communication 
challenges interfere with daily . 
functioning. 

At level three, the child requires 
very substantial support due 
to severe challenges in social 
communication and behaviour, often 
needing corfstant assistance. 

Early intervention, Dr Nerima 
emphasises, can significantly 
improve outcomes. When children 
receive consistent support between 
the ages of three and five, they can 
make remarkable progress and 
sometimes move from higher to 
lower support needs over time. 

Globally, autism is diagnosed more 
frequently in boys than in girls at a 
ratio of about four to one. However, 

girls are often under-diagnosed 
because their symptoms may be 
subtler and emer.ge later, particularly 
in social situations where they ~ay 
struggle silently. 

MBERS 
el1le ganda Bureau of 
Stat tics (2014 National 
Po lation and Housing 
C nsus) estimated autism 

revalence at 70 per 10,000 
people. . 
eMore recent analyses by 

, organisations such as Save 
the Children and Autism 
Uganda suggest this has risen 
to 88 per 10,000, attributed 
to population growth and 
increased awareness. 

CULTURE, STIGMA AND PERCEPTION 
Autism is understood differently 
across societies. Sarah Kisitu Kasule, 
a special needs education specialist, 
parent and proprietor of a school for 
children with autism, explains that 
cultural interpretation shapes how 
families respond. 

"In some communities, autism 
is associated with shame, spiritual 
causes or poor parenting," she 

eThe central region has the 
highest estimated number 
of individuals with autism, 
followed by the eastern, 
western, and northern. regions. 
eThe national estimate of 
people living with autism is 
approximately 388,000. 
eBoys are more likely to be 
diagnosed with autism than 
girls. 
eResearch indicates advanpd 
maternal age as a potentl 
risk factor: Mothers age 
30-35 face a higher ris 
eMothers aged 40 a a abOve 
face an even great IIkenb 

says. "In others, there is 
growing acceptance once people 
understand the condition." 

This is supported by 
practitioners at Teens and Tots 
Neuro Development Centre and 
Integrated School; who note that 
community attitudes vary widely 
depending on awareness and 
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