Seen But Not Heard - raising disability awareness within our communities - by Pelin Ahmet
Individuals on the Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) can face difficulties, frustration and anxiety, which is sometimes compounded by societal perceptions of the condition.  Of course, Autism can sometimes show a prevalence towards a debilitating physical condition, but for the most, it presents itself through behavioural characteristics that the wider community does not always comprehend or understand.  It would therefore be considered a 'Hidden Disability' and this within itself can commute to many wider issues, that families and carers, may also find hard to deal with in everyday life.   
Autism is a lifelong disability, affecting how an individual 'sees the world'.  Communication and socialisation difficulties are common.  It can cause immense everyday difficulties, for relationships with others and independent living.  It is a spectrum condition, affecting individuals in different ways.  Some can live independently, where as others have developmental disabilities and may need lifetime support (CPP, 2009).  In children with Autism, the development of language is severely delayed and deviant, hindering both expressive and receptive communication.  Speech may develop late or not at all.  Although, about half of children with Autism remain mute throughout their lives and may even be unable, to use gestures or signs to communicate.  Many may be taught to use alternative communication systems, such as, sign language or communication cards (Prizant, 1996).  A recent Cambridge study suggests that 1 in 58 children may have Autism.  Early diagnosis is crucial in helping to realise further potential for the child to lead a full and productive life.  Often, the right support may be difficult to access from the onset, due to categorisation of the condition, not only to potential service providers, the support agencies and also within the community.  Evidence that Autism is more common than previously thought, puts pressure on service providers and highlights the needs for alternative service provisions, of which many local authorities are currently focussing on, through the 'Aiming High For Disabled Children' agenda.  
After recently attending and graduating on the first 'National Partners In Policy Making' course at Loughborough University, enabled me to forge friendships and network with some inspiring individuals, one of whom was 'Steve McGuiness', a fellow graduate, a National Autistic Society Councillor and father of a child with Asperger  Syndrome and on the Autistic Spectrum himself!!.  Steve quotes, "I feel that it is not the impairments that those of us on the Autistic Spectrum may have, or the mental or emotional difficulties and/or distress, which can very often disable us the most.  In actual fact, it is the way in which society is arranged, which presents us with the greatest pressures of all.  From my perspective, society as a whole, should take responsibility for removing ALL barriers, which currently restrict our lives, as these barriers have been created by non-autistic (neuro-typical) individuals.  Many parents, are given a myriad of challenges to face; isolation, confusion, anger and fear.  Other family members, talk of embarrassment about their Autistic sibling, followed by guilt about these feelings.  Social exclusion is not just something that the child with Autism experiences.  Every day is a challenge and people should remember, that children with Autism today grow into the adults with Autism of tomorrow.  Social demands throughout that period become more complex and the subtle cues become more important".  Steve believes the term 'challenging behaviour', which is often used to describe individuals on the Autistic Spectrum and other similar developmental conditions, does not accurately describe these difficulties.  The preferred terminology would be ' behaviourial distress', as many on the Autistic Spectrum have sensory integration difficulties, sometimes associated with sensory stimulus, e.g. lighting, noise and other environmental factors.  This can often be misconceived or misunderstood by many, to be what they assume Autistic behaviour to be, but understanding these difficulties can enable others to support individuals on the spectrum, as everyone is unique, with their own idiosyncratic preferences.  
 Arguably, prejudiced attitudes towards disabled individuals and all minority groups for that matter, are not innate, rather learned behaviour, compounded by the ignorance of others.  Often, these pre-conceived views are presented at school.  Some findings have shown that statistically, around 40% of Autistic children are being bullied at school at some stage or another.  The challenge to tackle discrimination against disabled individuals, should begin in schools through awareness and raising knowledge and understanding of disabilities.  An 'Autism Bill' tabled by Angela Browning MP, supported by the National Autistic Society and others, aims to strengthen local planning, service commissioning and inter-agency work.  It would secure effective transition (from child to adult services) for Autistic young people and appropriate support and services for people with Autism in adult life.    Steve says, "Society as a whole, should celebrate the fact that we are all individual, celebrating the diversity of us all.  People with Autism spend their whole lives trying to understand and adapt to societal norms.  When they succeed, they are given little credit, but when they stumble, they are condemned.  My biggest worry is that society doesn't accept that we are people first.  Autism is not the tragedy, ignorance is the real tragedy".       
If you have any issues that you would like raised, or want to discuss about anything else relating to disabilities contact:  pelinahmet@hotmail.co.uk 
