Message from SPARKS, World Autism Awareness Week 29th March - 4th April 2021

World Autism Awareness Week 29th March - 4th April 2021 aims to put a spotlight on the difficulties
that people with autism face and how families cope in managing it. Autism is also referred to as
Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) and is becoming a growing global health issue. The severity
and impact of ASD can range from mild to severe, like a spectrum in a rainbow. 1 in every 100
school children in the UK is considered to have ASD and it is on the rise worldwide.
ASD, refers to a broad range of problems / impairments characterized by challenges with speech,
non-verbal communication, social skills and a display of repetitive behaviours.
Autism is often accompanied by sensory sensitivities, motor coordination difficulties, sleep
problems, emotional challenges such as anxiety, learning difficulty and attention difficulties or
ADHD. It is usually suspected at 2 or 3 years old. Some associated development delays, poor eye
contact and limited meaningful play can appear even earlier.
Developing autism and associated developmental delay are influenced by a combination of
genetic, parental stress and many environmental factors, some are worth considering, such as
early dependence on digital devices and TV. Autism is a brain/neuro developmental disorder, each
person with autism has a distinct set of strengths and challenges. It is important to note that, we
can help a person with autism to improve the developmental difficulties or delay in a variety of
person-centred ways (360 degree, totally around that person approach).
The ways in which people with autism learn, think and problem-solve can range from highly skilled
to severely challenged. Some people with ASD may require significant support in their daily lives,
while others may need less support. With early identification, parental empowerment in
understanding of autism and appropriate holistic intervention can lead to positive outcomes. Good
to note that many can be facilitated to live independently.
Three parent groups, well developed and currently supporting parents are SPARKS (UK)
Theeraniyam (Batticaloa) and Illamthalirgal (Jaffna). Change 4 Autism is a coordinating group
in promoting awareness and training in Sri Lanka.

Professionals and experienced/empowered parents of SPARKS have focused on training parents
in early identification, understanding ASD, associated problems such as ADHD/sensory/motor
coordination issues. Accepting their child’s challenges, learning how to overcome them, most
importantly identifying, developing and celebrating the strengths of their children.
•

Parents who attended the SPARKS training regularly and practiced what they learnt have
felt empowered. The parents have reported some of the following benefits:
o

a deeper understanding and appreciation of the child’s problems;

o

ability to support and well equipped to help their child’s difficulties/challenges;

o

appreciate the improvements and developmental progress their child is making
because of their effective group participation / feedback;

o

found peace and joy in their lives, especially mothers rediscovered themselves and
live life, pursuing a dream for themselves;

o

stop feeling bad or blaming themselves or others and approach things more
positively;

o

feeling comfortable to phone, chat or contact the professionals to solve the
concerns/problems promptly;

o

seeing the strengths and good qualities in their child;

o

not feeling isolated and feeling more connected with people across the world with
similar problems;

o

feeling content and confident to offer support in helping other children and parents
in a similar situation;

o

feeling a deeper connection with other parents as if they were sisters or brothers
on this journey together;

o

seeing their child as a gift to them and to this world with a bigger purpose; and

o

develop a resilient mindset.

Parental empowerment is a well-developed concept in the western world. Parents of SPARKS are
well trained in empowerment, experiencing the benefits for themselves as well as for their children.
This needs to be promoted and developed further in Sri Lanka and India. This is important for
enabling parents in expressing their own and children’s needs. Parents can become true partners
in service development and usage. Professionals also need training on understanding the
enormous difficulties families go through by respecting, listening and supporting. Some of the
quotations below are inspiring and worth acting on:
1. “Within every child is a connection to one form or another and a potential waiting to be
fulfilled.” – Dr. Stephen Mark Shore
2. “Be thankful for autism. God shines brightest in weakness, and it comes with strengths that
enable us to fill certain job roles better than others would (a talent, if you will).” - Peter Lantz
3. “When a family focuses on ability instead of disability, all things are possible . . . Love and
acceptance is key. We need to interact with those with autism by taking an interest in their
interests.” – Amanda Rae Ross
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