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Twenty six-year-old UWI student Morgan Lewis wants to help
people with ASD and other neurodevelopment disorders.
PHOTO COURTESY MORGAN LEWIS
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UWI student’s goal is to help people with
ASD and other neurodevelopment disorders

RHIANNA MCKENZIE

environments…I gravitated to quieter
environments and older people because
they were less demanding of my energy
than people my age…The way my autism
manifests, I have to dispense a huge amount
of energy to get through the day.”
While her university experience has had
some challenges, her experience with the
administration has been “overwhelmingly
positive.”
She receives assistance through the Student
Life and Development Department of the
St Augustine campus, which was created to
provide equal opportunities for all students.
“If I am struggling with something, I know
the avenues to go through and I know I will be
given assistance.”
And although she has had some sensory
issues on campus that can be overwhelming
for someone with ASD, she has had a lot of
support navigating the ways in which her
autism presents.
“I am really good at communicating. I can
make eye-contact, even if it is uncomfortable.
I’ve had a lot of training and practice. I have a
leg up, compared to those who (have not had
practice).”
She said, for her, the switch to online
learning has been difficult in some regards,
but mostly a positive experience.
“Virtual learning has been good for me as
an autistic. Not going on campus frees up a
huge amount of energy for me.”
She said for physical classes she had to
mentally prepare herself for a day of classes on
campus, as the “high-intensity” environment
had a lot of stimulation.
“That would be all I could manage for the
day,” she said, and would often need a day to
recover after back-to-back classes.
“With remote learning, I can focus on
content and focus on other things during the
day…Things are very noisy all the time. Most
people can filter out background noises when
they are focusing on dominant sounds. I can’t
do that.”
Lewis said while she does not announce that
she is autistic to everyone on campus, it is not
something she feels she has to hide, so when
it does come up, she is open about it.
“If it is relevant, then it becomes sensible
to bring it up,” she said, particularly in those
classes related to social work and psychology.
She said she feels she can add perspective to
the conversations in those classes.

M

organ Lewis has a goal to work
with and help people with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD) and other
neurodevelopment disorders. The 26-year-old
is currently in her second year at UWI pursuing
her bachelor’s degree in social work, with the
intent of going on to a master’s in therapy.
“Because of the field of study I want to get
into, I think about autism as more than just
high and low function,” she told Newsday.
At 18, Lewis was diagnosed with highfunctioning autism – level one – and is able,
with practice, to communicate and socialise
but still requires support to develop her skills.
ASD spans from high-functioning autism
(formerly known as Aspergers), autism,
and severe autism. People with autism –
level two – require more support and their
communication and social skills are a bit more
obvious. Those with severe autism – level
three – need substantial support as their
communication and social skills and repetitive
behaviours impair their daily lives.
Lewis said categorising autism as low
and high functioning can sometimes be
problematic.
“It is more about circumstance and time.
People can communicate better on some days
than others…If a person is categorised as high
functioning, it means they are often denied
assistance that they may need because people
don’t think they need it. Whereas, if a person
is low functioning, it can become a case where
that is used as an excuse not to hear their
needs and grant then basic rights (and) the
respect they deserve.” She said this is true for
both children and adults.
Lewis said her educational experience
has had its challenges, but her parents are
understanding and allow her to be who she
needs to be to cope with her surroundings
and triggers.
“I was fortunate to have parents who were
very accommodating, in terms of things
that we would later identify as symptoms of
autism.” For example, she said, “If we were
out in public, and I decided that I needed a
quiet corner to read, they would let me do it
instead of trying to make me act the way they
thought I should act.”
In primary school she was always considered
a bright student, but did not have a lot
of friends. “I didn’t like noisy classroom

Twenty six-year-old UWI student Morgan Lewis wants to help people with ASD and other
neurodevelopment disorders. PHOTO COURTESY MORGAN LEWIS
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Autism
spectrum
disorders:
how to detect
early signs
DR NATALIE DICK

A
Developmental screening may lead to the early identification of delays and disabilities,
including autism. Acting early will reduce the impact of the emerging condition.
Photo courtesy Support Autism T&T

utism spectrum disorders (ASD) form
a group of “brain-based” neurodevelopmental disorders that can
cause significant social, communication and
behavioural challenges.
The cause is unknown; they may be
due to genetic (inherited), environmental
factors, or a combination. ASD occur widely,
without exception of gender, creed, class
or country with a four male to one female
ratio. There is a wide range or “spectrum”
of skills, abilities and challenges in
people with ASD – no two are alike. The

prevalence of ASD globally is variable and is
unknown in Trinidad and Tobago but in the
US, it is about 1:54.
Developmental screening may lead to the
early identification of delays and disabilities,
including autism. Acting early will reduce
the impact of the emerging condition.
A convenient time to screen for autism
is at the same time as the check-up for
childhood vaccines.
Early warning signs or red flags of autism
may include:
• Persistent delays in speech and

Where to go for help with ASD

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a complex
developmental condition that causes challenges
with social interaction, speech and non-verbal
communication. It is a lifelong condition and its
severity varies from person to person. And although
many children diagnosed with ASD go on to live
independent, productive, and fulfilling lives, they
and their caregivers may still find the day-to-day
challenges of living with the condition overwhelming.

SIGNS continues on Page 5

Here are a list of places that offer support.

• The Autistic Society of TT (ASTT) is a registered
charitable organisation and a support group for people
diagnosed with ASD and their families. It has two parent
support centres in D’Abadie and Point Fortin and its
executive members are made up mainly of parents
of individuals with autism. Call Autism Place office at
646-5506/225-6808, email autismtt@gmail.com or visit
Autistic Society of TT on Facebook.
• The Autism Parents Association of TT (APATT) is a
non-profit organisation that provides free support for
parents, relatives and caregivers of children and adults
with ASD.
Whatsapp: (868) 489-1673
• Support Autism T&T is a non-profit organisation
that was formed to raise funds to assist children
with autism so they can have access to therapy and
educational opportunities. The organisation also
provides financial and psychological support for parents,
caregivers and siblings of children with autism; facilitates
research on autism in TT; acts as a pressure group to
facilitate recognition and assistance for children with
autism in TT; and works with other autism-focused
organisations to promote awareness and to help
children access therapy and educational opportunities
Call 791-1320 or email ttautismnetwork@gmail.com
• Opal Kids is a private therapy practice with
locations in Cascade, Arouca and San Fernando and
serves clients across Trinidad. Its team of therapists
provides occupational therapy treatment for children
from birth to 18 years. Opal Kids offers a range of
interventions to address motor, cognitive or social
difficulties in the home and school environments, as well
as workshops for parents, teachers and others involved
in childcare.
Call 297-9925 or email admin@opalkids.org
• Horses Helping Humans (HHH) is a locally
registered NGO based in Anam Cara Stables, Maracas,

One of Support Autism TT’’s youth volunteers doing activities with a child.
Photo courtesy SATT
St Joseph. It provides hippotherapy for children with
autism and other special needs.
Call 768-6394, 768-6386 or email
horseshelpinghumanshhh@gmail.com
• TheraplayTT is a paediatric clinic that offers
occupational therapy based on the evidence that playbased intervention helps to improve the quality of life of
children with different needs.
Call 221-3866 or email admin@theraplaytt.com
• The Right Start was started by two speechlanguage pathologists, who came up with an early
intervention programme after many parents had asked
about it. The programme is designed meet the needs of
children with ASD from 18 months to six years old.
Call 678-1793 or email: rightstartprograms@gmail.
com

• The Blue Horse Foundation, a registered nonprofit organisation, raises awareness of ASD, provides
occupational therapy to children with autism, and offers
support to their families
Call 868-760-4386 or email bluehorsefoundation@
gmail.com
• Clyniece Hodge Autism Movement Therapy uses
dance, music and improvisation as a brain stimulant and
to help increase cognitive processing.
Email chodgeamt@gmail.com or message Clyniece
Hodge Autism Movement Therapy on Facebook.
• Kristy Anatol is an art therapist who works with
children with developmental disorders such as ASD, and
their families.
Email kristyanatolart@gmail.com or visit her page on
Facebook.
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language development, especially:
• No big smiles by six months
• No back-and-forth sharing of sounds, smiles or
other facial expressions by nine months
• No babbling by 12 months
• No back-and-forth gestures, eg showing, reaching
or waving by 12 months
• No words by 16 months
• Not playing “pretend” games (eg “feed” a doll or
“operate” a toy vehicle) by 18 months
• No meaningful, two-word phrases (not including
imitating or repeating) by 24 months
• Any loss of speech, babbling or social skills at any
age (regression)
• Repeating words or phrases over and over
(echolalia)
• Avoiding eye contact and wanting to be alone –
most of the time
• Having trouble understanding other people’s
feelings
• Repetitive behaviours (ﬂapping, rocking, spinning,
etc)
• Getting upset by minor changes in routine
• Intense and unusual reactions to the way things
sound, smell, taste, look, or feel
If some or all of these signs are present in a child,
it does not mean that they have autism, but there
is need to get a developmental check-up, without
delay. Start with your health care provider – area
health centre or paediatrician for a comprehensive
evaluation of their health, development, learning and
behaviour, as soon as possible, by a suitably qualiﬁed
specialist.
Evaluation for a suspected disorder is the process
of making a detailed analysis of information, by
a suitably qualiﬁed professional, to arrive at a
conclusion or diagnosis. It involves gathering
information (taking a history); making clinical
observations of the child’s behaviour, and interactions,
as well as their performance on standardised
evaluation tests. If the evaluating specialist is a
medical doctor, a physical examination is done.
Conﬁrming a diagnosis, does not require blood
tests, brain scans or specialised tests but may be
needed to rule out some conditions that resemble
or mimic autism, or those that “keep company”
with ASD, eg some inherited conditions, or seizure
disorders. Special medical and/or other tests may be
necessary in these cases.
Conﬁrming the diagnosis may be done
by paediatricians (especially developmental
paediatricians), paediatric neurologist, childadolescent psychiatrists, or clinical psychologists.
Most professionals are guided by the Diagnostic
and Statistical Manual, now in its ﬁfth edition,

to determine whether ASD is the best
explanation of what is happening with this
child or adult.
The person must demonstrate
persistent deﬁcits or “limitations” social
communication and social interaction or
restricted and repetitive behaviour patterns.
Depending on how these challenges
affect functioning, the disorders are
described by levels of severity which guide
on how much support the person may need.
Level 1: High functioning – needing some
level of support
Level 2: Needing more support and
intervention
Level 3: Very severely affected – needing
high levels of support; may have more
than one other developmental or health
challenges overlapping.
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At this time, there is no known cure for
ASD, and it is lifelong but can be managed
to maximise functioning and potential.
Consistent use of scientiﬁc-evidence based
methods is the best approach, working
work with a multi-disciplinary team of
professionals, eg a speech and language
pathologist to improve communication
skills, an occupational therapist, behavioural
therapist, special educator and as the
person gets older, vocational training and
higher education which prepares them for
employment, developmental paediatrician.
Sometimes medications are prescribed
by qualiﬁed providers to help manage some
of the symptoms, or some of the medical
issues might also be present.
Caregivers of people with ASD should:
• Learn as much as possible about ASD
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from reliable sources, eg the National
Autism Society (www.autism.org.uk); Autism
Speaks (www.autismspeaks.org)
• Balance self-care with caring for the
person and the rest of the family
• Learn to be the best advocate for
your loved one, and as their level of
independence improves, help them to
self-advocate. Join a parent/family support
group, such as the Autistic Society of TT,
Support Autism TT or Autism Tobago, or
others. Become agents of change.
Dr Natalie Dick, BSc (Hons), MBBS,
FAAP, is a specialist developmental
behavioural paediatrician, KAIROS
Developmental Behavioral Pediatrics,
Caribbean Ltd.
drndick.dbpeds@gmail.com

You’ve worked hard to get here: financially secure, good health
and a comfortable future. But even the best-laid plans fall
apart due to unforeseen medical conditions and expenses.

Safeguard yourself and loved ones with

Beacon’s Premier Health plan.
Gain access to:
An individual and
international health plan

• Better prevention

Support Autism TT’s executive member Denelle
Singh encourages Rahul Nanan to do a craft
activity. ASD is a lifelong condition but it can be
managed to maximise functioning and potential.
PHOTO COURTESY SUPPORT AUTISM TT

The best
preventative care

• Better detection
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Complete health care
coverage worldwide

• Better treatment

• Better living

beacon.co.tt
Email us at premierhealth@beacon.co.tt for more info today!
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any people are familiar with
the term autism and may
have even encountered
someone on the spectrum at one
point or another, but there are still
many stigmas and hurtful stereotypes
associated with the name.
Shahira Ali, a 26-year-old woman
living with autism spectrum disorder
(ASD), spoke with Newsday about a
few things she wished people knew
about ASD that could help debunk
many of the misconceptions about
the disorder.
Ali said her school experience was
unpleasant, and she is still haunted
by memories of being bullied by
students and misunderstood by
teachers.
“I was seen as the weird one,” she
said. “When you have a weakness,
people aggravate it (and) that is what
happened to me. It wasn’t easy at
all, but I still managed to do well at
school.”
She said at one point, she dropped
out of school because she could
not deal with the constant scrutiny.
She said a teacher convinced her to
return to school, but not much had
changed.
“They would call (my parents)
to pick me up and carry me home
because they didn’t know what to
do.”
Ali said the principal was given a
pamphlet with information on ASD to
help inform her and other teachers
about her condition and how to treat
with it, but it was never circulated. Ali
said her experience may have been
easier if more people around her
knew more about her disorder. Here
are a few things Ali had to say about
ASD:

1. “This might sound crazy, but
it’s the truth: people need to know
people with autism do not have a
filter to rationalise things. When we
talk, we may come across as frank
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things I want you to
know about autism
spectrum disorder

(and sometimes) rude.”
She said people on the spectrum
are very honest and straight
forward, and that can sometimes be
misinterpreted as rudeness.

2. Ali said people with ASD are

very detail-oriented and are typically
very observant. Someone with ASD
may focus on specific pieces of
information, often at the expense of
perceiving the whole picture.

3. Ali said people with autism have
excellent memory. She said they tend
to have very specific interests and
have a wide range of knowledge on
their interests. She said, for example,
she has a keen interest in media and
is very passionate about it and has
completed some certificate courses
in the field.
4. “No autistic person is the same.
Each one is different with a unique
set of challenges or difficulties.”
Ali said this is because it is a
spectrum disorder. The spectrum
spans from high-functioning autism
(formerly known as Asperger’s),
autism, and severe autism. People
like Ali with high-functioning autism
– level one – are able, with practice,
to communicate and socialise but
still require support to develop
these skills. People with autism –
level two – require more support
and their communication and social
skills are a bit more obvious. Those
with severe autism – level three –

need substantial support as their
communication and social skills, and
repetitive behaviours impair their
daily lives.

5. Ali said people who are autistic
are better at seeing things as they are,
rather than what is expected. She said
this is because they tend to be more
honest and clear about what they
see. Lying does not come naturally to
someone with ASD. She said while it
can happen, they are less comfortable
with the idea of being dishonest.
6. Autistic people are sensitive
to noise, said Ali. It can trigger
meltdowns. She said they are also
very picky eaters.
7. Ali said she wished her teachers
understood that when she was having
a meltdown, it was because she
was triggered, and not because she
was trying to get attention, which
she was often accused of. She said
when someone with ASD is having
a meltdown, they simply require
some personal space to calm down.
Common signs of a meltdown include
hand flapping, head hitting, kicking,
pacing, and rocking, and are coping
mechanisms for people with ASD.
“I wished (my teachers) knew I was
trembling involuntarily,” said Ali.
8. Ali said people with ASD
prefer to stick to a routine. “Sudden
changes can be hard. If I am going to
a noisy environment, let me know so

I can brace
myself.”

9. “People
with ASD are
compassionate
and tend
to forgive
quickly.”
But, Ali
said, this is
should not
be taken
advantage
of.
10. Ali said
people should
be mindful of
what they say to
people with ASD.
“We tend
to marinate on
things, depending
on how much
they bother us,
for days, weeks,
even months at
a time.” She said
while they may
appear okay on
the outside, when
they get home an
incident can replay
in their minds over
and over again,
causing distress. This is
called masking and it affects
females more than it does
males.

Shahira
Ali at her
Fyzabad
home.

...10 things ASD is not
Here are a few other
misconceptions about ASD
Shahira Ali identified:
1. “People say autism is a disease. It is not
a disease. It is a lifelong neurodevelopmental
disorder.” ASD is a developmental condition
that affects a person’s verbal and non-verbal
communication skills, as well as their ability to
socialise.
“Autism is not a learning disability; it is a
different ability,” said Ali. In the same way an
ordinary person may need help understanding
complex concepts by breaking it down,
people with ASD are able to understand
as long as someone is able to break the
information down in a way they can digest it.
2. Ali said people with autism are not
childish.
“A lot of people think people with autism
are childish. They tell us to grow up, but that
is how the disorder presents itself. It presents
itself in such a way that these people require
support in order to interact with others and to
practice simple tasks.”

3. “A lot of people think when you are
autistic, you think in black and white. It is not
black and white thinking. In the same way you
have rigid thinking patterns and do not adapt
to change easily, we have the same problem.”
She said it just takes a little more practice
for people with autism to adjust to changes.
4. “Autistic people do not lack
imagination,” said Ali.
She said when she was in school, she
recalled reading and researching how to make
friends. She said although she wanted to make
friends it did not come easily to her and she
needed someone to show her.
“Some of us just learn by what we see; by
looking at something.”
She said YouTube has been a helpful source
of information for those who need visual
guidance.
5. Ali said people with ASD do not
understand figurative language. “They may
not always catch jokes or sarcasm.”
She said speakers should be as clear as
possible when communicating with them.
6. “We are not impolite.”

Ali said because of difficulties with nonverbal communication, such as eye contact,
people with ASD are often seen as impolite
or rude. She said she often has to practise
pleasantries like saying “please” and “thank
you.”
“When I was young, people thought I did
not have manners,” she said, but that was not
the case.

7. People with ASD often engage in
repetitive patterns of behaviour. This may lead
to them frequently repeating themselves. She
said people with ASD tend to have narrow
interests and fixed mindsets as opposed to a
growth mindset.
“Growth mindset takes practice.” This
means that while is can appear that someone
with ASD is nitpicking at something, it is
because they only see a piece and not the
whole and need assistance seeing the whole
picture.
8. Ali said people with ASD are not
incapable of becoming functioning members
of society. She said while people may have
their reservations about hiring someone with
ASD because of misconceived notions of the

disorder,
they can be
beneficial to any work
environment, if given a
chance.

9. “We do not always
understand body language,” she said.
This is another form of non-verbal
communication that people with ASD struggle
with. It does not mean that they are incapable
of understanding, but rather need assistance
interpreting certain gestures.
10. “We do not all have speech
impediments.”
Ali said high-functioning people who are
autistic do not have the same issues with
communication than those with severe autism,
but because people often associate the
disorder with an inability to communicate,
they are often surprised to learn that she is on
the spectrum.
“People don’t believe me when I tell them,”
she said. “It is only when I interact with them
for some time, then they realise.”
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What govt must do to
make living with autism
a normal way of life
DR RADICA MAHASE

T

oday, April 2 was designated as
World Autism Awareness Day by
the UN General Assembly with the
intention of highlighting “the need to
help improve the quality of life of those
with autism so they can lead full and
meaningful lives as an integral part of
society.”
The resolution adopted by the General
Assembly on December 18, 2007 recalled
the Convention on the Rights of the
Child and the Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities “according
to which children with disabilities should
enjoy a full and decent life, in conditions
which ensure dignity, promote selfreliance and facilitate the child’s active
participation in the community, as well as
the full enjoyment of all human rights and
fundamental freedoms on an equal basis
with other children.” The UN noted that,
“Appropriate support, accommodation
and acceptance of this neurological
variation allow those on the spectrum
to enjoy equal opportunity, and full and
effective participation in society.”
In our country there has been a general
disregard for individuals with autism
despite the fact that TT has signed and
ratified the UN Convention on the Rights
of the Child; that we have a national
policy on persons with disabilities and an
inclusive education policy. Parents and
caregivers have actively been advocating
for changes at a national level so that
their children can be given equal access
to resources. Here are some of the things
that parents/caregivers will like to see
done in order to improve the quality of
life of persons with autism in TT.
First, the TT government needs to take
autism and other disabilities seriously.
So many words can be used to describe

Parents and caregivers just want to know
that the government cares for their children.
Photo courtesy Support Autism T&T

government’s attitudes towards autism
and special needs on the whole –
disinterested, lackadaisical, disrespectful
and disgraceful, amongst others. TT
governments, past and present, have
only adopted a reactive approach to
autism – they react to criticisms, negative
publicity and adverse situations only when
they have no other choice and these
reactions are only meant for temporary
appeasement. This attitude needs to
change. Parents and caregivers need
to know that there is a government that
cares about their children; a government
that recognises the need to develop and
implement policies that will improve the
quality of life of persons living with autism
in TT.
Secondly, the TT government needs to
adopt a more proactive approach towards
autism. What does this mean? On one
level it means incorporating inclusion
into its everyday language. It shouldn’t
be something that you hear government
speaking about sporadically. Autism is a
lifelong condition and person with Autism
need to be included at all levels in society,
at all times.
Thirdly, the government needs
to implement policies that will help
individuals with autism to develop to their
full potential and to live fulfilling lives. For
example, the national policy on persons
with disabilities has to be translated into
action plans. Access to employment,
information and communication, and
education and training for people with
disabilities all sound very good on paper
but really means nothing if they are not
actually implemented. The same applies
to the inclusive education policy, which
leads to the next point.
Fourthly, parents and caregivers really
need for their children to have equal
access to a good quality education. Every
single child, whatever his/her level of
development should have an opportunity
to attend a school; should be given the
support needed especially with respect
to aides and therapies; and should be
taught and assessed in a manner that is
appropriate to his/her level. Equal access
to education and therapies will help to
ease parents’ frustrations on many levels
and more importantly, it will really give
those with autism a fair chance to lead
fulfilling lives.
Parents and caregivers want to
know that the government is trying in
some ways to provide for individuals
with autism. However, year after year,
government after government, ministers
after ministers, all parents are seeing
is the same lack of serious interest in
developing and implementing policies for
persons with autism.
Former UN secretary general Ban
Ki-moon said, “People with autism
have enormous potential. Most have
remarkable visual, artistic or academic
skills...Recognising the talents of
persons on the autism spectrum, rather
than focusing on their weaknesses,
is essential to creating a society that
is truly inclusive.” It is important that

the government understands this and really make a
concerted effort to include persons with autism and
to ensure their full participation in social, cultural and
economic life here in TT.
Dr Radica Mahase is the founder/director of
Support Autism T&T
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TT is a UN member country and is signatory to the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, under which all
children have a right to receive an education without
discrimination on any grounds. In the National Policy on
Persons with Disabilities (2000), provision are made for
adequate and appropriate support services for children
with disabilities, including autism spectrum disorder (ASD).
This policy identifies inclusive education as one of these
services.
The Ministry of Education’s 2009 Inclusive Education
Policy also makes provisions for special-needs children. It
offers intervention for children who attend both mainstream
and special schools. Parents or guardians are required to
submit all relevant medical documents and an evaluation
is done by the ministry’s Student Support Services Division
to identify on what area of the spectrum the child falls and
what type of assistance they will need. For example, some
may need aides at school, while others may need extra
time to complete an exam.
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