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Simple Steps – Autism Support for Ages 1 to 5
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🧠 Understanding Early Signs: What to Look for Between 12 Months and 5 Years

🌱 Why Early Detection Matters


	Early signs of autism are often visible before age 3.

	The earlier you notice signs, the sooner you can begin helpful support.

	Not every child develops the same, but certain red flags should not be ignored.



👶 General Developmental Red Flags (12–24 Months)


	
Lack of eye contact – your child avoids or rarely looks into your eyes.


	
No response to name by 12 months or appears to ignore you when called.


	
Not pointing or waving by 12–15 months (no gestures to show interest).


	
Limited or no babbling by 12 months.


	
No meaningful words by 16 months.


	
Does not follow simple instructions like “Come here” or “Sit down.”


	
Loss of skills – your child had words or gestures but stops using them.




🧒 Preschool Red Flags (2–5 Years)


	Delayed speech or no speech at all.

	
Repeats words or phrases (echolalia) without understanding their meaning.


	
Plays alone most of the time; doesn’t seem interested in playing with other children.


	
Lines up toys or fixates on spinning objects instead of pretend play.


	
Gets very upset with small changes to routine or environment.


	Overreacts or underreacts to sound, touch, smell, or pain.

	
Does not understand or show emotions like joy, sadness, or fear clearly.




🌍 Cultural Note (For African Families)


	Some delays may be excused as “just being quiet” or “boys speak late”—but trust your instinct.

	
Autism is not caused by witchcraft, curses, or parenting failures—it’s a neurodevelopmental condition.


	Grandparents or family members may resist a diagnosis—be patient, loving, and informative.



❤️ What to Do if You Notice Signs


	
Keep a notebook to track behaviours and delays you see.


	
Talk to a doctor or pediatrician with your concerns—don’t wait.


	
Request a referral for a developmental assessment or speech therapy.


	Don’t compare your child too much to others—focus on their unique journey.



Trust your “mother’s instinct” — 

––––––––
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🩺 The Diagnosis Journey: Navigating Emotions and Next Steps

From the guidebook: Simple Steps – Autism Support for Ages 1 to 5

🌊 The Emotional Rollercoaster


	Hearing the word “autism” for the first time can be overwhelming.

	
You may feel shock, fear, sadness, guilt, or even denial. These emotions are normal.


	
Many mothers blame themselves — “Maybe I didn’t talk to him enough,” “Maybe I did something wrong.” But autism is nobody’s fault.


	Fathers or extended family may react differently — some may deny the diagnosis or stay silent.

	
Take time to feel — cry, pray, journal, or talk to someone. It’s part of the healing.




🗣️ How to Speak to Professionals


	Don’t be afraid to say, “I think something’s not right.”

	Be honest about what you’ve observed at home — even the small things.

	
Ask your clinic or hospital to refer you to:  
	Developmental pediatrician

	Speech therapist

	Occupational therapist

	
Psychologist or neurologist (if available)





	
If services are limited, look for NGOs, special schools, or therapy centres near you.




📄 Steps to Get a Diagnosis


	
Start with your local clinic or doctor – request a developmental screening.

	
Get referred to a specialist – ask specifically for autism assessment.

	
Complete developmental checklists or observations – often used by professionals.

	
Receive a formal diagnosis – this can take time, but keep following up.



📦 Why a Diagnosis Matters


	
It opens doors to therapy, school support, and community understanding.


	It helps you stop blaming yourself — you know what you’re working with now.

	
It gives your child a chance to get the right kind of help early.




🛑 Common Challenges in Africa


	Some clinics don’t understand autism — you may be told “he’s just stubborn.”

	Waiting lists for specialists can be long.

	Community stigma can make you feel ashamed or alone.

	
Keep pushing gently but firmly — your child deserves answers.




💡 Tips for Managing the Process


	
Document everything – keep medical letters, referrals, and notes.


	
Follow up regularly – don’t be afraid to call, email, or return to the clinic.


	
Connect with other parents – online or in local autism groups.


	
Stay calm but persistent – the journey takes strength and love.
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