
Growing with Sahil
A mother talks of the special challenges

and triumphs of parenting her autistic son

My baby, Sahil, was adorable. He was
beautiful, well behaved, rarely cried and
looked so sweet when he did, that we
were tempted to make him cry more. I
felt proud of my parenting skills. He met
his milestones very early, sleeping five
hours at night by two months, turning
over at three months, sitting at five
months. He crawled and stood up at
eight months and walked when he was
nine months old.

The first time our bubble of happiness
was pricked a bit was when I realised
that unlike other babies, Sahil never did
anything on request. He never showed
any understanding of what we said to
him. I started working hard on improv-
ing his comprehension but it was very
slow progress. As Sahil approached
one year, his easy disposition began to
change. When he was eighteen months
old, he had become quite an angry
baby. Everyone attributed this to my
demanding corporate career. A few
months later I enrolled him in a local
play school, where his strange
behaviour and lack of cognition
impelled another mother, who knew
about autism, to persuade me to have
him evaluated by a neurologist. He was
subsequently diagnosed to be on the
autistic spectrum - mild, borderline.

Autism is a neurological disorder. The
main characteristics for diagnosing
autism are deficits in social interaction,
communication (including delays or
absence of speech), imagination and
the presence of repetitive behaviours.

Other traits commonly observed at the
initial stages would be lack of eye
contact and toe walking.

I could not believe that something like
this could happen to our son.  We were
in denial for a long time, and then
slowly understood that Sahil needed
our help. I resigned from my job as a
first step. We got him re-diagnosed in
London by a certified psychologist.
Again ‘mild’ borderline autism.

While reading about autism I came
across a diet which helped these
children. Wheat and milk products
were removed because many autistic
children cannot digest Gluten (a protein
commonly found in wheat) and Casein
(a protein found only in dairy products).
These undigested proteins become like
drugs in the system and cause strange
behaviours and chemical damage. This
was my first ray of hope and we
implemented this diet immediately.

I also saw a BBC TV programme about
a child who underwent Lovaas therapy.
After doing two years of intensive
therapy he progressed from being a
non verbal, noncompliant child, to
being a normal boy going to school
without assistance and speaking two
languages! This was my second ray of
hope. I read up extensively on this
method and started to apply it
immediately. Every task was broken
into its smallest components, then
taught by prompting the child through
it with a lavish reward in the end. I tried

it with Sahil. I put him in a high chair
and said “clap your hands”. I clapped
my hands and then prompted him
physically to clap his hands and then I
praised him and gave him a sweet. It
worked, and soon when I clapped my
hands, he imitated my action and got
his sweet. This was the first time I had
ever taught him anything. Words cannot
describe my elation.

I got some training on “Applied
Behaviour Analysis” as this therapy was
now called, from a trip to the US. In the
US we also had Sahil tested, and he
had a myriad of medical problems -
multiple food allergies; including gluten
and casein, a chronic yeast infection in
his intestine and a lot of heavy metals in
his body like lead and aluminium. We
were able to only treat the food
allergies, because facilities to follow up
the other complex treatments were not
available in India at that time.

Over the years he made good progress
in some areas and less progress in
others. His understanding seemed to
grow fast, as did his awareness.
However, he made slow progress in fine
motor skills, conversational speech and
visual skills. It was like peeling off layers
of an onion.

We discovered, as we continued to
teach him, that he had low vision. After
some research I found that he could be
treated in Bangalore using vision
therapy. I spent three years with Sahil in
Bangalore, staying as a paying guest,
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getting his eyes treated. The next
breakthrough was for his debilitating
anxieties. I had always been anti drugs,
thinking that they damage the brain
and make the child “dumb”. However,
Sahil’s huge anxiety caused him to
display terrible behaviour in any new
situation. I changed my mind after the
person heading Spastics Society,
Bangalore, told me two critical things -
firstly, to let him enjoy his life as a child;
secondly, to give medication a chance.
So, their child psychiatrist prescribed
an anti depressant for his anxiety.
Within two days I saw him calm down
dramatically. He was so much happier!
He could now make mistakes without
breaking down emotionally. He could
sit down to study in school whereas
earlier he would only run around eating
mud. It was like medication had given
him back his life.

After coming back to Delhi, he got
admission in a good inclusive school
and we also started the NACD
programme, which is a neuro develop-
mental home programme run out of the

US for special needs children. His
academic progress raced along, and
he was considered gifted by many of
his therapists. Medical alternatives
were also looking more promising now,
six years down the line. We signed up
with one of the top DAN doctors in the
US. Defeat Autism Now (DAN) is a
project of the Autism Research
Institute. DAN doctors treat autism as a
biomedical disorder. One of the major
therapies we did was Hyperbaric
Oxygen therapy (HBOT). This therapy
is used to repair underactive areas of
the brain using pressurised oxygen.
The HBOT helped him normalise his
visual skills, increased his cognition,
and lengthened his attention span.

At present we are continuing with all
these initiatives and Sahil continues to
improve. He is trying to speak more, he
can read easily, writes laboriously and
his math is excellent, one year ahead
of his age. He loves swimming and has
just learned how to do the breast
stroke properly. He also loves music
and plays the drums. He is still

challenged in speech; dealing with
new people and continues a lot of the
repetitive autistic behaviors. The
anxiety has reduced but not gone.
Initially diagnosed as “mild” he has
triumphed over severe problems that
emerged over time. His achievements
have all been with a huge effort from
his side. We know that he has a bright
future ahead of him.

I have taken up marathon running
which bears similarity to the marathon
involved in bringing up a special child.
It can be uphill, tiring and challenging
but the only way is forward. Sahil has
taught me that if I expect him to
exceed his limitations, then I should
also exceed mine so that the two of us
continue to grow together…
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Harshita Mahajan.
The author is the mother of 11-year-old Sahil.

She gave up her career in the corporate sector
to research and pursue treatments that will

enable Sahil to have the best life he can have.
She is part of a Parents Support Group and
can be reached at specialmum@gmail.com
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