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Life as a teenager with autism
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Emmanuel Muhanguzi, with his mother display a school project. He finds expression and
confidence through music and structured learning as ho navigates lifo on the autism spectrum.
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| .« Aprilis Autism Awareness Month,
atime to reflect on autism beyond
childhood. As children grow into
teenagers, many are now navigating
identity, independence, and social

‘ expectations while families and

| communities learn how best to

: support them.
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BY BEATRICE NAKIBUUKA

pril is widely recognised as Autism

Awareness Month. For years, much

of the conversation has focused

on young children, what autism is,

how it presents, and how early inter-

vention can help.But those children are

ers and young adults,navigating a com-

] plexstage of life that blends identity,in-
| dependence,and sodial expectations.

For teens living with autism, this tran-

sition can be both hopeful and over-

whelming. Across Uganda, families,

teachers, and caregivers are learning

how to support these adolescents not

Jjust to cope, but to thrive.

Finding rhythm

At Buganda College in Wakiso,22-year-
old Emmanuel Muhanguzi is in Senio:
Four. Though verbal, his speech is lim:

ited, and he avoids eye contact. His au- :
tism was not identified early; his de- :
layed milestones were initially mistak- : *

en for those of thelast-born child.

x His journey reflects quiet determina-

tion.
According to his project instructor,
Isaac Lutaaya, Emmanuel thrives in

structure.“He is fast at execution. He is ' :
duty-driven. He always does his assign-
ments. It is slow; but he endeavours*he : }

explains.“He follows instructions close-
ly and gets things done while the teach-
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Beyond academics, Emmanuel’s
strength lies in music. As a choir mem-
ber, he finds confidence and expression
through performance.

“When he s in the choir, you see a dif- |

ferent person; more relaxed and confi-

. dent,” Lutaaya says.“The choir master
has even written songs for him.He has |

| twosongs on YouTube.” |

| Healso participates in aerobics. Over
time, consistency has helped him ad- |

{  "Atfirst,classmates did not know how |
i torelate with him,”Lutaayarecalls.“But |
| over time, they understood him. Now

i they are supportive. They know when !
he needs space and when to involve |

him.

At home, his mother, Winifred Mu-
hanguzi, reflects on raising him into

adulthood.

“As a parent, you worry about many ;

His personality remains calm and i
gentle.“He is disciplined and peaceful. :
Sometimes moody, but easy to man- |

. Consistencyis

key. Clear rou-
tines and pre-
dictable onvi-
ronmonts holp
reduce anxiety
and make daily
life easier to
manage. At the
same time, gra-
dual exposure
tochange can
help build flexi-
bility overtime.

Focusingon
strengthsis
equallyim-
portant. Many
teensonthe
spectrum have
strong abili-
tiesinareas
such as music,
art, technolo-
gy, or languages.
Encouraging
theseinte-
rests can boost
confidence

ture skillsand
careers.

Patience and
communica- -
tion matter. Ex-
plaining tasks
clearly, allowing
extratime, and
using simple, di-
rect language
canimprove un-
derstanding and
reduce frustra-
tion.

Mostimpor-
tantly, teens
with autism be-
nefit whenthey
areincluded,
respected, and
givenspace to
grow at their
own pace, both
athomeandin
school.
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| things, especially puberty and rela-

tionships,”she says.*When I asked him
about sex, he did not seem to under-
stand it, but he told me he would build
abig house and get married at 30"

*“They may not understand
everything at once, but they have
dreams. They deserve the opportunity
to pursue them,”she adds.

Spocinlintorests

For 13-year-old Ingram Alindacha,
a Senior One student at Makerere Col-
lege School, language has become both
apassion and a pathway.

From a young age, he developed a

fascination with Asian cultures and '

taught himself Chinese, Japanese, and
Korean, including cultural practices
such as using chopsticks.

'l leis very good at learning languag-
es,"says his mother, Ruth Mugisha.

He bcg;m at Victorious Education Cen-
tre,scoring Aggregate 16,and is now in
boarding school as his parents encour-
agc“f'ndcpcndmcc.

“We want him to learn how to take
care of himself;"Mugisha says.

As many teens on the spectrum, he
l‘a_cu.s social and practical challenges.

He struggles to make friends,” she
says."Autism affects his hands, so he
getstired of writing,and sometimes for-
getssimple things”

| Bill Emmanuel Ejuuwho enjoys
| swimming and beadwork.

To cope, he turned to drawing.
“When overwhelmed in class, he

; draws,”she says.“It has helped him reg-
! ulate himselfand
i He also lives with Attention-Deficit/

Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), affect-

stay calm”

ing attention and impulse control.
“As a parent; you have to be intention-

al”Mugisha says“Give guidance,but a- |

so space to grow.”

Her advice is grounded in experience:
“Encourage independence, allow safe | ' =
mistakes,and focus on strengths. Those !
are pathways to confidence and suc- :

cess.

Amother’slong journey tohope

For Mary Ejuu, raising her son Bill Em- :
manuel Ejuu has been defined by strug- :
; Closingperspective
Bill showed early developmental de- :
lays. By one year, he could only sit and :

[ 1 | butasajourney shaped by support, yp.
“At first,we were in denial because we :

gle resilience,and eventual hope.
Born prematurely at eight months,

did not crawl until one and a half years.
are both in the medical field,” she re-

calls.
By two and a half years,doctors at Mu-

lago National Referral Hospital con- |

firmed he was on the autism spectrum
and needed specialised care.

What followed were difficult years.
“He was hyper. He broke things. He

would shout and cry relentlessly”she :
| ent adults,but how prepared society i
' tosupport themastheydo. .. ,
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school placements were also ¢y,
lenging.“He kept getting worse in s,
schools. It felt like we were going by,
wards”
she eventually stopped workin,
care for him full-time. A turning p,.. "
came when a relative trained in .
cial needs education supported hiy,
four years.

“He changed.He learnt so much =

Later, an inclusive school in Eny, bhe
helped stabilise his progress.

“Now I smile,” she says."He can sjy |
ten,and follow instructions. He s ¢, ©

He also enjoys swimming ane beag
work. )

My son changed my life,” she 55, "
now offer nutrition counselling for ¢y, L
dren with disabilities,and rrry sty ¥
provides free dental care for them »

Redofining ability \
Fourteen-year-old Jerome Njoro,,.|
journey highlights the need to redefj, |
success beyond acadernics. :
A breech baby, he walked at tvio Teary
and spoke at four. He was later dj;,
nosed with autism and dyslexia. ?
“He had anger outbursts ar;,d feare,
noise,” his mother,Susan Njorrg,.
At ninsae?slhc family sought treatme.,
abroad. )
“We took him to India for therapry~s;
says.“He improved in managing any,.,
and fear of noise.” y
They now focus on practical skills ey
acadernics.
“He is concentrating on drums "},

”»

| says.“He follows rhythm and instr,._
tions carefully”

He also swims and helps in the fam;:
bakery,doingsimple tasks such aslape.
ling and packaging.

*These small tasks matter,” she ;..

i “Theybuild independence.”

Her outlook remains steady: “Tp,,
journey may be slow, but we are getting
there”
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Actoss these stories, autism in adoles.
cence emerges not as a fixed limitatioy,

derstanding,and opportunity.
Yet the transition to adulthood re.

: mains uneven. For many families, pr.

gress depends less on systems anq
more on persistence, adaptation, ang
finding environments where thes.
young people are understood on thei;
own terms.

The central question remains n,
whether they can grow into indepeng.
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