World Autism Awareness Day celebration event

29th - 31st March 2009

On 18th December 2007, the United Nations General Assembly declared the celebration of the World Autism Awareness Day (WAAD) on April 2nd each year. This declaration was made to join many countries around the world that are taking into account the large numbers of children who have a diagnosis under the autism spectrum. Awareness is the key to developing programs of support, research, and communication.
 Macau Child Development Association (MCDA), established in 2004 as a non-profit, private organization provides services for families with children with special needs such as children with autism and children with learning and speech disorders.
With a series of events held between the 29th March and 31st March, MCDA and Macau celebrated for the first time the WAAD. 
Dates and venues
· March 29th at Iao Hon Park
WAAD celebration event started on the 29th March with a Carnival at Jardim Iao Hon. Despite the inclement weather the carnival at Iao Hon Park was very well attended. Hundreds were in attendance both for the opening ceremony speech and the activities. The event was covered by local Chinese television and local journalists.  
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March 30th at St. Joseph the Worker Church
On the 30th of March an Entertainment Activity was held at St. Joseph the Worker Church to provide families with autistic children supportive group discussion. The aim of this activity was also to offer the public a chance to know more about MCDA, Autism and other learning difficulties. 
· March 31st at Centro Hospitalar Conde S. Januário

The last day of this celebration event consisted in a conference held at Centro Hospitalar Conde S. Januário Auditorium, bringing together specialists and researchers from Macau and Hong Kong, who discussed a range of topics related to medical approach of Autism. 
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(Purpose of Conference) According to MCDA’s representative, the purpose of the conference is to share current best practices for helping children with Autism and to raise public awareness and understanding of social and clinical issues related to Autism as special education of children with Autism and other learning difficulties are still underdeveloped in Macau.

The conference opening ceremony was officiated by Jennifer Camulli, educational therapist and MCDA’s representative, and six distinguished speakers followed:
· Professor Virginia Wong, clinical professor at the Department of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine of the University of Hong Kong, gave an overview of Autism (possible causes, related syndromes, screening and diagnosis, complementary and alternative medicine and diagnostic evaluation); 
· [image: image10.jpg]


Professor Rik C. D’Amato, Professor and Head of the Department of Psychology at the University of Macau who was recently awarded a Medal of Achievement for serving a distinguished team as Editor-in-Chief of School Psychology Quarterly, discussed how a neurophysiological approach can help individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders;
· Miss Cecilia Au, a full member of The Hong Kong Association of Speech Therapists and Honorary Clinical Supervisor of Division of Speech and Hearing Sciences of the University of Hong Kong and a senior speech therapist, spoke of the role of speech therapy in facilitating communication in children with autistic features;
· Professor Doris Mok, Associate Professor of the Department of Psychology at The Univeristy of Macau and a licensed psychologist and credentialed school psychologist in California, spoke of early intervention in infancy and in pre-school for individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders;

· Professor Lilian Ko, director, founder and consultant at the Hong Kong Child Development Center, discussed in particular the relationship between the presence of heavy metals in our environment and the brain development in young children, and gave an overview of the incidence of Autism in Hong Kong and China.
The audience consisted of Parents, teachers, clinicians, students and also the general public. 235 people participated and gave an active and positive feedback from the conference. Special interest was given by parents concerning this topic and by families with autistic children; this was evidenced by the active Q&A sessions after each presentation which included questions such as:
· “My son is autistic and he is being bullied in school. He is having difficulties in dealing with this situation, is there anything that I, as a parent, can do? Or is that any measures that should be taken by the school he is attending?”;
· “Have you heard about the Son-Rise Program? Do you recommend it?”;
· “What is the difference between Autism and Asperger’s Syndrome?”;

· “Which organization in Macau is providing Floortime program?”;

· “I heard that there is a new way to do heavy metal detoxification. Is it some kind of injection? Do you know the treatment fee?”;

· “How can I teach my son to say complex words smoothly?”;
· “Is there a way I can motivate my son to speak and communicate with me?”.
Concerned parents and the public eager to learn also approached the speakers after the seminars in order to improve their understanding of children with Autism spectrum disorders. In addition, many people showed interest on the services provided by MCDA by approaching MCDA’s information counter. 
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Outcome
· Overwhelming support and interest in this topic from different corporations, clinicians, parents and the general community resulted in sponsorships, generous donations and the success of this celebration event;
· Active and high participation in Q&A sessions showed that Macau’s community have a great interest on subjects concerning the well being of children;

· The conference proved to be a good opportunity for students and Macau’s young generation to learn more about Autism and to enrich their knowledge about the situation of Autism in Asia;
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