AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDERS

Also know as:  ASD, Pervasive Developmental Disorders (PDD), Autism, Autistic Disorder, and can include a milder form, Aspergers syndrome.  They also include two rare disorders, Rett syndrome and childhood disintegrative disorder.  

What are Autism Spectrum Disorders?

Autism spectrum disorders are neurobiological disorders diagnosed by the presence of a cluster of observable signs and symptoms.  Autism spectrum disorders can reliably be diagnosed by the age of 3; however, more recent research has been leading to early diagnosis (e.g., 6-8 months).  

What is the cause?
The cause of autism spectrum disorders is not yet known.  These disorders result from abnormalities in the brain structure or function and the underlying cause has yet to be identified.  Brain differences may result from genetic, environmental, metabolic, viral infections (e.g., transmission of rubella virus in utero), or complications during pregnancy and delivery.  

What are the symptoms?

Some parents describe their child as seeming “different” from birth, while other’s describe a child that was developing typically (i.e., reaching developmental milestones within age expected ranges), then lost their skills.  Each child presents differently.   However, All children with ASD demonstrate deficits in the following areas:

· Difficulty with social interactions (e.g., eye contact, seeking out social engagement, perspective taking, etc.)

· Verbal and nonverbal communication

· Repetitive behaviors or interests (e.g., many children will spend their day at playing with one specific group of items, such as trains)

Possible Indicators of Autism Spectrum Disorders

· Does not demonstrate babble, pointing, or meaningful gestures to communicate wants and needs by the age of 1 year

· Does not respond to name

· Demonstrate a loss of language or social skills 

· Poor eye contact

· Does not “play” with toys or use toys appropriately

· Is attached to one particular toy, or type of toy (e.g., all trains)

· Demonstrate lack of emotional expression

· May appear hearing impaired

· Difficulty tolerating peers and/or adults in their space

· A child who is more verbal, may present with expressive and receptive communication skills that test within the age expected ranges; however, they demonstrate difficulty with daily activities, school participation, and social interactions.

Potential Other Symptoms ~ Children with autism spectrum disorders may present with co-existing difficulties which may include:

· Sensory processing difficulties (e.g., hyper or hypo sensitivity to external stimulation including texture (both food and tactile), auditory, visual, etc.)

· Food allergies and sensitivities 

· Mental retardation

· Seizures 

· Fragile X syndrome

· Tuberous Sclerosis
· ADD / ADHD
Treatment options?

There is no treatment protocol that works fore every child with autism; however, some of the most common treatment types include:

· Speech therapy services  

· Occupational therapy services

· Applied behavioral analysis
· Social skills groups
When looking for a therapist, it is important to look at the variety of autism spectrum techniques the therapist is trained and/or familiar with.  For example, techniques many therapists incorporate into their therapy sessions with children on the autism spectrum may include:

Floortime

PECS (Picture exchange communication system)

Relationship Development Intervention (RDI)

Sensory integration 

Rapid Prompting Method

PROMPT (Restructuring Oral Muscular Phonetic Targets)

Feeding therapy

Social Stories

Visual strategies and aides (e.g., social story books and picture schedules) 

Interventions in which families have also found effective include:

· Auditory integration training, Tomatis Listening, or The Listening Program

· Gluten Free, Casein Free Diet (GFCF)

· HANDLE  
· Vision therapy
· Music therapy 
· Hippo therapy (i.e., horse therapy)
· Swimming therapy and/or 1:1 instruction
Autism is treatable.  Currently there is no cure; however, studies have shown that early diagnosis and intervention lead to significantly improved outcomes.   If you or your physician suspect your child may have an autism spectrum disorder, it is recommend you receive an team evaluation from a neurologist, certified clinic psychologist, certified speech language pathologist, and an occupational / physical therapist who specialize in pediatric disorders (including autism).  

Resources

Autism Speaks:  


 www.autismspeaks.org
National Autism Association:
 www.nationalautismassociation.org
Autism Society of America:

www.autism-society.org
Local Resources

ASTAR Center


www.astarcenter.org 

FEAT of Washington

www.featwa.org 

Aspergers Support Network

www.seattleaspergers.org 

Aspergers Northwest

www.aspergersnw.org 

Children’s Communication Corner, Inc.  
2366 Eastlake Ave E., #335  
206-299-1780
  www.communicationcorner.org

