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Information about Autism

1. What is Autism?

Autism is a brain development disorder that impairs social interaction and communication, and causes restricted and repetitive behavior, all starting before a child is three years old.  This set of signs distinguishes autism from milder autism spectrum disorders (ASD) such as Asperger's syndrome.  Autism is a life-long developmental disability that prevents individuals from properly understanding what they see, hear, and otherwise sense.  This results in severe problems of social relationships, communication, and behavior. 

2. What causes autism?
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Autism is a brain disorder, present from birth, which affects the way the brain uses information. The cause of autism is still unknown.  Some research suggests a physical problem affecting those parts of the brain that process language and information coming in from the senses.  Brain imaging in children with Asperger's Syndrome have discovered areas of the brain that do not "light up" in the area of face recognition.  There may be some imbalance of certain chemicals in the brain.  Genetic factors may sometimes be involved.  Autism may indeed result from a combination of several "causes". 

Autism is highly heritable, although the genetics of autism are complex and it is generally unclear which genes are responsible.  In rare cases, autism is strongly associated with agents that cause birth defects.  Other proposed causes, such as childhood vaccines, are controversial and the vaccine hypotheses lack convincing scientific evidence.  Most recent reviews estimate a prevalence of one to two cases per 1,000 people for autism, and about six per 1,000 for ASD, with ASD averaging a 4.3:1 male-to-female ratio.  The number of people known to have autism has increased dramatically since the 1980s, at least partly due to changes in diagnostic practice; the question of whether actual prevalence has increased is unresolved. 

No factors in the psychological environment of the child cause autism. 
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How common is autism?

Autistic spectrum disorder has increased in prevalence from 1 per 1000 children to the now cited 3 to 6 per 1000 children, or even higher according to the latest studies.  It is one of the four major developmental disabilities.  "There has been considerable improvement in decreasing the delay in diagnosis over the last 5 to 10 years through screening tests, media attention, and task force groups." (according to Harrington, M.D., Rosen, M.D., Garencho, M.D. Department of Pediatrics, New York Medical College, et al.)
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Who is affected with autism?

Autism is distributed throughout the world among all races, nationalities, and social classes.  Four of every five people with autism are male. 

5. What is the most common problem in autism?

Individuals with autism have extreme difficulty in learning language and social skills and in relating to people.  In addition, children with ASD can have complex medical and neurodevelopment issues.

6. How does autism affect behavior?

In addition to severe language and socialization problems, people with autism often experience extreme hyperactivity or unusual passivity in relating to parents, family members, and society.  

7. Does autism occur in conjunction with other disabilities?

Autism can occur by itself or in association with other developmental disorders such as developmentally delayed learning disabilities, epilepsy, etc.  Autism is best considered as a disability on a continuum from mild to severe.  

8. Can people with autism be helped?

Yes, autism is treatable.  Studies show that all people who have autism can improve significantly with proper instruction.  Many individuals with autism eventually become more responsive to others as they learn to understand the world around them.  It is important to distinguish autism from mental retardation or other disorders since diagnostic confusion may result in referral to inappropriate and ineffective treatment techniques. 
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9. How can persons with autism learn best?

Through specially trained teachers, using specially structured programs that emphasize individual instruction, persons with autism can learn to function at home and in the community. 

For further information please visit these Autism Websites:

www.medicalhomeinfo.org
www.firstsign.org
www.autism-society.org
Sentara EAP is available to provide assistance with the types of challenges we can all face in work or home life.  If you are currently faced with a challenge, please call us to schedule a confidential appointment with one of our licensed or clinical professionals.

1-800-899-8174 or 757-363-6777
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Log onto EAPOnline at www.sentaraeap.com for additional topics and information.
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