AUTISM
Definition

· Autism is a pervasive developmental disorder of early childhood characterized by severe impairment in:

a) Effective social skills

b) Absent or impaired language development

c) Repetitive and/or stereotyped activities and interests, especially inanimate object

· A syndrome of early childhood characterized by abnormal social relationships; language disorder with impaired understanding, echolalia, and pronominal reversal (particularly using "you" instead of "I" or "me" when referring to one's self); rituals and compulsive phenomena (an insistence on the preservation of sameness); and uneven intellectual development with mental retardation in most cases.
Epidemiology
· Genetics: High concordance in monozygotic twins, increased prevalence in siblings

· Incidence/Prevalence in USA: 3-5 per 10,000 school age children

· Predominant age: Onset prior to age 3, but generally abnormal development is apparent well before

· Predominant sex: Male > Female (5:1)
Etiology

· Questions regarding immunizations containing mercury preservatives may cause autism and associated pervasive developmental disorders are being investigated but not yet substantiated

· Individual cases of autism have been associated with the congenital rubella syndrome, cytomegalic inclusion disease, phenylketonuria, and the fragile X syndrome.

· Associated with increased risks during pregnancy, labor and delivery. 
· Maternal rubella.

Signs and symptoms:
· Autism usually is manifest in the first year of life; its onset is not later than age 3 yr.

· The syndrome is characterized by extreme aloofness (lack of attachment, failure to cuddle, avoidance of eye gaze, failure to form reciprocal relationships); insistence on sameness (resistance to change, rituals, morbid attachment to familiar objects, repetitive acts); speech and language disorders (ranging from total muteness to delayed onset of speech to markedly idiosyncratic use of language); and uneven intellectual performance.

· Symptoms tend to remain consistent throughout development, with some individuals acquiring symptoms of schizophrenia (delusions and hallucinations) in adolescence or young adulthood.

· Neurologic examination commonly yields nonfocal findings (e.g. poorly coordinated gait, myoclonic jerking, motor stereotypies), although about 20 to 40% of the children (particularly those with an IQ < 50) develop seizures before adolescence.
a) Impairment in social interaction:
· Inadequate or lack of use of multiple non-verbal behaviors, such as postures and facial expression

· Failure to develop appropriate peer relationships

· Lack of sharing interests and achievements

· Lack of social and/or emotional reciprocity

b) Communication impairment:
· Delay or lack of development of spoken language without accompanying alternative modes of communication

· Impairment in initiating and sustaining conversation

· Idiosyncratic language with stereotyped or repetitive usage

· Lack of developmentally appropriate play, especially imitative

C) Repetitive and stereotyped patterns of behavior:
· Abnormal preoccupations either in intensity or focus

· Inflexibility to non-functional activities

· Stereotyped or repetitive motor mannerisms

· Preoccupation with inanimate objects and their part

Complications
· Approximately 25% of autistic individuals eventually develop a seizure disorder. 
· Co-morbid psychiatric disorders such as mood disorders should be screened for if significant changes in behavior occur. 
· Some autistic adolescents who have higher cognitive skills become depressed as they become partially aware of their deficits
Management

· One major trend is earlier intervention:

· A second major trend propelling treatment for PDD has been a growing understanding of early neuromaturation and neurodevelopmental factors that have special implications for early intervention through exploiting neuroplasticity and transfer of function
· The third trend is that attention to implementation of more autism-specific interventions has increased.
· For the most severely impaired children, systematic application of behavior therapy, a technique that can be taught to parents, helps manage the child in the home and at school
