Information for Parents and Carers of Children and Young People with Autism Spectrum Disorders

What is an Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)?

Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs) are developmental disabilities that affect the way a person communicates and relates to people around them.

Children with ASDs may be affected in very different ways and may have very different behaviour, abilities and strengths. The way these differences show themselves may change over time. Children with ASDs may need specific teaching to learn skills which other children seem to pick up naturally, but they can learn new skills and make progress.  Some children may have profound learning difficulties, some may be academically gifted; most will be somewhere in between. Children with good intellectual ability are often described as having “Asperger Syndrome” or “High Functioning Autism”.

ASD can sometimes co-occur with other disorders (for example, with hearing or visual difficulties or with Down syndrome).

Usually, children with an ASD have relatively good ability with things they can see compared with things that involve communication.

All children with a diagnosis of an ASD will have difficulties in three main areas (this is sometimes called “the triad of impairments”) the three areas are:

· Language and Communication

· Social understanding and social behaviour

· Thinking and behaving in a flexible way

Language and Communication

Children with ASDs may not be eager to communicate. They find it very hard to make sense of things that happen around them. Words, gestures, tone of voice and facial expression may mean very little to them and they may be unable to link what they see with the things being said to them.

Some children with ASDs are delayed in learning to speak, others are not. At whatever age they learn to speak all children with asd’s are likely to need help in using their speech to communicate most effectively. Children may sometimes communicate successfully using pictures, signing or symbols.

A young child with an ASD may:

· Develop speech in a way that is slow, disrupted or disordered – or may not develop speech at all

· Often use words out of context and without intending to communicate with someone else

· Use language correctly but not really understand what they are saying

· Echo words that other people say – straight away, or later (this is sometimes called echolalia)

· Use words and then “lose” them

· Not use eye contact

· Rarely understand or use gesture

· Develop a pointing gesture, but use it to indicate need rather than to share an experience

Social understanding and social behaviour

Some children with an ASD may seem very withdrawn. They are often described by parents as “living in a world of his own” especially when they are young. They may seem uninterested in people. They find it hard to see things from another person’s point of view. Children with an ASD usually find it very hard to play and communicate effectively with other children who, at first, are likely to be confused by their behaviour. A young child with an ASD can’t make sense of people and may find them frighteningly unpredictable. 

They may:

· Seem to relate better to objects than people

· Only be receptive to approaches from people they know well

· Not want to be comforted in distress

· Seem to use people as a means to an end, e.g. by taking someone’s hand to obtain something out of their own reach

· Seem to be unaware of social rules and conventions

· Need help to make social relationships as they get older

Thinking and behaving in a flexible way

Repetitive behaviours and routines are a common feature of children with ASDs. They may find reassurance in setting up routines and patterns that they can control. They may find it very hard to adapt to changes and become anxious or upset if their familiar routines aren’t followed or events don’t happen in the way they had expected.

Children may play in different ways. They may never seem interested in what a toy is or what it represents. They may focus on the features of a toy such as the wheels of the car or the box that it came in. Children with asd’s seem to have less ability with imagination and tend to be less interested in sharing their imaginative ideas with other children.

A child with an ASD may:

· Become distressed if a familiar routine changes

· Impose routines on others

· Show stereotypical body movements e.g. flapping their hands or rocking

· Resist new experiences e.g. trying new foods or new clothes

· Pay particular attention to details and struggle to see the bigger picture

Other common challenges

Sensory difficulties

Many children with ASDs seem to be very sensitive (hypersensitive) to sounds, touch, texture, taste, light, colour or smell and/or under-sensitive (hyposensitive) to temperature or pain. Hypersensitivity can mean that children become extremely distressed for reasons which are not obvious to other people. 

Difficulties with motor skills

Children may have difficulty using a knife and fork or holding a pencil (fine motor skills) or may be clumsy or have an odd way of walking or running (gross motor skills). At the same time, some children with an ASD are extremely quick and agile.

Sleeping difficulties

Children may have problems getting to sleep or may wake during the night. They may seem to need much less sleep than the rest of the family.

Self-care and independence

Children may need extra support with washing, dressing, using the toilet etc. 

For many children this support will consist of extra prompts and reminders.

Older children

Sometimes children and young people show more signs of anxiety and/or depression as they get older.

Strengths

All children are different, but there are particular strengths and skills that children with asd’s seem more likely to develop than other children:

· An ability to focus on detail and concentrate for a long time on a single activity

· A talent for learning facts and skills when they want to and when they are presented in a way suited to them e.g. using lots of visual material

· A very individual way of looking at the world and figuring out how the world works. Refreshing but absolute honesty!

· A powerful and unusual learning curve. Children may seem to stand still in their development for a while then take an unexpected leap forward. A small proportion of children with ASDs excel beyond ordinary children in one or more area.

· Speed, agility and a talent for climbing!
· Children with ASDs sometimes display an excellent ability to memorise facts which are of interest to them.

Conclusion

Caring for a child with an ASD is certainly different from caring for an ordinary child and can be very hard work, but it can also be very rewarding. Achievements and progress are always possible and sometimes come when you least expect them. 
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