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Introduction:

Imagine living your entire life with the inability to communicate or relate to others. It’s not because you choose to have such an isolated attitude towards reality, or act in ways that others perceive as an abnormality of the mind. But it’s the mere chance of being the “1 in 150 children to be diagnosed with autism,” Autism is a developmental disorder that requires many different treatments so that its victims can live as normal of a life as possible. It’s a condition that countless of people are unaware about and still needs to be further researched by the experts in order to help this epidemic decline (Autism Speaks).
Classification: 

The word autism comes from the Greek word meaning “self,” which is properly used given that an autistic person seem very self-involved with little regard to the rest of the world. Autism is defined by the National Institute of Mental Health as “varying degrees of impairment in communication skills, social interactions and restricted, repetitive and stereotyped patterns of behavior” (National Institute of Mental Health 1).  Though it’s the most common developmental disorder there is, it was never labeled with an official name until the mid-twentieth century. It was Dr. Leo Kanner of Johan Hopkins Hospital in 1943 who first diagnosed an infant with infantile autism. Meanwhile in Germany, Dr. Hans Asperger characterized a milder form of autism as Asperger Syndrome. The condition ranges from severe to mild. These “autism spectrum disorders” can be diagnosed by the age of three or sometimes even at eighteen months of life (NIMH).
Characteristics/Symptoms:

Most children’s development are witnessed by their parents, therefore parents are great detectives that can notice a child’s strange behavior that may be linked to autism. Autism Spectrum Disorder displays symptoms of difficulties socially and verbally or nonverbally, along with repetitive behavior that may be considered abnormal. Autism can be diagnosed early because symptoms can be detected during an infant’s development to childhood (NINDS).
A sign of a child that has problems with social interaction is the lack of ability to relate to others. A child may choose to be in solitude instead of being surrounded by people and resist the actions of parental affection such as comfort hugs and cuddling. They have a hard time understanding gestures and facial expressions, making it hard for them to react appropriately in situations with others. A child with possible autism may display difficulty in managing their emotions by having outbursts or crying that may seem random to those around them. They also tend to be destructive towards others and themselves sometimes banging their own heads or pulling their own hair making interaction with others ever harder (NIMH).
Kids with autism experience communication difficulties. Normally, by the age of three, children have gone through the typical language development, such as babbling. However, children with ASD remain silent displaying no signs of vocabulary or any speaking skills until the age of five or nine or even their whole lifetime. Sometimes children with autism can talk but the way they use language is strange. Some only use single words to express themselves, while others suffer from echolalia, where the child mimics what he/she hears like a parrot. They may also have a huge vocabulary, and seem like mini adults, which may result in a loss of childhood interaction. A common tone of voice they might possess may be high-pitched, sing-song, flat, or robotic (NIMH).
Autistic children are physically normal and capable; however they display strange repetitive motions with their bodies that seem abnormal. The flapping of the arms is extremely common actions for those suffering from autism along with walking on their tip toes and freezing in position randomly. They want attention consistency in their lives and tend to be irritated by the slightest change in their routines and environment (NIMH).
Along with the typical autistic symptoms, autistic children may suffer from other illnesses. Many have sensory problems, which causes even more confusion for the child. Some are sensitive to hearing causing a child to react dramatically to noises and the normal sounds of an environment. Usually associated with autism is a level of mental retardation with Fragile X Syndrome being the most common form of inherited mental impairment. As stated “One in four children with ASD develops seizures, often starting in early childhood or adolescence” (NIMH).
Causes/ Further Research:

Autism can still be considered as a mysterious developmental disorder, because the cause of such condition is still being further researched. There are however many theories for the cause of autism that focuses on the impairment of brain development and genetics. However “the theory that parental practices are responsible for autism has now been disproved” (NINDS).

A recent research from the University of Missouri disproved the theory from 2001 that ethylmercury (RHlg ) in thimerosal during pregrnancy causes autism. After doing a telephone interview with 305 mothers, “analysis of complete records including blood group status and RHlg exposure of 214 families showed that RH(-) status is no higher in mothers of children with autism than in the general population” (Autism Research).  A new theory has emerged from Cambridge University where a team of researchers are linking high level of testosterone (male hormones) in the womb with autism. Though still at its early research stage, “Bonnie Auyeng, a member of the study team, said there was a statistically significant link between fetal testosterone exposure and autistic traits,” after observing 253 children’s development whose mothers have shown a high level of testosterone (Cookson). Autism has definitely affected more boys than girls leading scientists to study the differences between the human brains of a male compared to a female. They have been experimenting and using animals such as “C.Elegan” worms, to observe the phenomena in a simpler form. Through the “C.Elegan” experiment, scientist have found that there is a difference in sex chromosomes that affects brain cell function, which is one more step taken to understanding the complexity of the human brain (Autism;Worms).
 
 According to Autism Speaks “Autism receives less than 5% of the federal funding devoted to manly less prevalent childhood diseases, despite it being more common that childhood cancer, diabetes and AIDS combined.” Autism Speaks is one of the organizations that supports autism research and has really taken the lead on the brain tissue program that has helped a lot of scientists. With brain tissue made available by Autism Speaks researchers in the University of California at Davis discovered that individuals with autism are missing large amounts of neurons in their oversized amygdala. The amygdala is the part of the brain that controls fear, emotions and memory. The absence of these neurons may be the explanation for “some of the behavioral features including abnormal fears and problems in perception” (Autism Tissue Program) Another finding from researchers in John Hopkins University indicates that some people with autism suffer from an  inflammation of the brain, because of the high level of oxidative stress in the frontal cortex and cerebellum. As stated “Oxidative stress is a biochemical process that, when not regulated properly, can lead to nerve cell dysfunctional sometimes cell death” (Autism Tissue Program). This type of brain dysfunction would impair the individual’s way of logically thinking, a sense lacking from those with autism.

Studies of brain tissue are the stepping stone for finding the cause of autism and at the same time uncovering better treatments or even cures for this condition. By understanding the GABA (gamma aminobutyric acid --an inhibitory neurotransmitter in the brain of an autistic being) can open doors for therapeutic drug treatments.  A study of a protein gene MeCP2 showed that there is a lack of representation of this gene in the cerebral cortex. As it turns out this is the cause of Rett Syndrome, a condition similar to autism. According to “An Update on Autism Brain Tissue Research…this protein could potentially serve as the target of pharmacological intervention strategies” (ADD SORUCE).

Behind more advanced autism research like Autism Speaks, is IAN (Interactive Autism Network),”an innovative online project designed to accelerate the pace of autism research by linking researchers and families.” The IAN community is for families, researchers and those affected by autism to virtually talk about their personal experiences and learn from each other, while being updated with the latest research and treatments available. Eligible members can even contribute to research by answering questionnaires online that IAN can use to do further research of autism.  This personal understanding of the developmental disorder from those impacted by autism is valuable (IAN).                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    
Treatments:


There is no cure for autism but there are several treatments available. The most common and effective treatments are educational/behavioral interventions, because it helps with brain development and social skills. One of those is called Early Intensive Behavioral Intervention a treatment plan designed for children under the age of five with autism. Like many behavioral interventions it uses the applied behavioral analysis (ABA), a structured way of teaching autistics how to normally function in society. ABA is intense and requires 25 to 40 hours per week of teaching the child. One ABA technique is the Discrete Trial Instruction where the teacher asks the child to do simple things such as clapping of the hands to help the child develop the ability to respond to others. Another is Naturalistic Instruction, puts the child in an interesting environment such as a playroom, to spark the child’s need to express their feelings, like wanting a certain toy, to improve and learn communication skills. ABA enhances a child’s social interaction skills, their independence in doing simple things such as dressing, and controlling their repetitive behaviors and outbursts (Right from the Start).

Studies have shown that it is best to have a child with autism treated with some sort of behavioral intervention once they have been diagnosed because the child’s capacity of improvement will be much greater. The earlier the child receives treatment the more likelihood for the child to “make substantial gains” in “intelligences, social skills and adaptive behavior” (Right from the Start). Applied behavioral analysis can also work for older children, but the teaching features will need to be adjusted to accommodate the child’s age (Right from the Start).

The setting of such educational/behavioral services will be decided by the family’s plan. Their choices are to have their child taught at home, the center, or at a school based program. A home based treatment is very expensive, but the child will receive intense one on one instruction by a professional service provider who will come into the family’s home. Parents will be very involved in this process as well. This type of setting is ideal for a young child but as the child gets older, it is best to transition them to either center or school based programs to be more exposed to social interaction. Center based and school based treatment is almost similar except center based program tuition may have to be paid by the family, unlike public school based programs where the district pays for the child’s special education. Both programs use the applied behavioral analysis methods but the school based is more limited because of the lack of resources and time. However both sites are great ways for human interaction (Right from the Start).

One special learning center in Mercer Island, Children’s Institute of Learning Differences (CHILD), has gained publicity because of its effective educational services, for special needs children especially autism. It’s a center that serves students who have not benefited from the public school’s special education curriculum. There are nineteen school districts like Tacoma and Northshore that have sent their special case students to CHILD on a fully paid annual tuition of $28,000. Children’s Institute of Learning has been successful because according to Carrie Matthews, Northshore School District’s interim director of elementary special education, “Everything about CHILD is specialized. It’s a smaller environment and it can be a more therapeutic environment” and a perfect setting for a child with autism to find his/her way of control with emotions and learn how to communicate and build relationship with others (Seattle Times).

Other than educational/behavioral interventions for autism there are also medications available. They can be prescribed antidepressants, most likely Prozac, because many with autism also suffer from depression or anxiety or obsessive compulsive disorder. To treat seizures, a common condition of an autistic child, anticonvulsant drugs such as Topamax and Lamictal are given to the patient. For those autistics that have extreme misbehavior, anti-psychotic drugs are given (NIMH,NINDS).
Living with Autism:


Those who suffer from autism definitely have to deal with a lot, but at the same time those who are living with someone with autism are also very overwhelmed. It is extremely stressful to have children with autism because it’s a lot of work to provide adequate care for them. As stated “Research indicates that parents of children with autism experience greater stress than parents of children with intellectual disabilities and Down Syndrome. This is because autistic children are unable to express their feelings towards their parents in normal ways, making parents feel frustrated because they are incapable of interpreting their child’s actions. Autistic children with stereotypic and compulsive behaviors cause concern for parents about their child’s interaction with the outside world (Autism Society of America). 

Together parents must deal with the misbehavior of their child, making typical routines exhausting. For example putting a child to sleep or feeding a child are simple tasks to some but may be extremely hard for families with autistic children. It is especially difficult to attend special occasions as a whole family because of most autistic children’s sensitivity to noises and chaos. As a result one parent usually has to stay behind and care for the child. Likewise in many situation where there are more than one kid in the family the parents tend to divide the responsibility, where the father takes one child to sport games while mother stays behind with the autistic child. Autism demands parental supervision at all times and is taxing on parent’s time and energy.  The constant lack of time for anything except the autistic child may cause family stress or a rift in one’s marriage.(ASA)

A feeling of isolation from society can be felt by the entire family and not just the patient, because others fail to understand their situation. An amusing public outing can turn into embarrassment and frustrations because of the misbehavior of the child who is fidgety or unusually loud. There is also a gray cloud hovering over every parent’s shoulder of who will take care of their autistic child once they have passed on. Though it’s a concern that most parents don’t want to think about, it still lingers in their minds. The cost to sustain a sufficient lifestyle for families with autistic children is expensive. It’s even a burden when one parent quits their job to assume the full responsibility of being the caretaker for the child. Paying for the costly autism treatments, while trying to support everyone in the family is a definite financial struggle. With a full plate, parents may “experience episodes of grief throughout the lifecycle as different events (e.g. birthdays, holidays, unending care giving) trigger grief reactions,” (ASA).

Other than the parents suffering, the siblings must also face the challenges that come with having an autistic brother or sister. Some may feel ashamed of their sibling’s abnormalities, making it difficult to make friends. The extra parental time that the autistic child receives may ignite some jealousy within the normal sibling/s. They may also be victimized by their autistic sibling who may suffer from extreme aggressive behaviors. As normal siblings mature they may begin to carry the stress of their parents and the concern of having to be the care giver in the future (ASA).

To avoid stress from destroying family relationships, families must take the initiative to address the issue with professional help. Families can attend counseling services to resolve any unspoken issues and express how autism has impacted their lives. One of the services accessible in Washington is psychotherapist/vocational specialist Elaine A. Duncan, M.A, of Redmond who offers couple and family counseling specifically for those with loved ones who has autism spectrum disorder. There is also the ASTAR Center (Autism Spectrum Treatment and Research) that “provides comprehensive human services for Northwest families living with autism spectrum disorder. The human services of ASTAR teaches families how to become an influential part of their child’s treatment program (ASA).
Conclusion:

Autism is a difficult mental condition which a growing number of children are being affected by. Though symptoms of the disorders can be easily noticed and diagnosed, the cause and cure for this childhood epidemic is still unknown. However, treatments are available to improve the lives of those with autism as well as those who are living with autistic children. Fortunately, with organizations such as Autism Speaks helping fund autism research and awareness will lead to a better understanding and cure for condition. With that there is hope that someday normality will be brought to the challenging lives of those affected by autism.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
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