Today’s article was prepared by Christina Chambers, MD and comes from CNN, titled “Study: Early autism intervention in toddlers is effective.” http://www.cnn.com/2009/HEALTH/conditions/11/30/autism.study/index.html
This article discussed a recent study published in the journal Pediatrics that evaluated the effectiveness of an early intervention therapy program (the “Early Start Denver Model” or ESDM) on increasing IQ, verbal, motor, and language skills in children 18 – 30 months old diagnosed with autism.  The University of Washington and University of California, Davis study compared the study group receiving a goal of 20 hours a week of ESDM and a comparison group receiving community-based intervention.  The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends screening children for autism at age 18 months. Dr. Geraldine Dawson (the lead investigator for the study) is quoted as stating that this is the first controlled trial of interventions in children under 2 and a half years old.  The article indicates that while ALL of the children improved, those receiving ESDM had greater improvements in IQ, listening and understanding, motor skills, and self-care skills.  No group was randomized to no interventions and earlier studies support benefit to some form of intervention in children with autism.  
This article provided an overview description of the ESDM program as one that is delivered “in a very natural setting” involving play and administered at least partly by the parents.  There was very little description of what therapies the children in the control group were receiving other than to describe traditional Applied Behavioral Analysis (ABA) as one where the child sits at a desk next to a teacher who breaks down complex tasks and provides reinforcements.  It would have been helpful to have a more in depth description of available interventions for toddlers.  

This article provided information on a specific intervention program that supports success in toddlers with autism on increasing general IQ and several other specific domains.  While it discussed the discrepancy in scores between current community-based programs and the ESDM program, it did make note that there was still improvement found in both groups that received early intervention.  It is important for practitioners to know not only what interventions are available to children, but also their efficacy. Some useful resources are:

RESOURCES FOR COMMUNITY:
https://depts.washington.edu/dbpeds/Resources.html Select ‘Autism and Asperger syndrome’
http://www.autismpro.com/images/about_methodpreference.swf Provides descriptions of 12 different ABA approaches along a gradient of their Behavioral, Developmental & Social emphases.  Slide your cursor over the listings for details.

Birth to Three:

http://www.zerotothree.org/site/PageServer
Autism Guidebook for Washington State:

http://www.doh.wa.gov/CFH/mch/Autism/Guidebook.htm
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