Today’s story was prepared by Jaclyn Czaja, MD

Today’s story comes from CNN and is titled “Gene Discoveries Yield Autism Clues”

www.cnn.com/2008/HEALTH/conditions/07/10/autism.genes.ap/index.html?iref=newssearch 
This article reports a new genetics study in the journal Science seeking recessive mutations in autism by studying large families in the Middle East, where there is a fair amount of consanguinity.  Six genes were identified that are involved in giving instructions to other genes that control learning.  The unaffected learning genes (let’s call them “worker genes”) operate by forming brain cell connections (synapses) by pruning away unnecessary synapses that get in the way.  The mutations are not in the worker genes, but rather in genes that give the instructions to the worker genes, acting like “on/off switches”.  Their default is to incorrectly stay in an “off” position.  The result is that the normal worker genes don’t get turned on to do their pruning job.  Un-pruned synapses leave an inefficient brain with too many synapses.   

Commentators suggest that since the worker genes are normal, behavioral and other treatments for autism are effective because these treatments bypass the on/off genes, targeting the worker genes directly, thereby turning them on so that they can do their pruning job.  Important: pruning may be time-sensitive, so that Early Intervention (through early identification and intensive behavioral treatment) might mean the difference between lifelong behavioral improvement vs. no improvement.
As pediatricians, we can help families who are aware of these media stories by carefully considering their merits as well any media distortions of the science.  Currently, behavioral treatments for autism remain our most effective scientifically supported tools for autism treatment.  The article presents information in keeping with modern theories of genetic causes of autism, and theoretical models for treatment.  The following resources can help families and their providers use this information more fully to access appropriate advocacy and treatment for kids with autism.  
RESOURCES FOR AUTISM TREATMENTS:

· Autism Speaks (www.autismspeaks.org) Website for families and professionals on public awareness of autism research findings
· NIMH Summary on Autism (www.nimh.nih.gov/health/publications/autism/complete-publication.shtml)  Brief overview of autism history, diagnosis, treatment and prognoses
· Medical Home (http://medicalhome.org/diagnoses/autism.cfm) Help for the pediatrician and family as a team to manage autism Disponible en espanol
And that’s today’s Developmental/Behavioral Pediatrics: IN THE NEWS!

