Today's story comes from The Associated Press, and is titled, "FDA OKs Drug to Treat Autism Symptoms".
 

The medication is risperidone (Risperdal), an "atypical" neuroleptic/anti-psychotic which has been widely used off-label for years to treat some of the behavioral difficulties in children with autism, and is now FDA-approved to treat irritability (described as AGGRESSION, deliberate SELF-INJURY, and TEMPER TANTRUMS) in children age 5-16 years old with autism.  One of the rules-of-thumb regarding medication treatment in autism is that we have no meds to treat the core features of autism (ie, to improve theory of mind, which describes, loosely, the ability to understand another person's viewpoint).  The FDA approval is based on two randomized controlled trials of risperidone.
 

There have been precious few studies of any sort assessing the efficacy and safety of psychotropic medications in kids.  For this reason, the RUPP (Research Units in Pediatric Psychopharmacology) have been developed.
 

Families grapple with decisions regarding concerns about safety/efficacy and about behavioral difficulties.  To assist them in medication decisions, the following resources are available:
 

RESOURCES ON PSYCHOTROPIC MEDICATION DECISIONS FOR PARENTS:
Autism Spectrum Disorders: Medications ( an interactive brochure authored by Sam Zinner, M.D. for the UW Autism Center.)
http://depts.washington.edu/dbpeds
Select 'Resources for Community'
Select 'Autism and Asperger syndrome'
Select 'Autism Medications Brochure for Parents'
or
http://healthonline.washington.edu
Select 'Childhood Growth & Development'
 

Straight Talk About Psychiatric Medications for Kids, Revised edition (copyright 2004)
by Timothy Wilens, M.D.
Published by The Guilford Press
 

And that's today's Developmental/Behavioral Pediatrics: IN THE NEWS!

Oct 6, 2006
FDA OKs drug to treat autism symptoms 
WASHINGTON (AP) -- A Johnson & Johnson drug received expanded federal approval Friday to treat aggression and other symptoms of autism in children.
The new use for Risperdal is to treat irritability associated with autistic disorder, including temper tantrums, deliberate self-injury and aggression in children and adolescents, ages 5 to 16.

The approval is the first for the use of a drug to treat behaviors associated with autism in children, the Food and Drug Administration said.

Risperdal, first approved by the FDA in 1993, has been used to treat schizophrenia and bipolar disorder in adults.

The anti-psychotic drug is not a cure for autism, nor does it treat the condition itself, but it may provide relief for some children, according to Johnson & Johnson.
Autism is a complex developmental disability. It typically appears during a child's first three years of life, and it affects communication, social interaction and creative or imaginative play.

"This approval should benefit many autistic children as well as their parents and other caregivers," said Dr. Steven Galson, director of the FDA's Center for Drug Evaluation and Research.

Two eight-week trials involving 156 children between the ages of 5 and 16 showed that those given Risperdal achieved significantly improved scores for certain behavioral symptoms of autism compared to those given dummy pills, the FDA said.

In 2005, the FDA declined to expand its approval of Risperdal, also known as risperidone, to include autism.
The most common side effects of Risperdal include drowsiness, constipation, fatigue and weight gain.

