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Exceptionality Project: Autism Spectrum Disorder
In the past decade, the prevalence of Autism Spectrum Disorders
outweighs understanding of the disorders.

Between 60 Minutes and

local newspaper headlines, the American population knows about ASDs,
but lacks the facts, characteristics, and details of these complex
disorders.

Even relatives of those with this diagnosis admit that

“other than the movie ‘Rain Man,’ [they] had never heard of autism”
(Radford, 2004).

When dividing Autism Spectrum Disorders into various

categories in order to separate fact from fiction, one notices just
how many unknowns truly factor into creating a clear-cut definition.
Understanding the history, possible causes, characteristics,
subgroups, the rising reports, and possible intervention strategies of
and for individuals with an Autism Spectrum Disorder, helps one to
land on a solution.

Considering “an estimated four children in ten

thousand”(“Autism,” 2001) will be diagnosed as autistic and “about
thirty-four per ten thousand”(Mash & Barkley, 2006) children will be
diagnosed with at least one of the Autism Spectrum Disorders, the
vitality of ensuring a knowledgeable generation, to provide a
successful environment for all children, rises.
Reports of Autism Spectrum Disorders, although seemingly new,
possibly date back to the 19th century (Mash & Barkley, 2006).

Before

the 1940s, though, potential ASD candidates landed in the same
category as the mentally retarded, due to several similarities in
behavior and skill level.

Dr. Leo Kanner, in 1943, defined autism,

for the first time, as “a severe psychological disorder that…manifests
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itself in early childhood” and results in the child displaying social
impairment, delayed language development, and other noticeable
behavioral problems (“Autism.” 2001). Surprisingly, Kanner’s infantile
autism “became a popular and widely used diagnosis during the 1950s,”
and the public automatically associated it with parenting and the
individual’s home life (Mash & Barkley, 2006).

As medical studies

continued, scientists’ data found no connection between socioeconomic
status and autism and even “forced a reconceptualization of autism as
a neurodevelopmental disorder rather than a mental illness” (Mash &
Barkley, 2006).

From there, a more applicable statement describing

autism stands, “Autistic children have not withdrawn from reality
because of mental illness; rather, they have failed fully to enter
reality because of a widespread and serious disturbance in the
developmental process” (Mash & Barkley, 2006).

Studying history

allows researchers to conclude that the root of ASDs lies within the
neurological make-up of the individual, but determining the actual
cause proves more difficult.
Trying to discover the cause of Autism Spectrum Disorders
provides a challenge that seems next to impossible to overcome.

“The

riddle of the beautiful child with autism locked in his or her own
world is an irresistible challenge to amateur psychologists” (Frith,
2003).

Like many neurological disorders, several different factors

serve as potential causes for an ASD in individuals.
common factors is genetics.

One of the most

Family prevalence of individuals with

Autism Spectrum Disorders still remains higher than those with
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unaffected families, revealing a possible genetic relation.

Data

concerning this theory “supports the possibility that 10-15 or more
genes may interact to cause ASDs” (Mash & Barkley, 2006).

The boy to

girl ratio for ASD individuals is “4:1 on average” indicating that
maybe “being female carries some degree of protection from autism”
(Frith, 2003).

Complications during pregnancy may result in ASDs.

If

a pregnant mother does not treat hypothyroidism, if she uses valproic
acid (an anticonvulsant medicine), or if she excessively uses alcohol,
the child may have an Autism Spectrum Disorder (Mash & Barkley, 2006).
Brain abnormalities, as shown by neuropsychological, neuroimaging, and
autopsy studies, may also be a characteristic of an individual with
ASDs.

“Frontal lobe and midbrain impairment” occur often in

individuals with ASDs (Mash & Barkley, 2006).

This results in the

inability to form abstract concepts, monitor self, and stop impulsive
responses.

Concern surrounding the Measles-Mumps-Rubella vaccine and

vaccines containing mercury arose after several theories were
presented stating that these two vaccines increased chances for
children to become subject to an Autism Spectrum Disorder.

Research

has since debunked these two theories, stating the reasons for
possible confusion and that the studies conducted before were not
accurate.

They involved one experiment, as opposed to numerous

studies to accurately compare to.

Each theory stands as a legitimate

possibility for the origin of ASDs, but because the basis for the
diagnosis of an ASD is behavior-related, scientists struggle with
discovering the exact cause.

Autism Spectrum Disorders 5

Early detection of Autism Spectrum Disorders in children younger
than age three can be simple if one knows what to look for.

Autism is

considered a neurological disorder, but is diagnosed by observing a
child’s behavior.

There are no blood tests or brain scans that can

absolutely diagnose an individual as autistic (Grandin, 1995).
“Impairments in socialization, in communication, and in range of
behaviors, interest, and activities” serve as the three main
components for diagnosing a person with an ASD.

The severity of

specific impairments determines which subgroup of Autism Spectrum
Disorder a child may fall under. Autism, Asperger’s Disorder, Rett’s
Disorder, or Childhood Disintegrative Disorder represent the different
subgroups of ASD.
Individuals with autism display “notable impairment in using
nonverbal behaviors to initiate and maintain social contact,…failure
to develop relationships appropriate to the child’s developmental
level,…absence of spontaneous seeking to share enjoyment, interests,
or achievements with other people,…or the absence of social or
emotional reciprocity” (Mash & Barkley, 2006).

Asperger’s Disorder

simulates autism, minus the severe language impairments.

Some call it

“high-functioning autism” in that the child usually demonstrates high
intelligence and language skills, but is lacking in social interactive
ability (Mash & Barkley, 2006).

Rett’s Disorder most often resides in

females and is “a disorder of neurological arrest” (Mash & Barkley,
2006).

Individuals with Rett’s Disorder exhibit deteriorating head

growth and gross motor skills, and “a loss of interest in the
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environment and increasingly severe mental retardation” (Mash &
Barkley, 2006).

Childhood Disintegrative Disorder normally reveals

itself after two years of typical development.

Traits of this

disorder include regression in language, motor, social, cognitive, and
self-care skills.

The main difference in CDD and Autism involves the

age of the individual.

CDD children demonstrate characteristics

around 35 months, as opposed to 12 months for autistic children.
These disorders all have a common thread that categorizes them under
the Autism Spectrum Disorder umbrella.
The prevalence of Autism Spectrum Disorders continues to
increase as the years go on.

In the United States alone, the number

of individuals with autistic disorder jumped from four to five per ten
thousand children to thirty-one per ten thousand children in one
decade, while the amount of individuals with any Autism Spectrum
Disroder went from twenty per ten thousand to thirty-four per ten
thousand children (Mash & Barkley, 2006).

The two obvious conclusions

to the question, “Why is the number of individuals with an ASD
rising?” are that the number of individuals is actually increasing, or
that the number of ASD diagnoses is increasing.

The former theory is

based on a select few studies that reported a significant increase in
ASD individuals admitted into autistic service institutes in the state
of California (Mash & Barkley, 2006).

An increase in the number of

ASD diagnoses, however, proves true as the definition of autism
broadens.

As ASDs become public knowledge, an awareness of the

varying disorders and their associated conditions or characteristics
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increases.

Therefore, parents, teachers, and physicians know what to

look for and more easily diagnose one with an Autism Spectrum
Disorder.
The importance of providing intervention for individuals with
ASDs, so that they might interact appropriately in their world,
immensely increases.

Developing their social interaction skills

serves as the most difficult obstacle for these individuals to
overcome.

These children need special training in “responding to

requests, imitation, and appropriate toy play,” and this can be
achieved through “observational learning procedures, video modeling,
self-monitoring procedures, and prompting and reinforcement with
edibles or the intrinsic sensory reinforcers available in some toys”
(Mash & Barkley, 2006).

Providing a comfortable and open setting for

typical peers to initiate interaction with individuals with ASDs
benefits them tremendously. To enhance actual communication skills
within ASD individuals, several methods are available.
Discrete-Trials Teaching, Incidental Teaching, and Natural
Language Paradigm are all methods used to help ASD individuals advance
in communication.

The Discrete-Trials Teaching method involves

“repeated trials in which the teacher presents a cue, the child makes
a response, and presents a cue, the child makes a response, and the
teacher reinforces correct responses and ignores or corrects incorrect
responses” (Mash & Barkley, 2006).

The Incidental Teaching method

encourages the child to use words to complete tasks and receive
rewards.

The Natural Language Paradigm method focuses on child
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behavior that is pivotal to enhancing the learning environment, such
as, “turn-taking, shared control, shared attention, and natural
consequences” (Mash & Barkley, 2006).

The Picture Exchange

Communication System allows the ASD child to use pictures to
demonstrate desires or needs to the teacher.

This system prevents

mass frustration in individuals whose communication capabilities are
low.

Sign language also provides a way for ASD children to

communicate without having to use verbal communication.

Providing a

pathway of communication for these children is important for their own
personal progress and the progress of their peers.
The title “Autism Spectrum Disorders” encompasses a wide array of
objectives to understand.

For over a century, the complexity of ASDs

has baffled researchers, physicians, teachers, and parents of
suffering individuals.

Understanding the history of, the

characteristics of, the possible causes for, the subgroups of, and
potential intervention strategies for Autism Spectrum Disorders
provides a way to positively influence ASD individuals.

Since ASD

“varies from mild to severe and there seems to be no one-size-fits-all
solution,” (Radford, 2004) attacking the disorder from its core is
essential to creating an environment of normalcy for ASD individuals.
As a future educator, one must be knowledgeable of Autism Spectrum
Disorders and understand how to approach an ASD individual and his or
her parents in an appropriate and beneficial way.

The legality of the

education system requires that each child be provided a free and
appropriate education.

Investigating the ins and outs of the Autism
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Spectrum Disorders prepares an educator in a way so that he or she can
best interact with the student.
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