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Frequently Asked Questions: Austism
1)What exactly is autism ?  - Autism is a developmental disorder, meaning that it's symptoms  neither stay the same nor completely disappear, but rather, that their form may vary at different stages of development.  

    The symptoms of autism appear in three areas of functioning: verbal and communicative functioning, social interaction, and level and type of play and  interests.

    The symptoms affecting these areas may vary from child to child, and may vary within an autistic person at different periods of his develoment.    It is important to note that the symptoms will manifest themselves very differently in a child of normal intellectual functioning as opposed to one with impaired functioning.  About three out of four children with  autism will also suffer from retardation.  

2)What evidence exists showing autism to be an organic disorder?

     The evidence is widespread.  Observations show that parents with autistic children are as likely as anyone else to have good parenting skills.  In addition, truly abandoned children may be impaired but do not show the typical signs of autism.  This debunks the social-emotional  environment theory.

    Another important factor is the high rate of confounding neurological factors that often present themselves with autism.  Three out of four suffer from retardation, 70% from seizures, and many show "soft" neurological signs.  

    The gender pattern presenting itself in autism is another piece of hard evidence.  Boys always outnumber girls, indicating a chromosomal abnormality,  specifically x-linked.  Indeed a percentage of boys with autism also suffer from the fragile-x mutation.  Further strenthening the picture of a genetic disorder is the higher then usual rate of autism (and learning disabilities) in siblings of autistic youngsters, and the high rate (though not 100%) of concordance in monosygotic twins.    

    Brain imaging sudies provide promising but sometimes confusing data.  Some studies show part of the cerebellum to be abnormal is size.

    Physiological studies have found abnormal seratonin levels is some samples.  Some researchers, quoted by Frith, have developed an hypothesis of dopamine over-activity, but no directly supporting evidence is brought to strenthen the point.  

   Frith mentions studies which also examine such causal links as maternal exposure to viruses.

   In sum, Frith suggests that there may be more then one pathway to the damage done to the brain which is untimately responsible for the symptoms of autism.  

3)What is the theory of a central processing disorder?
    Central thought processes are those that in the normal individual aid in understanding  the gestalt and provide a sense of cohesion in the world.  While peripheral processes are responsible for collecting sensory input, central processes deal with this information at a much higher level; central processes compare, interpret and draw conclusions.  In short, they take pieces of information and make sense of them by placing them meaningfully in a larger scheme.   Uta Frith theorizes that it is just these processes which are impaired in autistic individuals. These   impairments are then   responsible for the cognitive deficits  across different areas of functioning , which  characterize autism.

    The following are examples of impaired central thought processing in various areas of functioning:

Visual perception - autistic children are typically good at finding hidden figures, and at copying block designs.  Both tasks require seperation and segmentation as opposed to "seeing the whole picture."  Autistic children may be very good at jigsaw puzzles, but they may put them together paying attention only to the way the shapes fit into one another, and not at all to the picture.

Language - autisic children who are intelligent may learn language but have difficulty using it in a coherently meaningful way. Echolalia is one example of  use of language outside of meaningful contexts. Also, the exact shades of  meanings of many words are dependent upon context.  Understanding the relative meanings of pronouns also demands interpretation of context and perspective. Drawing conclusions, a typically central thought process, is essential for understanding the intentions behind the actual words used in interactions.  

Attention - attention of autistic children may be overfocused, again not seeing the whole, but rather a very small part that wouldn't be meaningful to someone with a greater drive for cohesion.  

Play - autistic children's play tends to be repetitive and focused on small details.  For instance a child may line up dolls according to color, but not group them into something more relevent, such as a family.  He probably will not build a context situation for them beyond their arranged configuaration.  

4) What are stereotypic behaviors (explained by Uta Frith)
       Stereotypic behavior may range from the more simple sensory ones like rocking or biting, to more sophisticated obsessions such as cars, colors, months of the year etc.  Again Uta Frith explains these behaviors in terms of sensory processing difficulty.  These behaviors  and interests are not connected to a greater whole, but occur regardless of or despite the actual  outside environment. 

    Frith explains that higher processes, those which are impaired in autism, are those which  allow for flexibility.  Primitive processes depend more upon reliability -thus the repetitions.  In addition, Frith theorizes that  on of the jobs of central processes, is to inhibit.  Since this inhibitory mechanism is weak, sterotypies -or fragmented output behaviors, continue to repeat themselves.   

5) What is the theory of mind?

    The theory of mind explains the ability that most  individuals possess,  to attribute to states of mind to others.  People are generally aware that they think and perceive, that others think and perceive, and that other people may indeed possess different opinions,  perspectives, and knowlege.  This ability allows us to make conclusions about other people's intentions, and to connect between their thoughts and behavior.  

    Frith and others hypothesize  that people with autism lack a theory of mind.  Like with all measures of cognitive function, the best researchers can do is to test and then extrapolate.  Frith and others designed several empiric tests of theory of mind, which allowed them with reasonable assurance to prove or disprove their theory.  Many of their tests were similar to the following: two researchers would meet in a room with one autistic child.  The researchers would show a box with matches inside to the child and point out that everyone saw the matches and knew there were matches inside.  Then, one of the experimenters would leave the room.  The remaining experimenter, together with the child would replace the matches with a small ball.  The experimenter who had exited would return and the child would be asked, "what does she think is in the box?"  If the child did possess a theory of mind, he would understand that while he himself knows there is now a ball in the box, the experimenter still thinks that there are matches in the box.  If the child lacked a theory of mind, he would not differentiate between what he knows and what she knows, and would answer, "a ball."  Indeed, in Frith's research, the children with autism consistantly failed on tests of theory of mind.

    Different tools (such as interpreting states of mind of characters in stories) were used in various experiments to test the same ability.  These replications also supported the original theory.

     (As a teacher of high-functioning children with autism I come across similar phenomena often.  In my first year of teaching, I had a very bright autistic boy in my class.  He was six years old, with an IQ of over 130.   He could read and write, could add, subtract and even multiply.  He carried on fluent conversations, and loved carrying out simple scientific experiments.  In many areas he flourished, but my attempts to mainstream into  a neighboring kindegarten were less then successful.  There, he ignored the other children and they for the most part ignored him.  One day, as the children were gathering together for circle time, my heart leapt, as I saw one of the little girls approach him and invite him to sit next to her.  To my dismay, Adi kept walking straight without even glancing her way, and sat down on the other side of the room.  Once there, he refused to budge.  Later I asked him why he had been so insistant about sitting on that side of the room.  "Because I wanted to sit next to the book on planets," he answered.  I asked him if he remembered the little girl's invitation.  He did.  I asked him what did he think she thought when he kept walking without answering.  To my surprise, he answered with full confidence, "She thought that I wanted to sit next to the book on planets!")  

