Health Today

What autism is not

While it is crucial to know what the autism spectrum encompasses, it is also impor-
tant to identify what autism is not. Here are a few things commonly confused with

autism spectrum disorders:

M No desire for social inter-
action. Autism does not mean that a
child does not want to participate in social
interactions or activities, but rather that he
or she does not know how.

M No feelings. The lack of empathy
observed in children with autism has led
many to believe that those with ASD do not
have feelings. Children with autism may
express their emotions differently than we

By Rashad Gober

There is a great deal of confusion surrounding the word “autism.” In today’s world,
describing someone as “autistic” or as “having autism” could mean a number of dif-
ferent things. Some people use it to refer to a person with a mild social impairment,
while others may use it to describe a child with the inability to communicate. But
what is autism, really? And are we using the word appropriately? A true understand-
ing of the condition begins with getting our definitions correct.
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are used to, but this does not mean that

they have no emotional capacity.

What is autism?

In the most recent edition of the
American Psychiatric Associations Di-
agnostic and Statistical Manual of Men-
tal Disorders, all autism disorders are
placed under the umbrella term “autism
spectrum disorder” (ASD). This reflects
the belief held by many mental health
professionals that individuals with ASD
are best represented as a single diagnos-
tic category with differentiations be-
tween severity of symptoms and associ-
ated features.

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) en-
compasses a broad range of disorders of
early brain development characterized
by difficulty in social interaction, trouble
with communication, and restricted, re-
petitive patterns of behavior.

Children with ASD do not follow

typical developmental milestone pat-
terns and frequently have difficulty
with emotional and sensory regula-
tion. However, given the wide range
of symptoms contained in ASD, each
individual case is unique. Some chil-
dren with ASD may have intellectual
disabilities, difficulty with fine motor
skills, or even physical problems like
sleep disturbances or gastrointestinal
issues. However, despite deficits in any
or all of these categories, some children
with ASD excel in specific areas like
music or academics.

Autism spectrum disorder affects all
socioeconomic, ethnic, and age groups,
though males are four times as likely to
have ASD as females. Current research
shows that ASD affects one in 88 chil-
dren and one in 54 boys. Researchers still
remain unsure of the cause of autism,

although it appears to be rooted in very
early brain development and seems to

have strong genetic links.

Does my child have autism?

Because of the wide variations in symp-
toms and severity, ASD may be overlooked
by those who are not familiar with autism
spectrum disorder. Simply put, diagnosing
autism is challenging.

The developmental disabilities asso-
ciated with ASD typically occur before
age three. Therefore, it’s important for
parents and caregivers to be familiar
with the signs of autism and with age-
appropriate developmental milestones
that their child should be reaching.
Studies show that early behavioral inter-
vention in young children with ASD sig-
nificantly improves learning, social, and
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The Go Red planning committee has been hard at work all year long in preparation
for our upcoming luncheon. Join us for healthy living breakout sessions, a silent
auction, photo booth, fashion show and much more as we learn how heart disease
affects more women in our community than all forms of cancer combined.

Get more info or purchase your tickets at: chattanoogagored.heart.org
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Meet Dennis Blanton

LBMC has assembled a
uniquely experienced

423.755.0706 (direct) / dblanton@Ilbmc.com
Partner — Financial Services

Dennis, a Certified Public Accountant, serves
as the managing partner of the Chattanooga
office of LBMC. In this role he has the
opportunity to interact with many of the
City’s leaders in a variety of business and
philanthropic activities. Dennis has diversified
experience with a variety of industries,
especially accounting and tax matters relating
to the manufacturing, distribution and services
industries. A native of Nashville, Dennis
resides in Chattanooga with his wife and
three children where he spends his free time
hiking, biking and enjoying Chattanooga.
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communication skills. As far as diagnosis is
concerned, the earlier the better. Here are
some common symptoms of ASD:

* Social interaction impairment: Rarely
smiles when approached, fails to imitate
other’s expressions, lack of response to
name, little or no eye contact, lack of
interest in peer engagement, prefer-
ence for playing alone, seems to be in a
“world of their own.”

* Communication impairment: Delayed
development of speech, limited use of ges-
tures, lack of back and forth engagement
in conversation, unusual tone of voice,
scripted speech or echolalia (repeating
words spoken by another person), lack
of “W” questions, literal understanding,
misreads body language, difficulty taking
another point of view, self-directed speech,
uses “own language.”

* Restrictive interests and repetitive hab-
its and behaviors: Preoccupation with
certain objects or topics, “stereotyped”
body movements [stiffening, hand flap-
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ping, body posturing, moving in a
pattern], restrictive play [lines up
objects, plays the same way with the
same toy], restrictive eating patterns
[strong preferences in types of food
eaten, texture, and presentation],
sensory impairments [difficulty proc-
cessing everyday sights, sounds, tastes,
smells].

* Emotional regulation impairment:
Inflexible adherence to specific rou-
tines or rituals, emotional outbursts
over change of objects in their envi-
ronment or play, frequent prolonged
meltdowns that are difficult to con-
sole, aggression towards self or others.

I think my child might be
autistic. What do | do now?

The process of diagnosing autism be-
gins with identifying the symptoms dis-
cussed above, whether by parents in the
home, a caregiver, or a teacher. If symp-
toms point to ASD, it is extremely im-

portant to see a health care professional for
additional testing.

“By 18-24 months, a toddler should be
evaluated by a primary care physician with a
specific ASD screener if skill deficits are de-
tected or if the child is at risk—for example,
if he or she has a sibling with ASD, or a care-
giver or teacher is particularly concerned,”
says Dr. Regina Gargus, director of the Sis-
kin Center for Developmental Pediatrics at
Siskin Children’ Institute.

If an initial screening determines the need
for further evaluation, a child will undergo
a second stage of diagnosis to determine
whether other conditions may be responsible
for his or her symptoms. “At that poin, the
child should be referred for a comprehensive

Regina
Gargus, M.D.

Director,

Siskin Center for
Developmental
Pediatrics at Sis-
kin Children’s
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DID YOU KNOW?

Aprilis National Autism Awareness Month.
Find out how you can get involved in
autism awareness events this month by
visiting the Chattanooga Autism Center’s
website at chattanoogaautismcenter.org

and clicking "Events.”

developmental-ASD evaluation, as well as an
audiology assessment and a speech therapy
evaluation,” says Dr. Gargus.

The ADOS (autism diagnostic observa-
tion scale) is considered the “gold standard”
evaluation to confirm symptoms of ASD. A
team of specially trained psychologists, neu-
rologists, psychiatrists, and speech therapists
will assess various aspects of development

that signal ASD.

A diagnosis of ASD is not hopeless. In
fact, it may bring relief to those who have
long struggled with symptoms of autism
without understanding the cause. Giving
a name to the challenge can make it easier
to face.
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How is it treated?

While there is no medical cure for ASD,
research shows that behavioral therapies
and interventions can provide substantial
improvement, especially if the child is rela-
tively young.

Experts generally recommend a holistic
treatment approach. A trained professional
can work with you and your child to de-
velop a “plan of action” tailored specifically
to your child’s needs. “Treatment may in-
clude psychotherapy, behavior modification
therapy, social skills training, education in-
terventions, diet modification, medication,
and cognitive skills training,” says Michelle
Hecker Davis, executive director of Learn-
ing Rx.

For example, a child may see a therapist
to work on language and social skills, while
at the same time, a parent receives counsel-
ing regarding the specific challenges of liv-
ing with a person with ASD.

Cognitive therapy, while not a “cure” for
autism spectrum disorders, can significantly
alter patients’ quality of life, Davis says. “In-
tense one-on-one cognitive skills training

can help people with ASD move much clos-

Michelle
Hecker Davis

Executive
Director,
Learning Rx

er to recovery where the effects of the disor-
der may be hardly noticeable. The therapy
strengthens weak mental skills, leading to a
faster, more eflicient learner who's more so-
cially adept, happier, and more confident.”

Physicians may also prescribe medica-
tions to treat conditions related to autism,
like depression, anxiety, ADHD, and obses-
sive-compulsive disorder.

“There are two medications approved for
improving irritability in children with au-
tism: Risperdal and Abilify,” says Dr. Ken
Pittman of Agape Youth Behavioral Health
and Parkridge Valley Hospital. “Stimu-
lant medications—the family of Ritalin
and Adderall—can sometimes help with
ADHD:-like symptoms in autism. Medi-
cines like Tenex, Intuniv, and Clonidine
can help with impulsivity and on occasion
can help with aggression. SSRIs like Prozac
and Zoloft can occasionally help with de-
pression and anxiety symptoms in children
with autism.”

Interested in learning more?

The East Tennessee Chapter of the Autism
Society (ASA-ETC) provides support, ser-
vices, advocacy, and public awareness for all
individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders
(ASD) and their families as well as educators
and other professionals. ASA-ETC was in-
corporated as a nonprofit in 1989 and serves
36 East Tennessee counties including Brad-
ley, Bledsoe, Hamilton, Marion, McMinn,
Meigs, Polk, Rhea, and Sequatchie. Visit on-
line today at asaetc.org. HS

Ken Pittman, M.D.

Child & Adolescent
Psychiatrist, Agape
Youth Behavioral
Health, Parkridge
Valley Hospital
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Chattanooga Rehabilitation Hospital

Choosing the right hospital for rehabilitation
after an accident, illness or injury is an
important decision. Choose HealthSouth
Chattanooga Rehabilitation Hospital—you’ll see
the difference, bringing you one step closer

to being back home-sooner.
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