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Autistic Spectrum Disorder – Background

There have always been people with autism; ancient myths about ‘changeling’ children who were thought to have been stolen by gypsies or fairies may have been based on children who had autism.  But the disorder was only identified in the middle of the last century, by Leo Kanner, working in the USA, who first used the term ‘autism’, and Hans Asperger working in Austria.

People who have autism all have difficulties in the three areas of social interaction, communication and flexible, imaginative thinking.  This is called the ‘triad of impairments’.  

The way that the triad of impairments is expressed in individuals can very enormously; the term ‘Autistic Spectrum’ reflects this wide range.  The effects of autism may be mild or severe, and may also differ within the same individual in different situations or at different times in their life.

Within the Autistic Spectrum, some groups have been identified which have more in common with one another than with others with ASD.  Asperger Syndrome is one such group.  People who have Asperger Syndrome have the same triad of impairments but tend to have average to above average intelligence and are more likely to have motor difficulties.  It would be a mistake to think of Asperger Syndrome as a mild form of autism; while different from other forms of ASD, the effects of Asperger Syndrome can be devastating for affected individuals.

Autistic Spectrum Disorder can occur in combination with other disabilities, eg Down Syndrome; cerebral palsy etc.  a large proportion of people with ASD have addition general learning difficulties.

ASD is diagnosed on the basis of behaviour, and in order for autism to be diagnosed, a person must show unusual behaviours in each are of the Triad of impairments.

THE TRIAD OF IMPAIMENTS

Impairment in communication

The impairment in communication affects non-verbal communication (eg tone of voice, facial expression, eye contact) as well as verbal communication.

Language development may or may not be delayed, but all individuals have a language disorder affecting semantics and pragmatics.  Semantics involve the meanings of words and language.  Difficulties with semantics may range from not understanding other people’s communication at all to subtle difficulties such as literal interpretation of phrases like ‘raining cats and dogs’. 

Pragmatics involve the social use of communication.  Difficulties with pragmatics may range from no functional communication at all, other communication to basic needs only, to difficulties taking part in a conversation, such as not taking account of the needs of the other person.  

Impairment in social interaction

Difficulties in relating to other people may range from being aloof and actively trying to avoid other people, to making approaches to other people in ways which are inappropriate or odd.  People with ASD may show lack of awareness and understanding of other people’s feelings, and may also have difficulty in recognising and expressing their own feelings.

Impairment in flexible, imaginative thinking

In young children, the impairment in flexible thinking is shown by a failure to play like other children.  Some children may not develop any imaginative play at all, while others may copy play themes from other children or from stories or videos.

This impairment may also lead to difficulties coping with change, and the development of repetitive activities and fixed routines.

PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPLANATION OF AUTISM

The behaviours which are characteristic of ASDs may be seen as the outcome of differences in the ways that people with ASD think and experience the world.  Research has focused on at least two ways in which people with ASD may think and experience the world differently.

Central Coherence Deficit

It is argued that people without ASD have a tendency or drive to integrate information in order to make sense of it.  Our understanding of individual items of information is often dependent on context; e.g. ‘there were tears in her eyes’, there were tears in her dress’.  Context is particularly important when making sense of social situations; social rules cannot be rote-learned, but have to be applied and modified according to the situation.

People with ASD are thought to have a deficit in this ‘drive’ for central coherence’.  They tend not to make meaningful connections between information and their experiences and their learning tends to be fragmentary.  On the other hand, this style of thinking means that they are much more aware of details than ‘neuro –typical’.

People

Theory of Mind Deficit

People with autism are thought to have difficulty understanding that people, including themselves, have minds, and that people may have different ideas and feelings from their own.  Children without autism as young as four show that they are developing ‘theory of mind’ they know for example, that a person will not know something if they were not in the room when it happened.

This deficit makes it difficult for people with ASD to understand people’s behaviour, to take into account another person’s point of view, or to be interested in two-way communication with other people.

SENSORY EXPERIENCES

The behaviour of young children with ASD, and the first-hand accounts of older children and adults suggest that many people with ASD have unusual sensory experiences.  Over-sensitivity, particularly to sound, touch and smell is very common, and can be a source of great anxiety and distress.  Many children will only tolerate a limited diet, possibly as a result of tactile or taste sensitivity.  At the same time, many children with ASD show limited awareness of pain.

People with autistic spectrum disorders have in common a particular style of thinking and perception, which includes strengths as well as weaknesses.  Teachers need to understand this learning style in order to plan effective learning experiences for pupils with ASD.  At the same time, every pupil who has an ASD is a unique individual, with his or her own personality and potential.

