BY ALYSON BLACK

The ever-increasing numbers of light-blue puzzle pieces tacked to
lapels and smacked on car bumpers do nothing to reflect the nature of
the autism spectrum disorders they represent, but they do tell a story

of sorts about just how many children are affected by these disorders.

In fact, according to statistics from the Centers for Disease Control,
one child in 110 is on the autism spectrum. In New Jersey the picture

- is bleaker, with one child in 94 affected by these disorders. And males
in our state bear a heavier burden, with one in 60 boys afflicted.

- The stories of these children often are best told by parents, not by

. puzzle pieces, not by the children themselves, because many of

- these kids can’t express themselves appropriately —which is to say

.~ that some, on the most severe end of the spectrum, are completely
nonverbal, while others who are less affected cannot convey

. meaningful language and others just simply cannot put into words
the reality of their experience.

But the reality is that autism—described as a spectrum of disorders
because no two children embody the disorder in the same fashion
or with the exact same strengths and deficits—alters children’s
lives, families’ lives, and requires these children and their families
to adapt to the world in ways they never expected. Most of the
hundreds of thousands of people living with autism have difficulty in
communication and sociat IIIEE:EaL'[IOIlS and present behaviors that are
ocid or repetmve ~ ;

“}?; ke to demystify autism.” says Kathleen Selvaggi Fadden,

MD medmdl director of the Child Development Center at Goryeb
. Children’s Center at Overlook Hospital and Goryeb Children’s
Hospital at Morristown Memorial “I consider it more a learning
disability for somal glteractlon

Understandmg Aﬁtlsm

It’s 1mp0531b1c to say that anyone completely understands autism. Its
causes remain largely unknown (though certain genetic disorders like
Fragile X syndrome predispose kids), and while clinicians can cite

hallmarks of the disorder and parents can report observations of their
children’s behavior, there is still so much to learn. What we do know

d social skills. Many have delayed speech, limited language skills,

s that children with autism exhibit deficits in areas of communication

or poor understanding of language. They often exhibit poor eye
contact and have restricted interests or obsessive tendencies. Selvaggi
Fadden explains that sensory-integration disorders are very common
with autism, too. “Children need to be taught to be desensitized

to certain things.” she says, citing loud sounds like fire alarms or
physical contact like hugs. “Many of these children are tactile-
defensive; if someone touches them, they shy away. But they can
slowly get used to situations that are very upsetting for them.”

Sensory-integration difficulties are not the only challenges faced by
autistic children. Tara Gleeson, MSN, CPNP, a certified pediatric

nurse practitioner with the Child Development Center, explains that
co-morbidities—conditions that exist in tandem with autism—are not
uncommon. Hyperactivity, inattention, sleep disorders, seizures, and tics
often complicate presentations of symptoms that are already complex.

Within the autism spectrum are sub-categories, each with its own nuances.

* Asperger’s syndrome is distinguished by engaging in one-sided,
long-winded conversations—often in a monotonous, rigid, or fast
manner—without noticing if anyone is listening or trying to change
the subject. People with Asperger’s have difficulty “reading” other
people or understanding humor, and appear not to understand,
empathize with, or be sensitive to others’ feelings. Moreover, they
often move clumsily and have awkward body postures and gestures.
They may show an obsession with one or two specific subjects (like
sports statistics, train schedules. or dinosaurs) —but in some cases,
this ability to retain volumes of information can be very helpful. “A
lot of kids with Asperger’s do very well in c—:lementfiry school where
memorization is key to academic success,” says Selvaggi Fadden.

“They have more difficulty in high school, however, especially with
social interaction.”

o Patients with PDD-NOS (Pervasive Development Disorder—Not
Otherwise Specified) show impairment in social interactions, but do
not meet the full criteria for autistic disorder.

s High-functioning autism should not be misinterpreted as having “less”
autism. Instead, high-functioning autistics meet the criteria for full
autistic disorder (they still have trouble with eye contact and social
interaction, and exhibit little interest in others), but have high intelligence.
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