What is Autism?
From: The Autism Society of America (www.autism-society.org)

Autism is a complex developmental disability that typically appears during the first three years of life and is the result of a neurological disorder that affects the normal functioning of the brain, impacting development in the areas of social interaction and communication skills. Both children and adults with autism typically show difficulties in verbal and non-verbal communication, social interactions, and leisure or play activities.

Prevalence

Autism is the most common of the Pervasive Developmental Disorders, affecting an estimated 1 in 150 births (Centers for Disease Control Prevention, 2007). Roughly translated, this means as many as 1.5 million Americans today are believed to have some form of autism. And this number is on the rise.  Based on statistics from the U.S. Department of Education and other governmental agencies, autism is growing at a startling rate of 10-17 percent per year. At this rate, the ASA estimates that the prevalence of autism could reach 4 million Americans in the next decade.

Autism knows no racial, ethnic, or social boundaries; family income levels; lifestyle choices; or educational levels, and can affect any family and any child.  And although the overall incidence of autism is consistent around the globe, it is four times more prevalent in boys than in girls.

What are the most common characteristics of autism?

Every person with autism is an individual, and like all individuals, has a unique personality and combination of characteristics. Some individuals mildly affected may exhibit only slight delays in language and greater challenges with social interactions. They may have difficulty initiating and/or maintaining a conversation. Their communication is often described as talking at others instead of to them. (For example, a monologue on a favorite subject that continues despite attempts by others to interject comments).

Persons with autism may exhibit some of the following traits:

· Insistence on sameness; resistance to change 

· Difficulty in expressing needs, using gestures or pointing instead of words 

· Repeating words or phrases in place of normal, responsive language 

· Laughing (and/or crying) for no apparent reason; showing distress for reasons not apparent to others 

· Preference to being alone; aloof manner 

· Tantrums 

· Difficulty in mixing with others 

· Not wanting to cuddle or be cuddled 

· Little or no eye contact 

· Unresponsive to normal teaching methods 

· Sustained odd play 

· Spinning objects 

· Obsessive attachment to objects 

· Apparent over-sensitivity or under-sensitivity to pain 

· No real fears of danger 

· Noticeable physical over-activity or extreme under-activity 

· Uneven gross/fine motor skills 

· Non-responsive to verbal cues; acts as if deaf, although hearing tests in normal range

	Autistic savant
	 

	
'Autistic savant' means a person with autism who has a special skill. 'Savant' comes from the French word for 'knowing' and means 'a learned person'. A person with this condition was once known as an 'idiot savant', since 'idiot' was an acceptable word for mental retardation in the late 19th century, when the phenomenon was first medically investigated. Around 10 per cent of people with autism show special or even remarkable skills. For example, a person with autism, who may be intellectually disabled in most ways, could have an exceptional memory for numbers. 

Savant skills are occasionally found in people with other types of intellectual disability and in the non-disabled population, so most researchers use the term 'savant syndrome' instead of autistic savant.

A range of savant abilities
Around 10 per cent of people with autism show special or even remarkable skills. The skills range includes: 

· Splinter skills - the most common type. The person, like an obsessive hobbyist, commits certain things to memory, such as sports trivia. 

· Talented skills - the person has a more highly developed and specialized skill. For example, they may be artistic and paint beautiful pictures, or have a memory that allows them to work out difficult mathematical calculations in their head. 

· Prodigious skills - the rarest type. It is thought that there are only about 25 autistic savants in the world who show prodigious skills. These skills could include, for example, the ability to play an entire concerto on the piano after hearing it only once.
In all cases of savant syndrome, the skill is specific, limited and most often reliant on memory. Generally, savant skills include: 

· Music - the piano is the most popular instrument. For example, the skill may be the ability to play the piano without being taught. 

· Art - such as the ability to draw, paint or sculpt to high standards. For example, Richard Wawro is an autistic savant who is also blind, but his crayon drawings command up to $10,000 each. 

· Mathematics - for example, the ability to work out complicated sums in their head, or to calendar calculate (for example, work out what day it was on 1 June1732). 

· Language - in rare cases, the person may be unusually gifted in languages. 
Some Things Autism is Not

-Autism is not mental retardation. Some autistic people may be very intelligent ? there is a lot of evidence that Albert Einstein may have been autistic.

-Autism is not "savant" syndrome. Some autistic people are "savants," (e.g., instant calculator, etc.) but most are not. Other autistic people are "gifted," however, and have high "general" intelligence. Many autistic people have normal intelligence, and some may be retarded.

-Autism is not an emotional problem. Autism is a neurological condition which people are usually born with. Psychological trauma doesn't cause it.

-Autism is not a psychosis or lack of reality contact.

Autism and Curious Incident
Directions: In a small group, review what you’ve read in the book so far, and locate examples of Christopher’s autism.  Note the characteristic in the left column, and your example in the right.
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