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Overview

Autism Spectrum Disorder in young children
Screening
Diagnosis
Treatment and support

 Impact of ASD on the family
Promoting resilience in children with ASD 

and their families



Personal/Professional 
Connection to ASD





Autism Spectrum Disorder

 1 in 160 individuals globally (rates very greatly by 
continent and country) WHO, 2020

 4 times more common among boys
Occurs in all racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic 

groups
 Still misunderstood in many regards
 Still some cultural differences in screening and 

diagnostic rates as well as perceptions/acceptance



Autism Spectrum Disorder in Young 
Children

 Some signs can be apparent in infancy, but behaviors 
are more noticeable at 2-3 years of age

 Very few or no words
 Could show regression in social reciprocity and in first 

words (approx. 30% - typically occurs 18-24 months)
 Diagnostic criteria delineates that symptoms cannot 

be better explained by a global developmental 
delay – social communication should be below 
expectations for general developmental level



Co-Occurring Conditions
 Sleep Disorders

 Over half of children with ASD

 Seizure Disorders
 Link has been known for decades but prevalence rates vary widely in 

the literature
 All seizure types, but focal more common than generalized

 GI conditions
 8 times more likely
 Recent research on potential differences in gut microbiome

 Feeding problems
 Approximately 70% of children with ASD

Chaidez, 2014; Cortesi 2010; Vargason et al., 2019



Screening for Developmental 
Delays
 American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) Guidelines:

 Developmental surveillance at every well-child visit
 Screening tests recommended at 9, 18, and 24 or 30-months 

 2002- less than 25% of pediatricians used formal 
developmental screening

 2016 – approximately 35% (Hirai et. al, 2018)
 Higher rates of Early Intervention with higher rates of screening

 With screening tools, pediatricians can detect 70% or 80% of children 
with problems

 http://www.firstsigns.org/Screening/tools/rec.htm

http://www.firstsigns.org/Screening/tools/rec.htm


Evaluation of ASD in young children
 Prior to evaluation:
 Hearing evaluation, ASD screener

 Developmental assessment
 Present levels of performance in 5 domains, including 

speech/language
 Any progress monitoring in response to intervention

 Social history
 Address core features of ASD

 Multidisciplinary 
Huerta & Lord, 2012



Evaluation of ASD in young children

 Parent questionnaire or parent 
interview
 Structured behavioral observation(s)
 Evaluator(s) must adhere to 

licensing, education, and training 
requirements to administer 
assessments and/or render the 
diagnosis



Medical Testing associated with ASD
 Neurological testing

 Determine whether there is evidence of developmental neurologic 
abnormalities

 Best practice is that all children are referred
 Inadequate evidence to support EEG for all children diagnosed with ASD 

(American Academy of Neurology; Child Neurology Society)

 Indicated with history of regression and concern for possible seizures

 Genetic testing
 Chromosomal Microarray Analysis (CMA)
 Could inform other diagnoses linked to ASD and associated medical needs
 Could inform reoccurrence risk

Ho et al., 2016



Discussing the Initial Diagnosis

 Be clear about the diagnosis
 Emphasize diagnostic criteria in parent-friendly terms.  Autism is a 

diagnosis that comes with preconceived notions for many people
 Give best explanation of the level, acknowledging that it’s 

difficult to pinpoint in young children
 Discuss the importance of beginning and/or continuing with EBTs 

and connection with resources
 If only one parent is present, ask how the other parent may take 

the news and how additional f/u with them may assist
 Know that many parents ask about what this means for the both 

near and long-term future for their child



Intervention for Young Children 
with ASD

 Therapy in the natural environment that involves 
caregivers

 Behavioral approaches that focus on skill-building
 ABA, ST
 https://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/evidence-based-

practices
 Support for caregivers and families
 Be mindful of many approaches that are not

evidence-based

https://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/evidence-based-practices


Parent Perspective



First Concerns about ASD

 Noticing the developmental gaps between your 
child and others

 Reactions and opinions of family and friends
 Reactions and opinions out in public
 Guidance from healthcare and early childhood 

professionals



Receiving the Diagnosis

Recognition and acceptance of your 
child having a disability or developmental 
delay
Often differs among family members

Wanting the best for your child
Navigating the system of care



Factors Associated with Stress

Social Support

Severity of ASD 
Symptoms and 

Behavioral 
Challenges

Financial 
difficulty

Parent 
perception 

and 
understanding 

of ASD

Anxiety and 
worries about 
their child’s 

future

Religious 
beliefs

Ilias et al., 2018



Family Impact

 A child’s autism diagnosis affects every member 
of the family in different ways.



The Family Perspective
 Coping with a diagnosis or delay for your child can 

be a very difficult, long-term process

 Recognition and acceptance is an ongoing 
process for families and it can sometimes come 
and go – it isn’t a problem to be solved but rather a 
process that unfolds.



The Family Perspective
 Caregivers in the same family often have different 

reactions to acceptance of their child’s delay 
and early intervention/therapy

 Parents may experience:
Heightened stress
Depression
Anger
Denial
Overprotectiveness



Stress among parents of children 
with ASD



Stress among parents of children 
with ASD

 Research points to higher stress, depression, 
anxiety, and poorer physical health among 
these parents

 Higher levels of stress among parents of children 
with ASD than among parents of children with 
other special needs 

Rivard et al., 2014



Parenting 
Duties and 

Stressors
Reciprocity 
from Child

Parenting 
Duties and 

Stressors
Reciprocity 
from Child



Stress among parents of children 
with ASD

 Severity of symptoms is a strong and consistent 
predictor
Potential for this to be bidirectional

 Evidence that informal social supports can be as or 
more important to parents when compared to 
formal/professional parent support

Bonis, 2016; Drogomyretska, Fox, & Colbert, 2020 



Common Stressors related to the 
Parent-Child Relationship

 Attachment looks different
 High level of effort for lower level of reciprocity
 Management of challenging behaviors



Attachment and ASD

 Fathers and mothers can differ in their parenting 
approaches to their child with ASD

 Development of attachment is different and may 
be delayed (i.e., prosocial reunion greeting) but 
secure attachment is still there

 Verbal responsiveness is very important but hard to 
do!
Cyclical pattern that can contribute to further 

language delays as well
 Emotional scaffolding must be much more explicit



Common Stressors Related to 
Treatment

 Learning about treatments, and discerning EBTs
 Navigating services
 Waiting for services to begin
 Natural social learning mechanisms occurring at 

much lower rates
 Disparities in access to care and funding 

treatment

Rovane, Hock, & January (2020)



Common Stressors Related to 
Siblings

 Balancing each child’s needs 
 Differing expectations
 Restricted outings or modified family activities
 Lack of engagement and response from the 

sibling with ASD
 Social impact
 Sibling’s concern about parent’s stress and grief



Support for Caregivers

Childrearing Finances

Connectedness Knowledge and 
Skills

Respite Navigating the 
system



Self-Care



Reducing the Stigma

What can others do?
Listen
Empathize
Provide logistical support for public 

outings 
Help connect with other families of 

children with ASD
Be aware of the many successful adults 

with ASD



Support for Siblings

 Explaining ASD to children: Do it Early and Do it 
Often!!
Match to developmental level

 Model acceptance of differences, help guide 
and encourage the interactions between 
siblings, empathize



Support for Siblings

 Most siblings cope well
 Siblings of children with ASD are more likely to be 

withdrawn and have poor social skills (Shivers et al., 2018)

 Correlated with severity of diagnosis and associated challenging 
behaviors

 Special times for each sibling
 Not everything as a family

Walton & Ingersoll, 2015; 
Jones et al., 2019





Support with ‘Typical’ Routines

 Dr. Visits
 Grocery Store
 Toilet Training
 Birthday parties
 Learning to prepare at a whole new level!



Connectedness

 Styles of connectedness are not the same for 
everyone

 Remembering that autism is a ‘spectrum’
 ASD still has one of the highest social stigmas of 

all disabilities
 Most experience significant social changes prior 

to and after having a child with ASD
 More public awareness and acceptance!!



Helping a family 
whose child has 
autism is a 
special gift



Thank you!
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