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COPING WITH

AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER

RICHARD ELIAS NOTICED SOMETHING was off-rack soan after his third
som, Peter, was born 13 years agn. He just couldn't put his finger on it.

Crer time, red flags started unfurling. Peter didn’t make eye contact or at-
tempt to make sounds. He didn't smile and his development was sluggish,

Richard and his wife, Amy, learned the truth when Peter was 18 manths old:
Their son was autistic. At first, they didn't know what that meant

“Back then, pecple didn't have the awareness they have today,” said Elias,
wio now heads up Autism Suppert of Kent County.

Singe then, a patchwork of evidence suggests, but does not confirm, that
autism may be linked o genetic disarders, inflammation in the central nenous
systerm or undetermined emviranmentsl factors.
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What is known and what jsn't

Whal experts do know ks ane child in
every 150 will be diagnosed with the new-
rixievelopment disorder. Autism affects
boys four tmes more oflen than gicls.

It varying degrees, aatism makes jt
difficult for children to communicate.
form relationships and grasp ahstract
concepts. For some, a touch may feel ke
a llarme, lights may be blinding, normal-
fevel sounds ey seem unbearably boud
and common smells repulsive.

There 18 mx ctire For putism. [t = a life
long disease thal ranges from mild cases
in which the autastic person can live in
dependently to severe forms where they
require sesial support and mediesal su-
pervision throughout thwir lives,

“Thess kids with autism are very, very

.

loving and verv intelligent,” said Elias,
president of ASK, which offers support
groups for parents. “In a kd of ways, they
have very special skills for certaln disci
plines.”

Amid an alphabet soup of treatmeenis,
parents somerimes hnd it diffealt to sift
therapies that work from snalke oil.

Elias denomencas whiat he calls peendo-
scbence, laking particular alm at moded
and activist Jenny MeCariy's claim thar
varcines cause autismm. Or that chelation
theragy (remawing heavy metals From the
tady] or o dluten-tree deet offer cures.

A ghten-free dlet may Improve a
child's symgdoans, bul there's no care!
said Elias. “They may be able to function
better, or have better specch, et that's
not i cure”

Autdsm ks known s 8 spectrum dis-
prcler, meaning It can affect each person
in different ways and in varying degrees,
gsawl Dr Tony Richtsmeier, behavioral
pedistrician ab Spectrum Healih's Heden
DN Cluiled ren's Haspital

Each autistic child manifests charse
teristies that Gl seorwewhere within the
spectrum, exhibiting a range of chal
lenges with communication, sccial in-
leraction, patterns of behavior, interests
and acthvitles,

*This i= g true spectrum disorder, 5o
voul have children who are extremely
high functioning and some who are ex
tremely  impaired,” said  Richtsmeier.

“Bopne can make tremenidows gakng with
minimally Intensive therppies, and some.,
wilh multiple therapies, make lmited
prigress,

“There are many factors that might
affect a particular childs response and
progress, I8 does seem certaln chat early
mterventlan s one important issue for
these children”

Music and communication skills

AL the Franciscan Life Center n
Lowell, musse {5 used te develop betler
communications skills, said Bister Mary
Margaret Delaski, director of the center's
miusic Lherapy program.

“Its pretty wonderful when you can
g0 eye contact, and wou know that
[]‘il‘n:al.l,_l_!]l EEH T il'hgél drum, eommunicatlan
is going on even though they can'l speak.”
gald [helaski. "Even those who have a
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“That give us i specific semse of what
paps are in their development and what
wet need to work on,” spid Beurkens.
dhe usually meets with parents pwice g
manth so she can help them change the
way they are interpeting with their child,

Fomilies are enouraged to provide
video frotage so Beurkens and her siaff
oan provide constructive fecdback to
make sure they're on the elght track
They re-evahiate every six momths to
make sure thew'rs making progress,

Parents are searching for something
that is going o improve the day-to-day
quatlity of life for thelr child

“They're booking to make things eas
ler, Loe e more effective and competent
in parenting their children” she said,

*“Thes're Iooking for smrehiody to guide

them =0 they don't have to feal a0 alone
i teving to manage their chikfs needs
and ease thelr worries in what the fubare
right hokd,”

Horseback riding benefits

Bome parenis sy horseback riding
Buidds muscles and strengthens hand-to-
eye coordination, ). alse helps the child
fearn shapes and colors and Gdlow direc-
Lions, and ia & great selfesteem booster,
sald Sarah BEngel, horseback-riding train-
er for a year-roaind therapeutic program
at Lamoreany Ridpe Equestrian Center
in Grandville.

“It give= them a sense of pride amd
aceomplishment,” Engel said. *There's
incredible benefits to just sifting in the
group with other people. Sometimes they
bond more Lo the horse and someimes bo
the peopbe — other riders and side walk
erd who are there helping them in case
Lhey need extra strengih for balance ®

Wieh the help of his
brother, Luke, and kis
fathar, Rick, Peter Elies
ersses o hadanee bever

CD, video games can help

A wirtual tractor or spacs
craft helps some children
whiase environment ks over
stimulating them. Some au-
tlstic ¢hildren may appear
deal or develop persewerant
behaviors like hand fapping
Others may have difficulty
with lalanee

Vision Audio Ine of Joppa
Mid., has ereated therapen-
tie audie CDs and computer
vides Sxmes to assise those
with autisan spectrim disorders, saiud Bill
Mueller, audio enginser, game developar
and president of Vison Aodbo.

In 1985, Mueller created CDs called
the Electromic Auditory Stinmdation ef-
lect, or EASe, serdes to help autistic ehil-
dren learn by bo cope with nolss,

“They are not akbmuldion games bus
driving and Nying games, games where
you drive o vehiele inte a challenging en-
virsnment that causes the horizoms to bhe
ronstantly moving” sakd Muoeller, *This
challenges the child to maingain theic
orienlation while theds car may be rolling
and tumhbling”

Hedping autistic children adapt to nor-
mal sounds that. may make them Jumip ks
the music CDs' mission, “We create an
environment where we have a memerally
#ilsiued backiround moise leved, which
in thiz ease s muted music. So e o
skt is played through a Olter and high
frequenchos ane tarmed down, and foe
very short and very Intense movements,
we open that After up and led those high
frequencics come throwgh, s then we
shut them of T agnin,” said Muelbar,

“Whisl that does L= acimalate the child's
anditory pathwiys Lo the brain but i does
not pver stimulate the pathways so the
child desan't wanl Lo run away scream
Ing. Is a short, high-Intensity apditory
stimulation.”

The sounds are introduced in very
small doses, said Mueller. Eventually, the
chilkd leams that they're not harmed by
the=e noigezs. The brain learms to accept
It and eventually ignore &, whech is the
goal, GRF
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