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““If It [Were] Easy”If It [Were] Easy”

uu Problems we face are often Problems we face are often 
superficially similar to those faced by superficially similar to those faced by 
“neurotypicals”“neurotypicals”
–– RelationshipsRelationships
–– Understanding othersUnderstanding others
–– ConflictConflict
–– BudgetingBudgeting
–– Limited sensory abilitiesLimited sensory abilities

uuHow How wewe handle these problemshandle these problems
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Purposes of This TalkPurposes of This Talk

uuUnderstand the many factors that Understand the many factors that 
influence autism in individualsinfluence autism in individuals

uuRecognize individual variations and Recognize individual variations and 
unique needsunique needs

uuBuild empathy with autistic Build empathy with autistic 
individualsindividuals

uuGet ideas on what to try and Get ideas on what to try and 
consider to help specific individualsconsider to help specific individuals
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“There is nothing as 
practical as a good theory.”

Kurt Levin
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The Role of TheoryThe Role of Theory
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DECISIONS
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““It Takes Every Kinda’ Perspective to Go It Takes Every Kinda’ Perspective to Go 
Around the Autistic Spectrum”Around the Autistic Spectrum” with apologies to with apologies to 

Robert PalmerRobert Palmer

uu Specialists and Specialists and 
medical medical 
practitionerspractitioners

uu TeachersTeachers
uu ParentsParents
uu Individuals on the Individuals on the 

SpectrumSpectrum
uu Biomedical Biomedical 

researchersresearchers

uu Psychologists and Psychologists and 
CounselorsCounselors

uu TheoreticiansTheoreticians
uu General populationGeneral population
uu Other(?)Other(?)
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Why Do These Symptoms Go Why Do These Symptoms Go 
Together?Together?

uu Sensitivity toSensitivity to
–– NoiseNoise
–– Coarse materialsCoarse materials
–– Food tastesFood tastes

uu Poor handwritingPoor handwriting
uu Difficulty maintaining Difficulty maintaining 

eye contacteye contact
uu Frustration with Frustration with 

“spontaneous “spontaneous 
coordination”coordination”

uu Difficulty imitating Difficulty imitating 
othersothers

uu Impaired spatial Impaired spatial 
abilityability
–– Difficulty drivingDifficulty driving
–– Following mapsFollowing maps

uu Difficulty with sensory Difficulty with sensory 
integrationintegration

uu Difficulty doing Difficulty doing 
arithmetic despite arithmetic despite 
intelligenceintelligence

uu DepressionDepression
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DiagnosisDiagnosis

uuDiagnostic criteria are somewhat Diagnostic criteria are somewhat 
arbitraryarbitrary

uuMay be needed for insurance and May be needed for insurance and 
eligibility standardseligibility standards

uu Frequently “fudged” to meet Frequently “fudged” to meet 
eligibilityeligibility

uu Future discoveries may help us Future discoveries may help us 
better identify clusters of better identify clusters of 
vulnerabilitiesvulnerabilities
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Diagnosis, Misdiagnosis, and Diagnosis, Misdiagnosis, and 
“Undiagnosis”“Undiagnosis”
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Autism
Only

Autism
And 
Other

Other
Only

Complicating Things…Complicating Things…
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HAS
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CONDITION

HAS
AUTISM

AUTISM
DIAGNOSED

OTHER
CONDITION
DIAGNOSED

ADOD anOD

AuOu

ADOu

Auon

aMon

anoM

aMoM

ADon

ADoM

adOu

A  Has autism
a  Does not have autism
D  Condition has been diagnosed
n  Condition has not been diagnosed
M  Misdiagnosis (False positive)
u   Undiagnosed condition (False negative)
O  Has other condition
o  Does not have other condition

aMOu

aMoD

Autism and Other Conditions: Autism and Other Conditions: 
Seeing the Whole PictureSeeing the Whole Picture



Copyright © 2004 Lars Perner, Ph.D. 13

Pervasive Developmental Pervasive Developmental 
Disorders (PDDs)Disorders (PDDs)

uu CategoriesCategories
–– AutismAutism
–– Asperger’s SyndromeAsperger’s Syndrome
–– Rett’sRett’s
–– Pervasive Developmental Pervasive Developmental 

DisorderDisorder——Not Otherwise Not Otherwise 
Specified (PDDSpecified (PDD--NOSNOS))

–– Childhood Degenerative Childhood Degenerative 
DisorderDisorder

uu DifferencesDifferences
–– WithinWithin--groupgroup
–– BetweenBetween--groupgroup

uu Meaningfulness of Meaningfulness of 
diagnostic distinctionsdiagnostic distinctions

uu Rigidity of criteriaRigidity of criteria
uu Arbitrary nature of Arbitrary nature of 

standardsstandards
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Causes of and Influences on Causes of and Influences on 
AutismAutism
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COMPENSATING
ABILITIES EXHAUST

SECONDARY
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GeneticsGenetics

uuVarying estimates of the numbers of Varying estimates of the numbers of 
genes involvedgenes involved

uu Interaction of multiple genesInteraction of multiple genes
–– Fraternal vs. identical twinsFraternal vs. identical twins

uuGenetic redundancy and protectionGenetic redundancy and protection
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El NiñoficationEl Niñofication

uu The tendency to The tendency to 
move to one move to one 
extremeextreme or the or the 
other on other on 
performance or performance or 
behaviorbehavior
–– ExamplesExamples

uu SensitivitySensitivity
uu ConfrontationConfrontation
uuMath or verbal Math or verbal 

abilitiesabilities
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Brain StructureBrain Structure

uuSpecialization of brain areas (e.g., Specialization of brain areas (e.g., 
amygdala)amygdala)

uuBrain scan studiesBrain scan studies
uu “White” vs. “gray” matter“White” vs. “gray” matter
uuNeural connections Neural connections 

–– LearningLearning
–– Survival and “pruning”Survival and “pruning”
–– Structure of neurons and dendritesStructure of neurons and dendrites
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NeurotransmittersNeurotransmitters

uu Total of 52 knownTotal of 52 known
uu Especially important in autism:Especially important in autism:

–– DopamineDopamine
–– NorepinephrineNorepinephrine
–– SerotoninSerotonin
–– OxytocinOxytocin

uu Interaction of transmittersInteraction of transmitters
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Two Competing Objectives for Two Competing Objectives for 
Computers and BrainsComputers and Brains

SPEED
(EFFICIENCY)
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FOCUS OF ATTENTION
LOGICAL EXAMINATION
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A FIVE FUNCTION MODEL OF THE PERFORMANCE A FIVE FUNCTION MODEL OF THE PERFORMANCE 
OF INDIVIDUALS ON THE AUTISTIC SPECTRUMOF INDIVIDUALS ON THE AUTISTIC SPECTRUM
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Abstraction and GeneralizationAbstraction and Generalization

uu Individuals with autism often have Individuals with autism often have 
difficulty indifficulty in
–– Generalizing from one situation to anotherGeneralizing from one situation to another
–– Understanding and/or accepting “exceptions”Understanding and/or accepting “exceptions”
–– Understanding certain nonUnderstanding certain non--concrete ideas concrete ideas 

(BUT…)(BUT…)
–– Understanding nonUnderstanding non--literal languageliteral language
–– Deciphering symbolic (graphical) Deciphering symbolic (graphical) 

representationrepresentation
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The Literal DetourThe Literal Detour

LITERAL TERM

ANALYSIS OF
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Arbitrary Medical StandardsArbitrary Medical Standards

uuSchizophrenia takes precedence over Schizophrenia takes precedence over 
autism/AS/PDDautism/AS/PDD--NOSNOS

uuAutism/AS/PDDAutism/AS/PDD--NOS take NOS take 
precedence over ADD/ADHDprecedence over ADD/ADHD

uuSymptoms of depression may be Symptoms of depression may be 
“secondary” and may or may not be “secondary” and may or may not be 
diagnosed separatelydiagnosed separately
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ANTI-ANXIETY
MEDICATIONS

ANTI-
DEPRESSANTS

SENSORY
OVERLOAD

Medical Treatments (In Addition to “Talk” Therapy)Medical Treatments (In Addition to “Talk” Therapy)
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Notes on MedicationsNotes on Medications

uu Very large individual Very large individual 
variations invariations in
–– NeedsNeeds
–– EffectivenessEffectiveness
–– Side effectsSide effects

uu InteractionsInteractions
uu Frequent side effectsFrequent side effects
uu Paradoxical effectsParadoxical effects——

may have may have oppositeopposite of of 
expected effectsexpected effects

uu Individuals with Individuals with 
autism often respond autism often respond 
to to minuteminute quantitiesquantities

uu ToleranceTolerance
uu Loss of effectivenessLoss of effectiveness
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Medical StudiesMedical Studies

uu Test vs. placebo groupsTest vs. placebo groups
uuCriteriaCriteria

–– Average improvementAverage improvement
–– Improvement within a subgroupImprovement within a subgroup

uu Trial size and random variationsTrial size and random variations


