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Table 2 

Components of multiagency assessment - adapted from the NAPC
• ASD-specific developmental history by an experienced member
of the team with recognised ASD training
• Observational assessments include focused observations taken across
more than one setting (such as home, nursery, etc)
• Cognitive assessment, including an individual’s unique profile
of skills/difficulties on subscales
• Communication, speech and language assessment
• Behaviour and mental health assessment in comorbid
neurodevelopmental disorders and psychiatric disorders
• Family assessment, undertaken by the key worker (in some localities,
allocation of a key worker during assessment and before diagnosis may
provide support for families at this crucial time) to identify strengths
and needs using Framework for the Assessment of Children in Need
and their Families
• A physical examination and medical investigations as guided
by clinical presentation
• Other assessments, including physiotherapy and occupational therapy,
should be available to identify sensory needs and problems, motor planning
and coordination difficulties, and self-care problems

Table 1 

Early signs and symptoms - adapted from the NAPC
Qualitative abnormalities in communication
• Delay or lack of development of spoken language that is not accompanied
by an attempt to compensate through the use of gesture or mime
• A lack of babbling
• A lack of pointing to express interest or a lack of spontaneous pointing
• Odd speech patterns, words or phrases, echolalia, unusual tone and pitch

Qualitative abnormalities in social interaction
• Poor eye contact
• Failure to follow gaze
• Limited social smiling - does the child spontaneously smile in greeting?
• Limited imitation of others (also seen in play) - for example, pretends
to mow lawn
• Poor use of gestures - for example, shakes head, nods, waves and claps
• Failure to show an interest
• Does the child show things of interest? For example, brings toys to parent?
• Does the child respond to others’ emotions?
• Limited pretend and imaginative play
• Limited social play - for example, peekabo, pat a cake

Restricted and repetitive interests and behaviours
• Repetitive play - for example, lining up cars
• Unusual interests, interest in non-functional elements of play material
• Oversensitivity to household noises
• Extreme adverse reaction to change in routine
• Motor mannerisms or stereotyped behaviour - for example, hand flapping
• Sensory hypo/hypersensitivity

Paediatrics

Early diagnosis
is key in autism
A concise but comprehensive review
paper has shed much light on 
a difficult diagnostic area, the
diagnosis of autism and autistic
spectrum disorders (ASD).

One study has shown that the
prevalence of ASD is now 116 per
10,000 nine to ten year olds, or 1%
of the child population. The authors
conclude that this increase is mainly
down to better and more inclusive
diagnosis, but do not rule out the
possibility of environmental factors.
However, several systematic studies
have failed to confirm a link between
MMR vaccination and autism.

The paper stresses the importance
of early diagnosis so that therapeutic
interventions may be made to greater
effect. Some of the key differential
diagnoses are global delay and 
speech delay. The paper provides
a helpful list of some of the early signs
and symptoms of autism seen in 
two-year-olds (see table 1, above
right). These are categorised into
qualitative abnormalities in
communication, qualitative
abnormalities in social interaction, 
and restricted and repetitive interests
and behaviours.

It is interesting to be reminded that
up to 37% of patients may have an
associated medical condition, such as 
fragile X, neurofibromatosis or
tuberous sclerosis.

The review points out that some
children may present later, when at
school, especially during periods of
transition such as moving from nursery
to primary, or primary to secondary
school. Multiagency assessment of
children is recommended (see table 2,
above right).

Unfortunately, the authors do not
draw any conclusions regarding many
measures GPs are often asked to
support, such as the benefits of special
diets or nutritional supplements such
as fish oils.

This paper certainly helps GPs
to have a framework to deal with the
question of whether or not a child
could be autistic.

DR PETER SAUL

• Dover CJ, Le Couteur A. How to
diagnose autism. Arch Dis Child
2007;92:540-5
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