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Praise for the work of Dr. Robert Melillo

“A visionary new approach…These valuable clinical insights add much to our tool kit.”

—Daniel Goleman, author of Emotional Intelligence

“Clinically innovative and academically grounded…brings a refreshing, hopeful, and scientifically responsible approach to the field of childhood neurological disorders.”

—Leslie Philipp Weiser, MPh, PhD, Harvard Medical School

“Dr. Melillo is a true visionary in the area of childhood developmental disorders, and autism in particular. I have met with children and families whose lives have been transformed by his work. I know that his latest book will be another useful tool that will help others learn about and possibly prevent autism in their children in a way that only he can.”

—Zac Brown, Grammy Award–winning musician and 
founder of Camp Southern Ground

“Dr. Melillo’s books are a ray of hope. Jam-packed with scientifically grounded information on brain function and its behavioral correlates, they provide satisfying explanations that parents recognize as relevant to their experience. And because his work is further tied to a simple intervention program, it has the power and potential to revolutionize the field.”

—Michele Denize Strachan, MD, behavioral pediatrician, Developmental-Behavioral Pediatrics Program, University of Minnesota

“Dr. Robert Melillo is one of those rare individuals who can unravel the seemingly unsolvable mysteries of neurobehavioral development with wisdom, compassion, and vast perspective. His unique, groundbreaking, and research-based approach to improving brain function introduces the process of unlocking each child’s potential.”

—Pamela D. Garcy, PhD, clinical psychologist, professor of cognitive behavioral therapy, Argosy University, Dallas

“Dr. Melillo, one of the world’s leading experts in childhood developmental disorders, has organized the best scientifically referenced source of risk factors for autism, which all future parents should know about. His book is a must-read.”

—Datis Kharrazian, DC, DHSc, MS, MNeuroSci

“Dr. Melillo presents a very clear and educational view of how a child’s brain grows, from the bottom up…This is without any doubt an amazing theory that will stimulate a great number of research protocols.”

—Dr. Calixto Machado, MD, PhD, FAAN, president of the 
Cuban Society of Clinical Neurophysiology

“Dr. Robert Melillo has unraveled the mysteries of brain organization and translated what we know into simple, practical therapeutic regimens to allow all of our children to reach their unlimited potential. He has produced a message of hope for parents of children, with clear, consistent, and significant results.”

—Professor Gerry Leisman, director of the National Institute of 
Brain and Rehabilitation Science, Nazareth, Israel
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FOREWORD

Several years ago, I was lecturing at an autism society meeting about the role of environmental factors in autism. I remember that my first slide defined autism as a neuroimmune disorder induced by a combination of genes and many environmental triggers, including infections, toxic chemicals, and some dietary proteins and peptides. My last slide stressed the importance of the health of the parents before pregnancy, the health of the mother during pregnancy, and the infant’s overall environment during the first year of life. At the time, this was considered a groundbreaking departure from the conventional wisdom that autism was a genetic disease, and for the most part, I felt somewhat alone in my understanding and purpose regarding autism.

The next day, however, I had the opportunity to listen to someone else speak very enthusiastically about the “disconnected kids” of his experience, and why our environment plays such an important role in the development of autism. And I knew that I was not alone.

That is how I came to meet Dr. Robert Melillo.

Dr. Melillo, the creator of the Brain Balance Program, is an internationally known practitioner, professor, researcher, lecturer, and author in the areas of neurology, rehabilitation, neuropsychology, and neurobehavioral disorders in children.

His drive and professional direction started fifteen years ago after seeing the life-altering changes that occurred within a child he had worked with. From that point, he has devoted himself to the study of learning disabilities and behavioral disorders in children.

On the day we met, I found out that the only difference between us was that my presentation at the time was based on blood work of autistic children and a review of the scientific literature, while his presentation was based on that and his direct or indirect clinical work with the thousands of autistic children who passed through his various brain centers, as well as his commitment to stopping what he calls the greatest childhood crisis in the history of mankind.

This kind of commitment requires a unique perspective, one that I call “the Melillo Perspective.” You can only get this perspective from years of actual clinical experience of working with thousands of autistic children and their parents. Robert Melillo understands what is going on in the brains of these children, and he understands what is going wrong in the brains of these children. Without this kind of deep understanding of the problem, you cannot find a solution.

With his own understanding of the problem, Dr. Melillo became the architect of Brain Balance, a clinical program that can diminish, reverse, and even cure the social, behavioral, and clinical symptoms associated with autism and other neurological autoimmune conditions, and it is being practiced by thousands of young children right now across the United States.

So great is Dr. Melillo’s commitment to fighting autism that he wrote his first book, Disconnected Kids, to serve as an at-home version of the Brain Balance Program for parents who could not afford to come to his clinics. He wrote his second book, Reconnected Kids, to help the parents of children with neurological conditions better understand their children’s problems and work to diminish them.

The book in your hands is the logical progression of the previous books, and inarguably the most important to date. Whereas the other books proposed solutions and practices for dealing with autism and other neurological conditions, this book is about actually stopping autism, preventing it before it even has a chance to develop, and perhaps even curing it.

And that is why this latest book speaks to my heart.

Throughout the years, I have participated in presentations given by scientists who had been funded by NIH grants to conduct research on autism at many academic centers. With no exceptions, they have spoken about the genes associated with autism and ignored the role of environmental triggers. Most academicians appear to believe that autism is a genetic disorder that can be neither prevented nor cured.

This is in direct contradiction with the contents of this book and with the results seen daily in the thousands of children who are helped in Dr. Melillo’s Brain Balance Centers, which is evidence that cannot be denied.

The contents of this book are comprehensive and specific. Chapter 1 details facts about the growing autism epidemic, facts that many academicians ignore, such as the fact that, yes, there is much we can do to prevent our children from having autism. Chapter 2 looks more closely at genetics versus lifestyle in autism and examines the role of epigenetics. Chapter 3 takes us into an autistic child’s mind. Here Dr. Melillo says that certain environmental factors turn off the expression of key genes involved in building the brain, thus interfering with normal brain development. This is a statement that I agree with wholeheartedly; my own research shows that autistic children produce antibodies against their own neuronal cell antigens. Again, Dr. Melillo stresses that this means we can do a lot before and during pregnancy to prevent autism, once we know what to look out for. This leads to Chapter 4, which talks about the risk factors during pregnancy, exposure to chemical pollutants, breastfeeding, food sensitivities, and other dietary concerns of both mother and father.

It is the latter chapters of the book that deliver the actual payoff, because in these chapters, right here in your hands, are the secrets of Dr. Melillo’s Brain Balance Program. Chapter 5 tells you how to determine your cognitive style, whether you are right- or left-brain dominant, and how this will affect the likelihood that your future child may have autism. Chapter 6 presents tests that will measure your brain imbalance. Most important, Chapters 7 to 9 tell you how to correct this imbalance, how environment, genes, stress, and your own body’s immune system can be brought together, either crashing and clashing to bring disorder or working together in harmony to bring health to you and your children. And they tell you what to do to prevent disaster.

As the old saying goes, an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. This is a view that both Dr. Robert Melillo and I subscribe to wholeheartedly. He concludes that, as with all diseases, prevention is the best cure. So he concludes in Chapter 10 by giving a ten-point plan for reducing the risk factors involved in having a child with autism, and the top ten lifestyle practices for a healthy pregnancy. Healthy minds, healthy bodies, healthy parents, healthy children. It’s all in this book.

Millions of dollars and decades’ worth of hours have been poured into research looking for the autism gene, the supposed magical key that will unlock the autism problem. But will it? We already know the genes associated with celiac disease, which is the best example of classic autoimmune disease that I can think of. How much has that really helped us with those disorders? We also know that gluten is the trigger, and much success has been achieved by removing these triggers through gluten-free diets and zero-tolerance practices.

The lessons to be learned from Dr. Melillo’s scientific work can be summarized thusly: We are not powerless, and there is in fact much we can do to fight autism. Before it even has a chance to develop in our children, we can seize control of our own lives and do all we can to ensure their health. We can remove the triggers. For those who suffer, we can repair and improve functionality. We can change our lives, and the lives of our children.

I recommend this book for parents, parents-to-be, individuals with autism, pediatricians, doctors, nurses, and especially for academicians who believe that autism is ruled by genetics. If they learn only one thing from this book, may they learn how important in preventing disease are the periods before pregnancy, during pregnancy, and the child’s first year of life.

For the past ten years, I have had the honor of knowing the eminent and talented Dr. Melillo. I have listened with pleasure to his lectures, and I have heard his message. And this is his message, to the parents of children with neurological disorders, to those who thought autism was a lost cause: There is hope.

There is hope, and you will find it in this book.

—Aristo Vojdani, PhD, MSc, CLS

Associate Professor, Technical Director, Immunosciences Lab Inc., 
and Chief Scientific Advisor, Cyrex Labs LLC


PREFACE

A Public Health Emergency

Disconnected kids, reconnected kids, functional disconnection syndrome (FDS), Peter Pan, and the Brain Balance Program are some of the issues and solutions that Robert Melillo has introduced in his earlier popular books to help parents of children with difficult problems.

Robert Melillo has used his clinical experience and research over time to develop assessment tools and a now-nationwide holistic program to help parents, particularly those of children with autism spectrum disorders (ASD).

But let us first talk a bit about the history. Autism was first described by the Jewish physician Leo Kanner (1894–1981), born in a small village in Galicia in Austria-Hungary. He studied medicine in Berlin, graduated in 1921, and emigrated to the United States in 1924 to take a position at a state hospital in South Dakota. In 1930, he was selected to develop the first child psychiatry service at Johns Hopkins Hospital, Baltimore, where in 1933 he became associate professor of psychiatry. He was in reality the first physician in the world identified as a child psychiatrist, the founder of the first academic child psychiatry department at Johns Hopkins University Hospital, and his first textbook, Child Psychiatry, published in 1935, was the first English-language textbook in this field. In his 1943 paper on autistic disturbances of affective contact, he described the specific syndrome of autism. He applied the Greek word autos, or self, to what he termed early infantile autism (Kanner’s syndrome), characterized by the inability to relate to and interact with people from the beginning of life, the inability to communicate with others through language, an obsession with maintaining sameness and resisting change, a preoccupation with objects rather than people, and the occasional evidence of good potential for intelligence.

Interest in ASD has exploded in the past decade following the dramatic increase in the prevalence of ASD published in the most recent reports and discussed in this book. The increase in ASD cases has been accompanied by an increase in public and professional awareness and an abundance of new research and treatment strategies. What was once thought to be a rare, severe disorder is now recognized to be a common neurobehavioral disorder, which occurs along a broad continuum. Autism is probably not a single disorder, but rather reflects many different disorders with broad behavioral phenotypes causing atypical development.

Early identification of ASD and early provision of treatment can improve outcomes for many affected children, and this is an important aspect of the discussion in this book.

You do not have to agree with everything put forward in this book, but the interesting aspect is the focus on our environment and less on genetics, even though, as Dr. Melillo points out, many resources have been devoted to genetic research around ASD.

This book should be of interest not only to parents, but also to professionals working in this field, and it should stimulate more thinking around the mystery of autism and ASD that we have experienced in the past decade.

—Joav Merrick, MD, MMedSci, DMSc

Professor, Department of Pediatrics, University of Kentucky 
College of Medicine, and Director, National Institute of 
Child Health and Human Development, Jerusalem


INTRODUCTION

Stopping the Greatest Childhood 
Crisis in History

The intention of this book is one of hope rather than despair. Optimism is not something you frequently find in a scientist who specializes in autism, and I am happy to be the exception rather than the rule. If more people could see autism from my perspective of hope, there would be fewer minds clouded with pessimism, though it is an understandable response to what is an all-too-common diagnosis.

I know autism and its impact intimately, as I have worked with thousands of children diagnosed with the neurological condition. I understand what is going on—and what is going wrong—in the brains of children as well as any expert and better than most. I come from a unique perspective of hope because I believe there are actions we can take, beginning right now, to stem this pervasive disorder that is threatening the mental health of our children. I know this for a fact, because I am already seeing it happen. I am the architect of a clinical program that can diminish, reverse, and even cure the social, behavioral, and academic symptoms associated with autism and other neurological conditions, including another even more common condition known as ADHD. The program is called Brain Balance, and it is being practiced by thousands of young children right now across the United States.

I am deeply entrenched in the science of autism and have written about it extensively in scientific papers and textbooks. For the last two decades I have had the privilege of lecturing about my research and experience with Brain Balance to distinguished audiences around the world, from parents and teachers to scientists and other learned brain experts. I have taught thousands of professionals in the United States, Europe, and Canada how to diagnose and treat childhood disabilities. I serve as faculty on the university level, including teaching a course in functional anatomy in a PhD program in neuropsychology. Each year I am invited to speak about autism at various medical and scientific conferences all over the world. In addition to these various commitments, I make sure I have time to speak to the people who need this information the most—the parents and teachers who are immersed in the daily lives of children with autism.

Curing autism and stopping its rapid rise is my lifelong ambition. In 2007, my partners and I opened our first of one hundred (and growing) Brain Balance Achievement Centers, where we work with children diagnosed with what are now referred to as autism spectrum disorders, as well as other disorders such as ADHD and dyslexia. We offer a specialized program that works to correct conditions caused by an imbalance in the growth of the left and right hemispheres of the brain through a series of motor, sensory, cognitive, and academic exercises, as well as nutritional and behavioral adaptations. Our results have been remarkable. The success we were seeing right from the start was the impetus for my first consumer book, Disconnected Kids, an at-home version of our clinical program targeted to parents who do not have access to or cannot afford to enroll their child in one of our achievement centers. Disconnected Kids and my second book, Reconnected Kids, have helped the parents of tens of thousands of children with neurological conditions better understand their child’s problems and work to diminish them.

The book you are holding is by far the boldest, and undoubtedly will be my most controversial book, because it is about what we can do to stop autism, a condition that is widely believed to be genetic in nature and, therefore, can neither be prevented nor cured. In the following pages, I dispute conventional belief. There is evidence to show that autism, especially the most common type known as essential autism, is for the most part environmental in nature, meaning it stems from our modern style of living. As a result, I believe there is much we can do to prevent autism, and it starts even before a child is conceived. If there are genetic predispositions toward autism—and evidence suggests there surely are—then it likely is also possible to predict which parents are at risk of having a child with autism. Likewise, there are also actions we can take to help reduce this risk. Preventing autism, as you’re about to discover, is a responsibility shared by both men and women.

Let me say right from the start that this is not just my personal theory, nor is it based solely on my twenty-five years of research, clinical experience, and knowledge. Though much of the book is theoretical, my conclusions are grounded in the best cutting-edge research findings from around the world. I believe that by addressing the currently known environmental causes and suspects, in addition to understanding the genetic risks, we can make a major impact toward arresting this disorder. We can significantly help lower the risk of having a child with autism and, therefore, reduce autism’s skyrocketing rate.

MORE TALK THAN ACTION

I see this book as just the beginning. Without question there is much more work that needs to be done. However, we don’t have the luxury of waiting, because in my mind the wheels of change are moving much too slowly. I’m not talking about getting the word out about autism. It’s everywhere. Organizations such as Autism Speaks, as well as others, have done an outstanding job of raising public awareness through media commercials, billboard messages, and well-organized and well-attended public fund-raising functions. I commend them for their tireless work. Thanks to them, the public is well aware that autism surrounds us. Unfortunately, the powers that be who control public and private funding don’t walk the talk. Despite heightened public awareness, autism is grossly underfunded in the research arena. Research money coming from private donations and government grants has been relatively small. This comes as a surprise to many people, who naturally assume that awareness equals action. Unfortunately, this is not the case for autism. The number of children diagnosed with autism each year is greater than the number of children diagnosed with cancer, diabetes, and AIDS combined, the conditions that receive the lion’s share of research money. It is also estimated that autism costs this country an estimated $126 billion a year, and that number is expected to skyrocket over the next decade. This figure does not take into account the loss of job productivity to family members and the financial toll it takes on families.

To put it in perspective, here are some examples of where research funding goes each year to fight childhood diseases: Leukemia, which affects 1 in 1,200 children, receives $277 million a year in funding. The childhood disorder muscular dystrophy, which affects 1 in 100,000, gets $162 million. Pediatric AIDS, which affects 1 in 300 children, receives $394 million, and juvenile diabetes, which affects 1 in 500, gets $156 million. However, autism, which affects 1 in 88 children, only receives $79 million in research funding. The National Institutes of Health earmarks approximately $35.6 billion annually for research, yet it allocates only 0.6 percent of these funds to autism.

As you can see, the actual money spent on autism research is low in relationship to prevalence when compared to other health problems. That is not to say that these other disorders should not be getting the money they are allocated. I feel they all should be getting more money. I’m just pointing out the little-known fact that autism isn’t getting the scientific scrutiny it warrants.

POLITICS, AS USUAL

Then there is the matter of how autism research money is spent. For the last twenty-five years, almost 95 percent of autism research grants have gone to scientists and laboratories looking for a specific gene that causes autism. For the most part, these are the same people who scoff at the idea that autism is rising in epidemic proportions. To someone like me who knows autism so closely, this is mind-blowing. You’ll understand why I feel this way when you read Chapter 1, but for now just let me say that the idea that the cause of autism is purely genetic is pure nonsense.

This is not just my opinion; it is the opinion of many experts and researchers who understand that a dramatic increase like we’ve been seeing can only point to the environment. Yes, genes play a role, and you’ll be reading all about that in Chapter 2, but the environment plays a much bigger role. Devoting virtually all funds to seeking a genetic defect after coming up zero for twenty-five years, quite frankly, is cockeyed thinking and a waste of money. Actually, it is a shameful waste of money when you consider the way funding allocations are handled. It all comes down to politics and special interests, as usual.

Let me explain. Any scientist will tell you that genetic diseases do not increase at epidemic rates. So, if genetic researchers admit that autism is growing at an epidemic rate, they are also admitting that autism is not primarily a genetic problem. Poof! There goes their funding and possibly even their jobs.

Then there is the big gun—the pharmaceutical industry. Much of the money that goes into genetic research comes from pharmaceutical companies that want to corner the market on a drug to treat a genetic defect should one be discovered. They throw big bucks at researchers, and researchers and universities don’t turn down grant money. That’s understandable, as it is how the system works.

This doesn’t mean that every researcher and every institution are solely looking out for themselves. Quite the contrary. They are passionate in their causes and they certainly have good intentions. I believe research money is being steered in the wrong direction because there is still so much confusion about what autism is from a neurological perspective. This is where I step in.

A NEUROLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE

All professionals, parents, and teachers involved with autism are familiar with the symptoms and characteristics that define the diagnosis, yet truth be known, most don’t understand what’s happening in the brain of a child with autism. They aren’t seeing and treating autism from a neurological perspective. In fact, the way modern medicine diagnoses and treats autism has changed very little since the condition was first identified seventy years ago.

Brain Balance broke new ground in the treatment of autism because it recognizes that autism, as well as other childhood neurological conditions, stems from what we call a functional disconnect, meaning the right and left hemispheres of the brain are out of balance. In autism, it’s what causes what we see as an unevenness of skills—a child’s ability to perform certain skills well, and in some instances, exceptionally well, while lagging or even failing in other skills. I’ve written about this extensively in my textbooks and in scientific papers. I introduced it to parents and the public in Disconnected Kids and again in Reconnected Kids. This type of imbalance is not caused by a defective gene but has its root in the environment. I’m not talking toxic chemicals, though they do play a role. By environment, I mean many of our modern lifestyle habits—actions that, for the most part, we can control.

Our Brain Balance Program depends heavily on searching for and addressing specific environmental factors that are exacerbating a child’s autism. This is my expertise, which in itself puts me in the unique position to actually predict what environmental and genetic factors are coming into play that may potentially cause autism. By identifying and tackling these issues we can begin the real job of identifying the root cause or causes of a brain imbalance and get down to the business of slowing, and hopefully stopping, this epidemic. That’s what this book is all about.

I am constantly traveling and lecturing all over the world to professionals, teachers, and parents. I think I do a pretty convincing job using research to show people that this increase in autism is real. Laying out the facts always leads to the question of why? Why are these problems increasing at such a rapid rate? What are the environmental factors that are causing this increase, and how do they cause autism? The conservative answer has always been we don’t know for certain. At one time, this was a satisfactory reply, but not anymore. As the rate of autism rises, I also recognize a higher degree of anxiety in the audiences I address. People are no longer satisfied idly waiting for the big discovery or a cure written in stone. That could take another seventy years. They want to know what can be done now. I agree. The time is now. It’s time we hop off the slow-moving wagon train of progress and get our motors running. I welcome the opportunity to take the driver’s seat.

This book lays out the facts as we now know them. It defines autism as it should be understood—from a neurological perspective, based on what is happening in the brain. It examines our environment and lifestyle choices that, based on current evidence, we believe or suspect are contributing to the increased risk of autism. It looks at the controversy and facts concerning genetic mutations and genetic predispositions. And it recommends actions to help men and women grow healthier families and reduce their risk of having a child with autism.

I want to be candid about what you are about to read. I admit my ideas are aggressive, that I am pushing the envelope. It’s very possible that some of the statements and assumptions I make will be found to be off or even downright wrong at some point down the road. That’s the nature of all scientific scrutiny. However, I can say with confidence that the majority of what I posture will be found to be 100 percent correct. Whatever the eventual outcome, following the recommendations in this book is not for naught. I offer safe and sound advice that without doubt will benefit the health of all parents-to-be and their children.

Many naysayers will scoff at the idea of preventing autism. Others may think it is a bit premature, that we still don’t have enough scientific proof to advise someone how they may be able to prevent such a baffling disorder. As a researcher myself, I completely understand skepticism. I candidly admit that I make some assumptions and draw some conclusions that are not yet fully supported by conclusive research; however, they are based on evidence and my deep, vast expertise. The minority of so-called experts who have criticized my work and my two previous books will do so again. I am ready to debate them at any time. I also recognize that some of what you are about to read will make some parents of children with autism uncomfortable because they may feel like I am blaming them for causing the disorder. I can assure you that this is not my intention. No one is to blame.

Since day one, Western medicine has been in the business of treating disease rather than preventing it. An attitude of prevention as the first line of defense is gaining in popularity, but like autism research, it too is moving much too slowly. I see this book as a means to accelerate the process. We can’t wait. If environmental factors, as many experts believe and research suggests, are at the root of autism, then eliminating or modifying these factors will ultimately lead to burning out this disease. If these environmental effects burrow prenatally in a parent’s biological chemistry or in the womb, then prevention has to start with early education and preventive tactics way before a couple tries to conceive. Understanding and identifying the genetic predispositions associated with autism are equally important in order for men and women to examine their own risk.

A CALL FOR ACTION

The meteoric rise in autism is the most pressing social issue of our time. Many experts—and I am among them—believe we are facing the largest childhood epidemic in history. Just two decades ago, the likelihood of having a child with autism was 1 in 10,000. Today it is 1 in 88, and 1 in 54 are boys, and there is new and better evidence indicating the gap in total prevalence is closer to 1 in 40. Martha Herbert, MD, a noted autism researcher at Harvard Medical School and pediatric neurologist at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston, calls the rise in autism a “public health emergency.” With numbers like these, how can anyone not agree!

It’s hard for me and like-minded experts like Dr. Herbert to comprehend, but we have colleagues who actually shrug off these numbers and attribute the rise in prevalence to better and broader diagnostic tools. They also say that, in general, we are seeing more diagnoses because autism doesn’t carry the stigma it once did, so parents are more open to testing. Though true, this still cannot explain away these astonishing numbers. Sadly, this type of rhetoric only muddies the confusion that surrounds autism.

Our nation’s politicians would like us to believe that the biggest threat to our financial security is health-care costs and entitlement programs such as Medicare and Medicaid. It’s time to open our eyes wide and see that the real threat to our country’s financial future lies in the health and well-being of our children and other generations to come. Their welfare is being threatened in a way we have never before seen. The epidemic rise in autism and related childhood disorders that we have been seeing over the past two decades is only the tip of the iceberg, as it is a problem that is going to accelerate if we don’t do something to stop it.

This book contains important information and an agenda for all of us—parents of children with autism who want to have more children, men and women who want to become parents for the first time, grandparents and potential grandparents who want to influence a positive legacy, and all the rest of us who want to secure a safe and healthy environment for future generations. My hope is that this book will make a difference.

—Dr. Robert Melillo

January 2013
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CHAPTER ONE

The Autism Epidemic

Controversy and Reality

Let’s say you’re a young woman or man with your whole life ahead of you. You’re married or thinking about getting married, and you can envision a house filled with the delight of children. Parenthood is part of your dream, as it should be. After all, it’s your natural next step in the evolution of life. However, you have friends with a child with autism or know people who know people touched by it. Your heart goes out to them, but it gives you pause. You can’t help but wonder: What are the chances of autism seeping into your life when you have children?

Or perhaps you’re in your late thirties or early forties and already have a child or children and you want more. You know all too well the challenges of parenthood in today’s modern world and you believe you’re handling them pretty well. You’ve heard and have read plenty about autism and you can only imagine what it must be like rearing a child with the disorder. You don’t want to upset the contented life your family now enjoys, so you can’t help but wonder: Could a second or third child be at risk?

Or maybe you’re the prosperous parents of grown children and want more than anything for your children to be able to give their children the best opportunities in life, just like you gave them. The economy poses its own threat to their future, but on top of that you’ve heard about the rising rate of autism and the financial and emotional toll it can take on families. You’ve also heard some rumblings that it seems to target well-to-do communities. You can’t help but wonder: What are the chances that your healthy, high-achieving kids could end up burdened with the problems that go with having a child or children with autism?

Today the prospect of parenthood brings unprecedented concerns that never even crossed the minds of parents in previous generations. Things like autism, childhood obesity, dwindling school budgets, guns in school, Amber Alerts, the pressures of getting into the “right” preschool, to name but a very few, are twenty-first-century phenomena that could not have even been imaged a generation or two ago. Understandably, they can fray a parent’s nerves. However, out of these and all the other threats and challenges facing our children today, the one that concerns me the most is the rising rate of autism. I believe it is the single biggest threat to the future well-being of our children than anything that exists now or has come before it.

Autism is all around us. Question any eight-year-old and he will not only tell you what autism is but most likely will also say there are kids at school or in his class who have it. We’re reminded of its existence virtually daily—in newspaper headlines, on the evening news, on highways billboards, at fund-raising events, or from a friend or neighbor who reports a recent diagnosis in the family.

Autism is a real threat. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) calls it a public health crisis and estimates that 1 out of every 88 children and 1 out of every 54 boys in the United States fits the diagnostic criteria. More recent and better research statistics indicate that the prevalence is probably even higher. This is a startling fact, for sure, when you consider that autism was a rare disorder just a generation ago. Startling also when you consider that, in terms of disease, autism is relatively new to the landscape of human life.

THE “BIRTH” OF AUTISM

Autism was first identified in 1943 by Leo Kanner, MD, a psychiatrist at Johns Hopkins University, after he encountered a five-year-old boy whom he described as being “withdrawn and living within himself.” In his now-classic research paper published that same year in the journal The Nervous Child, Dr. Kanner wrote: “He seems to be self-satisfied. He has no apparent affection when petted. He does not observe the fact that anyone comes or goes, and never seems glad to see father or mother or any playmate.”

The child, who Dr. Kanner identified as Donald T., was but one of eleven “problem children” he was seeing at Johns Hopkins with similar troubling personality and social characteristics. These children, he noted, “have come into the world with an innate inability to form the usual biologically provided affective contact with people.” Hence, he called the condition autism for the Greek word auto, meaning self.

At the time he also noted, “These characteristics form a unique ‘syndrome’ not heretofore reported…which seem rare enough, yet probably are more frequent than is indicated by the paucity of observed cases.”

How right he was. Unbeknownst to Dr. Kanner, around the same time across the Atlantic, similar observations were being documented by a German-born psychiatrist by the name of Hans Asperger, MD. In 1944, one year after Dr. Kanner’s paper was published, Dr. Asperger wrote about a pattern of behavior in a group of young boys in Vienna that included lack of empathy, clumsiness, intense absorption in a special interest, and the inability to form friendships. He described these boys as “little professors” because of their fixation on a particular interest and their amazing ability to talk about it in detail uncommon to the average person, let alone a young child. He called the condition autistic psychopathy.

Asperger’s and Kanner’s path would never cross. Dr. Asperger’s paper was published in German and got little notice until his research was translated into English more than forty years later. Shortly thereafter, a British autism researcher by the name of Lorna Wing, MD, coined the condition Asperger’s syndrome. Hence, the close relationship and frequent confusion between autism and Asperger’s.

THE STARTLING NEW STATISTICS

At the time of Dr. Kanner’s discovery and for a decade or so thereafter, autism was considered a rare condition that was seldom seen or talked about. At the time, the incidence of autism was believed to be 1 to 2 children in 10,000. By the 1960s, the number had doubled to 4 in 10,000. In the 1990s, the incidence was even higher at 30 to 60 kids in 10,000. However, in 2005, research conducted at King’s College in London concluded that the prevalence of autism was actually much higher than previously thought. Today records gathered by the CDC show that an estimated 1 out of 88 children in the United States, including 1 in 54 boys, are diagnosed with autism. This represents an increase of 600 to 1,000 percent over the last two decades, depending on who’s doing the math. Even at its most conservative estimate, this is an alarming increase—one that puts autism in the category of an epidemic. Polio was declared an epidemic when it affected 1 in 2,700 children.


THE AGE OF “REFRIGERATOR MOMS”

In the 1950s, autism took on a horrific taint when a man by the name of Bruno Bettelheim, who ran a school for disturbed children in Chicago, blamed the condition on emotionally distant moms. He called them “refrigerator mothers,” an unfortunate and totally unfounded characterization that put a stigma on the condition and in many ways impeded efforts to recognize autism for what it really is—a neurological disorder caused partially by genetics and largely by our environment.



These numbers, however, are highly debatable, largely due to the manner in which they traditionally have been calculated. For instance, the CDC collects its data by going through public school registries and counting the number of children who have been diagnosed with an autism spectrum disorder compared to the number of children who have not been diagnosed. It includes only children old enough to be in school and disabled enough to get a diagnosis or need services. This means that children not of formal school age and those with milder symptoms are overlooked. The CDC method of measuring autism prevalence is not unusual. Other research groups have collected autism statistics in a similar manner here and in other parts of the world and, generally, the results are similar to the CDC finding of 1 percent of the childhood population. In research circles, however, going through school registries is a far less accurate measure than surveys conducted in the general population. This point of contention came to a sudden head in 2011 when the first large autism population study was conducted—and it found the incidence to be an eye-opening 1 in 38.

The study, published in The American Journal of Psychiatry, was conducted by a joint investigative research team from the United States, Canada, and South Korea and involved 55,000 children in a small South Korean community. For the study, the researchers used standard autism diagnostic criteria to test children between the ages of seven and twelve who were enrolled in special education as well as mainstream schools. In addition to finding 1 in 38 children with an autism spectrum disorder, the researchers made an interesting revelation: Two-thirds of the children in mainstream school who fit the criteria for autism never had been diagnosed. The fact that autism, already considered to be rising in epidemic proportions, was actually even more prevalent than forecasted raised concerns and made headlines all over the world.

The study does not suggest that Koreans have more autism than any other population. Rates in developed countries around the world are generally similar. This pivotal study was telling us that autism most likely is universally more common everywhere than previously thought. Before this study was conducted, officials believed that the prevalence of autism in South Korea was around 1 percent of the population—similar to what we see in the United States. It turned out to be 2.6 percent of the population—three times higher than previously believed. Many experts—and I am one of them—believe that if we used the same study methods here in the United States, our numbers would be the same as South Korea’s, or even worse.

The study moved Geraldine Dawson, PhD, the chief science officer for Autism Speaks, to proclaim, “These findings suggest that ASD is under-diagnosed and under-reported and that rigorous screening and comprehensive population studies may be necessary to produce accurate ASD prevalence estimates.”

There is no doubt in anyone’s mind that there are more people alive today with autism that at any time in history. It is indisputable that the numbers we are seeing today represent a dramatic rise in just the last ten years. The debate begins over why there are so many people today with autism

WHAT’S BEHIND THE STATISTICS
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