Your Child and Autism
The National Autistic Society defines autism as a lifelong developmental disability that affects the way a person experiences the world around them and relates to other people (National Autistic Society, 2017, par. 1).
What is Autism?
Autism is a complex developmental disability that commonly presents itself during the first few years of a child’s life (Raina, Kashyap, Bhardwaj et al. (2015).
Experts believe that the condition results from a neurological disorder that affects the normal functioning of the brain, consequently affecting the individual’s social interaction and communication skills (Wing and Potter, 2002; Ratajczak, 2011).
Prevalence
According to a study conducted by Baron-Cohen, Scott, Allison et al (2009), prevalence of autism-spectrum conditions (ASD) in the United Kingdom is estimated at 1%. Among UK children aged 5-9 years, the prevalence of autism-spectrum conditions estimated at between 94 and 99 per 10,000 (Baron-Cohen, Scott, Allison et al., 2009).
According to the Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), one in 68 children in the U.S. has ASD (CDC, 2017a). 
CDC also notes that Autism is 4.5 times more common in male children than among their female counterparts.  In other words, one in 42 boys has the condition compared to one in 189 among girls (CDC, 2017a). 
In the U.S., autism is more prevalent among white non-Hispanic children compared to children from other ethnic groups and has lowest prevalence among Hispanic children (Boat & Wu, 2015).

Signs to look for

Common signs of autism include: 
· Delayed speech development
· Difficulty in taking steps to initiate conversations
· Monotonous or flat speech
· Repetitive use of set phrases or words
· Difficulty understanding the perspective of the listener
· Stereotyped behaviours
· Limited interest in play or activities
· Little eye contact
· Limited interest in interacting with others
· Preferring to do familiar routine activities and being upset with changes in routines
· Not responding to the child’s name in spite of having normal hearing. 
(Baron-Cohen, Scott, Allison et al., 2009; O ‘Nions, Happe, Evers et al. 2017).

Characteristics of Autism and Causes  
Autism is characterised by marked difficulties in: 
· Sensory activities
· Communication
· Social interaction 
· Behaviour
(Joshi, Percy and Brown, 2002).

Characteristics
What exactly causes autism remains a mystery as noted by Joshi, Percy and Brown (2002). However, scientists believe genetic, biological factors and their interaction with environmental factors may be the cause of the condition.
Researchers have found an association between an abnormal gene and the condition. Scientists believe that one or more faulty genes interact in the presence of factors such as chemicals, viruses, chemical imbalances or lack of oxygen at birth to cause autism Joshi, Percy and Brown, (2002).
That genetics play a major role in the development of autism is evidenced by the fact that identical twins have a likelihood to both be affected than fraternal twins who are not genetically identical. Also, in a family that has one autistic child, the probability of having another child with the condition is roughly 5% than in a family that has no autistic child (CDC, 2017b).

Autistic behaviour may in some cases be caused by:
· Brain inflammation
· Fragile X syndrome
· Tuberculosis sclerosis
· Rubella in an expectant mother
· Untreated phenylketonuria (metabolic disorder) 
· Toxins like heavy metals such as mercury and pesticides 
(Joshi, Percy and Brown, 2002).
Other risk factors to autism include advanced parental age at time of conception, certain difficulties during birth, extreme prematurity at birth, very low birth weight at birth and maternal sickness during pregnancy (Durkin, Matthew, Newschaffer et al., 2008; CDC, 2017b; Joshi, Percy and Brown, (2002).
Experts note that autism is not caused by an individual’s social circumstances, upbringing or actions (Durkin et al; 2008).

Impact
Effects of Autism 
Children who have autism often experience:
· Social isolation
· Difficulty in making friends and keeping them
· Depression
· Stress and anxiety
· Lowered self-esteem and confidence
· Difficulties adapting to changing lifestyles
(Shopler and Mesibov, (2013).
Autism may also result in familial discord and sleep problems. If autism is not managed or treated to improve cognitive and social deficits associated with the condition early enough, autistic children may lose their verbal skills and experience decline in their ability to take care of themselves. 

Children with autism often present special challenges to teachers and schools as their needs may not be effectively met. Given the challenges they experience in communicating and socialising, such children will experience more anxiety, depression and stress compared to normal children and may develop as a result other mental problem that affect learning (Schopler & Mesibov, 2013). 
Given that classrooms are social environments, they demand that children interact, socialise and communicate. Children with autism may not be able to communicate, interact and socialise and often require additional social and learning support services as noted by Brock, Jimerson and Hansen (2007). 
Their lack of social-emotional competence may lead to the child’s decreased connection with school and poor academic performance. This is especially the case given that both speaking, and listening are affected in children with autism implying that all subject’s areas in school can be challenging to them (Schopler & Mesibov, 2013).
At school, children with autism are twice as likely as normal children to experience persistent bullying. They are also more likely to experience victimisation such as by being called names by peers and exclusion by peers such as schoolmates (Brock, Jimerson & Hansen, 2007).  

Having a child with autism can cause parents to experience: 
· A lot of stress
· Anxiety
· Depression as a result of home treatments
· Complicated therapy schedules
· Having to bear with family and work commitments and responsibilities 
(Schopler & Mesibov, 2013).

Families with autistic children may experience emotional problems as they may feel socially isolated, frustrated at having to provide the kind of care they never envisioned, and guilt from believing they are to blame for the challenges their child is facing (O’ Nions, Happe, Evers et al., 2017).
Families with such children may also feel embarrassed over the way their child behaves in public. Siblings to autistic children may not receive the support they require at home as focus may be placed on the autistic child leading to sibling rivalry. They may also be overwhelmed in trying to meet the demands and needs of their sibling (Schopler & Mesibov, 2013).

Families with autistic children more often than not experience a huge financial burden. In this regard, they have to spend on the treatment and therapies directed at the autistic child. To meet the needs of the child, working full time may become a real challenge for parents. This may in turn lead to a parent losing a full-time job which ultimately impacts on the financial condition of the family (Schopler & Mesibov, 2013).
One of the impacts a child with autism may experience is a simple fact like playing with his or her friends can be very challenging for them. Whilst your child is developing it is important for their well-being that they are encouraged to socialize in the same way as their peers. This will help with supporting your child’s well-being both at home and in the school environment (Shannon, 2011).

There is an increased amount of added stress for the families with autistic children. In addition to financial strain, higher rates of divorce and both mental and physical well-being compared to families that have a normal developing child or a child with other developmental disorders (Karst and Van Hecke, 2012).
Stress for parents can start long before their child is diagnosed with Autism spectrum disorder (ASD). This can be as a result of your child showing differences in their behaviour, communication, motor skills and play. This can be from an early age of just 6 months old. It’s typically around 18 months old that a parent shows concern whether their child could be showing signs of ASD (Bolton et al. 2012; Howlin and Asgharian 1999).
The negative impact that having a child with ASD can have on both parent and child is divorce. This risk is enhanced if the ASD persisted after early childhood. This is most probably because the continuing amount of stress and the added demands that are placed on parents of adolescents with ASD. This can also be because your adolescent will most likely stay in the family home longer than a child without the disorder (Hartley et al, 2010).
It should also be observed that there will be more conflict in families when they have  a child with autism, it has been found that negative family relationships can influence ASD symptoms to manifest more abundantly than in a positive family environment. Family conflict will have a detrimental effect on your child’s well-being despite having lower levels of social awareness (Kelly et al. 2008).
Parents that have a child with ASD have decreased satisfaction in their marriage, than parents of a normal developing child (Brobst et al. 2009; Gau et al. 2011).
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