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BY MACLEAN GANDER, Ed. D.

Teaching students in the

Here's an interesting mystery, be-
tween 1993 and 2003, the diagnosis
of autism spectrun disorder {ASD) -
increased by 800 percent in the United
States. Since then, the number of indi-
viduals dingnosed with ASD has contin-
ued to grow by about 30 percent per
vear. What's behind this epidemic?

The question is far from academic.
Tulk to any educator at any level, and
they will tell you of the great increase
in students withASD and the challenges
that this has posed in terms of provid-
ing appropriate and effective programs
and support. At Landmark College,
which exclusively serves students with
diagnosed learning disorders, about 20
percent of students now come (o us
with some form of this learning differ-
ence,

ASD, sometimes known as Asperger
Svodrorme in its milder forms, is a condi-
tion that primarily affects social cogni-
tion and the ability to interact with
others in appropriate ways. Children
who have it oftes struggle in peer re
lationships and social siteations, and
they oy experience stigma and even
bullying. Adolescents and young adults
with ASD often continue to struggle in
school, not simply for social reasons;
they often also have difficulties deal-
ing with new material. integrating and
analvzing information, and dealing with
more complex concepts.

Until receqtly one theory behind the
e i ASD was that a mercury-based
preservative in chikihood immuniza-
tons was respoasible. This position was
nover gecepted by the Center for Dis
trol but it gathered so much
attentios that rafes of vaccination have
decreased and some common child-
hood maladies are making a comeback.
e now appears that at least purt of the
reseirch on which that theory was
buased was frudulent.
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Most reseacchiers suggest that the
increase in ASD comes from changes

. in the 19905 in how autism was de-

fined, and in the educational services
chiidren with ASD were provided,
Although severe forms of autism had
been recognized since the 1940s,in
1992 the American Psychiatric Associa-
tion redefined autism 2as a “spectrum
disorder,” meaning that it was possible
for someone to be “mildly autistic”
Likewise, in the 1990s, children with
autism became eligible for special edu-
cation services. Changes in classifica-
tion criteria and social incentives have
meant an increase in diagnosis of many
different disorders — including a vast
increase in the diagnosis of AD/HD be-
tween 1990 and 1993,

The mainstream perspective is that
ASD is a genetic disorder that has al-
ways been with us, but oaly now is
being fully recognized. This scientific
consensus seems reasonable on the
face of it. But the story is more compli-
cated than that.

For one thing, while it may be true
that mild versions of autism have al-
ways been around, t's not clear wheth.
er labeling this condition 4s a disorder
has been helpful. Most people my age
can remember classmates who might
have been quirky. or nerdy, or socially
awkward — and who also may have
£rown up to be scientists, information
analysts or technology whizzes, If the
change is one of recognition rather
than actual prevalence, then we may
also want to question when it was
that we began to substitute a lexicon
of symptoms and disorders for one of
personal characteristics and human
differences.

In our experience at Lundmark, we
know that students with ASD often
possess extraordinary gifts in certain
areas, such as music, technotogy. or

specific subject areas in which they
have taken an interest. We also know
that the ASD diagnosis covers a huge
range of abilities, from students who are
severely hampered by their difficulties
in reading social cues, to students who
have no obvious difficulties apart from
the fact that someone has diagnosed
them with the disorder.

In addition, we now know that our
genetic inheritance generally works in
subtle and complex ways.There is no
such thing as“a gene for autism,” or for
most common disorders that have a
genetic component. Instead, some indi-
viduals inherit a genetic make-up that
makes them vulnerable to developing
certain disorders; and in most cases, the
environment must also play a key role

With auitism, talk of environmental
factors has generally turned toward en-
vironmental toxins — perhaps a natural
focus, given how pervasive these toxins
are in our environment and how well-
documented their impact on health has
been. There is no question that toxins
shape genetic development, and that the
prenatal impact of poisons and illnesses
can be profound. Even if vaceinations
aren’'t the culprit, it's important to stilf
look for what else within the chemical
soup we all live in may be causing the
rise of ASD.

But when we talk about the envicon-
ment within a genetic context, we can't
forget that old dichotomy of nature vs,
aurture. For a long time, psychologists
and psychiatrists blamed nurture tor
cognitive disorders, In the 1950s and
1960s, both autism and schizophrenia
were ascribed primarily to bad parent-
ing. as in Bruno Bettetheim's theory of
the cold, distant mother, or R.D. Laing’s
theory of the “double-bind” family sys-
e,

. These theories were discredited, and
the paradigm shifted radically over the
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