
A GUIDE
TO AUTISM



TABLE OF CONTENTS

3
What is Autism?

4
Characterist ics 

of ASD

5
Common Early 

Signs of Autism

6
Diagnosing ASD

7
Seeking Help 

for Autism

8
Treatments 
for Autism



AUTISM?
WHAT IS

is a developmental condition that 
affects the social interaction, speech 
and nonverbal communication skills. 
The severity varies from person to 
person with some children 
developing normally before they start 
displaying symptoms.

ASD is often diagnosed in childhood with most of its most-obvious signs evident 
when a child is around 2-3 years of age. Some develop normally until they lose 
previously gained skills or stop acquiring new ones, usually around toddler years.

According to the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) 1 in 59 kids have been diagnosed 
as having autism. However, It seems that ASD is more prevalent in boys than girls. 
Young girls with ASD also exhibit less obvious signs compared to their male 
counterparts.

Even though autism is a lifelong condition, many children diagnosed with ASD go on 
to live independent, productive and fulfilling lives as adults.

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD)

3



CHARACTERISTICS OF
AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER

There are many different symptoms and variations in severity that come 
with ASD. Some children may exhibit a few milder traits, while others might 
have more severe impairment to their social skills or communication 
abilities. The brains of people on the autistic spectrum work differently 
than those without it--no two people will be exactly alike when they're 
diagnosed.

The characteristics of autism spectrum disorder fall into two categories. The first of 
which is social interaction and communication problems. Some common symptoms 
include difficulty in conversing with others, a lack of interest or understanding for 
things ordinary people find to be interesting, an inability to make friends easily, 
etcetera.

Second, children with autism may have repetitive or restricted behaviours and 
interests. They might play in a unique way, speak oddly, need structure to function well 
or be interested in uncommon activities for their age group. These children often 
experience sensory aspects of the world intensely.
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COMMON EARLY SIGNS
OF AUTISM

Unresponsive to his/her name and simple instructions by 12 months of age.
At this age, children should develop the ability to recognise their name, follow commands like 
"stop," "sit down" or "give me five." If they're unable to do so, it can be a sign that there's something 
more complex going on.

1

Doesnʼt point at objects or show interest by 14 months.
The first sign of a child's fascination with the world around them is when they point at something to 
show interest. Conversely, a child with ASD doesn't look at the things you're pointing to.

2

They lack imitation skills.
This creates developmental delays because imitation has a learning and social function. Parents 
should closely observe if the child has difficulty engaging in “pretend” play by 18 months.

3

Children with ASD use nonverbal ways to get what they want.
Since they don't understand language, they use other ways to communicate instead, such as 
throwing a tantrum or hand pulling to request for things that they want.

4

They often like to flap their hands, rock back and forth or spin in circles.
These are self-stimulatory behaviours, and it mostly occurs due to a heightened emotional state, 
like when they are anxious or excited.

5

They easily get upset over minor changes.
A child with autism will become very attached to familiar routines and they will stick to it closely. Any 
change can be distressing and it can trigger anxiety.

6

Children with autism often lack interest in other children and caregivers.
The most striking feature of autism is the lack of social connection. People with autism may look as 
if they are not interested in and unable to "read" their environment.

8

Holds an unusual interest in things like spinning car wheels, numbers and 
opening or closing of items.
It s̓ common for them to have very limited play, play with only a few toys, or play in a repetitive manner.

7

Children with autism can have a heightened response to smell, taste, and appearance.
Some children in the ASD spectrum can be very sensitive to sensory information. They will try to avoid 
these sensory experiences because it can be overwhelming. They might cover their ears when hearing 
loud noises, eat only foods with a certain texture or taste, or wear loose-fitting clothes so that the 
experience will be more bearable for them.

9
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Diagnosing ASD is difficult because there are no laboratory exams or blood tests available to 
pass a diagnosis. Instead, doctors look at the childʼs developmental history and behaviour, 
though formal psychological assessment, like ADOS (Autism Diagnostic Observation 
Schedule), to arrive at an official diagnosis.

However, the diagnostic process for ASD becomes even more challenging when there is a comorbidity. 
This means that there is a simultaneous presence of two or more diseases in a patient, and some 
common examples are Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and Anxiety disorder.

In Singapore, there is normally no formal diagnosis for ASD before the age of 2 
as the child is usually unable to sit through an assessment. The results are 
often inconclusive. However, that doesnʼt mean that you should stop seeking 
any form of help before a formal diagnosis can be made.

DIAGNOSING ASD

KEY FACTS
ABOUT AUTISM

1. ASD can affect people of all ethnicities, races and economic backgrounds. Those who have 
older parents or a sibling with ASD are more likely to be diagnosed; also boys are four times as 
likely than girls to develop the disorder.

3. Some symptoms of ASD can go away with the right treatment or therapy. Some other 
symptoms might also get better with age, but they'll never disappear completely for some people.

2. Autism is a spectrum disorder, and can sometimes have different degrees of severity. For each 
person with autism, the symptoms may vary wildly from one to another.

5. Autism is a complex disorder with no single cause. At the moment, we know that autism may 
be caused by genetics, early brain development, and environmental factors.

6. A recent study found that 44% of children with ASD have an IQ score in the average to 
above-average range (IQ>85), 31% have intellectual disability (IQ <70), and 25% have borderline 
intelligence (IQ 71–85). This is a significant finding which has great implications for treatment.

7. There is no clinical evidence of medications for autism.

8. Early interventions are critical in supporting a child's mental health, but they can also provide 
significant developmental advantages that extend into adulthood.

4. An ASD diagnosis is commonly made in children, but it s̓ a life-long, chronic disorder. 

So, if your child hasn't been formally assessed by psychologists, one can't say whether or not he/she 
falls within the autism spectrum yet.
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WHEN SHOULD YOU SEEK HELP? 
At AutismSTEP we found that the best improvement is achieved for 
children with autism when they start intervention before 3 years old. We 
have seen this in our youngest client so far, who is 14 months old.

Studies show that early interventions for autism have a major effect on symptoms 
and skills later in life. 

Early interventions are important especially at a time when the brain can be easily 
shaped or moulded.. Because of this, treatments have a better chance for success 
in the long run. Early intervention not only gives children their best start possible 
but also their best shot at realizing their full potential. The sooner that help gets to 
them, the greater opportunity they'll have to learn and grow as individuals.
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TYPES OF THERAPY
AND TREATMENTS

FOR AUTISM
In Singapore, below are the main forms of treatment for 

children with ASD.

Out of all the interventions, ABA is one of the most 
researched treatments for people who have traits 
consistent with an autism diagnosis as it has 
proven to be successful in many clinical trials. 
Hence it is an evidence-based best treatment that 
is even acknowledged by the US Surgeon General 
and the American Psychological Association. 

Good ABA programs for autism is not a 
one-size-fits-all solution. They should be viewed 
as a personalized set of drills that are adaptable to 
the needs of each individual learner.

Speak to a professional today to help you plan the 
best course of action for your child, so that he or 
she can enjoy all the benefits ABA has to offer!

EIPIC programmes provide both therapy and educational 
intervention services, typically in small groups. However, the 
wait for an EIPIC centre is typically around six months to a year. 
Most parents donʼt want to waste precious time and would 
rather seek other alternatives.

When a child is suspected to be within the ASD spectrum, it is common for government 
hospitals in Singapore to recommend the child to go for occupational therapy, speech therapy, 
and an EIPIC (Early Intervention Programme for Infants & Children) centre.

Occupational 
Therapy (OT)

Speech 
Therapy (ST)

Applied 
Behaviour 

Analysis (ABA) 
Therapy
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