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 Breaking news: the prevalence of autism spectrum disorders (ASD) is now 1 in every 88! 
This may not be a surprise to many practitioners as the incidence of autism has been on the rise 
for the past two decades. However, in concert with the rising prevalence also comes an 
increasingly better prognosis for children with autism. In fact, children with autism who receive 
early intervention, starting before the preschool years, are more likely to gain the skills to talk, 
live independently, and sometimes even drop off the autism spectrum. Researchers have 
identified simple ways to both screen infants for early red flags of autism and, more importantly, 
intervene at this very young age. 
 How early is early? Autism Centers around the world, including the Koegel Autism 
Center at UCSB, are conducting research on early identification and treatment of infants as 
young as six months old. Early red flags in infants under 12 months of age include rare instances 
of: eye contact, reciprocal smiling, responding to name, and babbling. Parents will also mention 
that their infant is simply “difficult to engage.”  The medical field has also provided evidence for 
early signs such as accelerated head growth and weakened head and neck control.   
  
Easy Steps to Early Autism Screening 
 Autism screenings ought to be provided for all infants, but special attention should be 
given to infant siblings of children diagnosed with autism. Nearly 20% of all infant siblings of 
children with ASD are also diagnosed with an autism spectrum disorder, making screenings for 
infant siblings of utmost importance.   
 Implementing autism-specific infant screenings in pediatrician offices has been done in a 
variety of ways. Probably the simplest way is to merely ask the parents if they have any concerns 
about their child’s social and language development. Most parents will first confide in their 
pediatricians regarding developmental concerns, if given the opportunity.  Other pediatricians 
prefer to give a more standard behavioral screening, such as a questionnaire. Infants later 
diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder often do not respond to their names being called, show 
an interest in engaging with toys over people, exhibit a head lag when an adult pulls them from a 
supine to sitting position, and generally lack a social smile or social engagement.  Just a minute 
or two of your time may make a lifetime of difference for a child with autism.  
 
Early Intervention is Good! No Matter What. 
 Delivering bad news to parents, even if just expressing mild concerns, is never easy.  
Parents are already worried about every aspect of their child’s development and, more often than 
not, pediatricians are in the business of easing parents’ anxiety.  However, many parents express 
that they would rather have their pediatrician risk the possibility of “worrying them too early” 
rather than wait until symptoms of autism are full-blown and more difficult to treat. Once the 
information about possible concerns is delivered in a caring way, medical professionals can now 
be assured that they have resources to offer the family. The intervention techniques developed at 
universities such as UCSB are simple, family-friendly, and can even be provided remotely via 
telehealth technology.   
 An infant who exhibits some vulnerability in the area of social engagement, no matter 
what their genetic risk for autism, will benefit from the playful, naturalistic, social interventions 
that are available.  Maybe it will prevent further development of autism for that infant, maybe it 



will help improve the child’s language development, or maybe it will just help the parent learn a 
new way of interacting with their baby.  Whatever the final outcome, early screenings are 
beneficial for all babies and early intervention is critical for improved long term prognoses of 
infants and toddlers with autism. 
 
Contact Jessica Bradshaw at the Koegel Autism Center Infant Program for more information on 
free screenings and intervention for infants under 18 months of age exhibiting early signs of 
autism.  
Jessica Bradshaw 
805-893-2049 
ucsbinfantprogram@gmail.com 
 


