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and temporal lobes than other areas of the brain. It is these 
areas that are involved in social and language functions as well 
as facial processing. Although overgrowth has been shown, 
there is also a consistent finding of less activity in those cortical 
areas related to facial processing. This overgrowth and reduced 
activity may lie at the basis of later social problems.

To summarize, the cortical areas involved in individu-
als with ASD display differential responses on brain imaging 
measures. Amaral and his colleagues (Amaral, Schumann, & 
Nordahl, 2008) have described the neuroanatomy of autism. 
In particular, they depict the cortical structures involved in the 
three major characteristics of autism. As noted above, these are 
problems in social interactions, problems in communication, 
and the use of repetitive behaviors, as shown in Figure 5.11.

Special Talents
It is estimated that about 10% of individuals with autism spec-
trum disorder have special abilities in terms of music, art, calcu-
lation, or memory (Treffert, 2009). There are more males than 
females with these abilities. This has been called the savant syn-
drome and was portrayed in the 1988 movie Rain Man by the 
actor Dustin Hoffman. The real-life person on whose story the 
movie was based could name all U.S. zip codes, had memorized 
maps, and could tell you how to go from one city to another in 
the United States as well as move about a city in terms of street 
names. In addition, he had memorized more than 6,000 books 
and could repeat facts from a variety of areas. He could also tell you on which day of the week 
a certain date would occur in any year. Another savant artist was Nadia, who at age 5 drew the 
horse in Figure 5.12. At this point, there is no single theory that can explain savants. However, it 
appears that sensory and perceptual areas of the brain are overrepresented in terms of cortical 
processing. This results in an emphasis on detail and a lack of emotional and social processing.

Treatment for Autism Spectrum Disorder
Since autism spectrum disorder appears early in a child’s life, parents turn to a number of differ-
ent professionals for help. Depending on the initial problems of development noted, these profes-
sionals can include kindergarten teachers, special education teachers, speech pathologists, child 
clinical psychologists and psychiatrists, and pediatricians.

The first empirically supported treatments were developed by Lovaas and his colleagues 
in the 1960s (Lovaas & Smith, 2003). This approach, which was based on behavioral prin-
ciples, was referred to as the UCLA Young Autism Project. This project has reported around 
50% “recovery” rates for young children with autism, and these principles have been sup-
ported in other studies (S. Rogers & Vismara, 2008). Besides the success with individual 
children, this approach helped the field to understand that children with autism can learn 
important new skills and thus there is plasticity to their brain processes.

The UCLA Project accepts children with autism under 4 years of age with the average age 
being 2 years 10 months. These children also need not to show major medical problems such 
as hearing or vision loss. These children then receive 40 hours a week of one-to-one interven-
tions. This treatment lasts for about 3 years, depending on the individual child. Based on behav-
ioral principles, the treatment was designed to maximize positive outcomes and reduce failure 

FIGURE 5.12 Drawing by Nadia at Age 5

Source: Selfe (2011, p. 32).




