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Editorial
Autism spectrum disorders (ASD) have been defined as an 

array of conditions that are depicted by challenges with social 
skills, repetitive behaviors, speech and nonverbal communication 
according to the (National Institute of Mental Health 2016). 
From 1911 to present there has been a century of review of ASD 
in terms of the actual concept itself and the diagnostic criteria. 
ASD is within the group of disorders specifically named as 
developmental disorders [1]. ASD includes such a wide scope of 
symptoms, skills, and levels of disability. Individuals with ASD 
have many types of characteristics such as:

a. Continuing social problems that include challenges 
with communicating and interacting with others.

b. Some repetitive behaviors as well as a constraint to 
interest in activities surrounding their lives.

c. Can be recognized within the first two years of life.

d. The disorder impacts an individual’s ability to function.

e. There is always a language deficit component 
association with ASD.

According to the [2] ASD is defined and classified as a 
complex developmental disorder that causes problems with 
thinking, feeling, language and the ability to relate to others. It 
is considered a neurological disorder that shows symptoms to 
be different in each person [3]. Over the years there have been 
a number of controversial factors surrounding the cause of 
ASD to be genetic and/or environmental. Today, ASD is viewed 
as a genetic and environmental result that impacts brain 
development.

Demographics of Autism Spectrum Disorders
Globally, ASD is estimated to affect 24.8 million people as of 

the year 2015. In the year 2010, the number of people affected 

 
was estimated at about 1-2 per 1000 worldwide. ASD occurs  
four to five times more often in boys than in girls [4,5]. There 
was about thirty percent increase in the number of children 
diagnosed with ASD in 2012. Christensen et al. [6,7] estimates 
that the prevalence for boys vs girls to be 1 in 42 boys and 1 
in 189 girls respectively. One third of individuals with ASD will 
remain nonverbal, have an intellectual disability, and will battle 
the medical and mental health issues that are accompanied by 
ASD. Many children experience a combination of gastrointestinal 
disorders, sleep disturbances, seizures, food intolerances, picky 
eating, attention deficit and hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), 
anxiety and phobias. A symptom that is common in all ASD cases 
is language deficits although in some of the cases this may be 
subtle.

Nutrition
The importance of eating the right food is significant for 

our livelihood. Brain development requires the right nutrients 
to simply help those cell dendrites connect. Good nutrition 
helps children with ASD to function better and increases their 
tolerance to feel better. Many children with ASD are picky eaters, 
some will only eat a specific small amount of food supply, and 
there are some who eat just about anything that is placed in front 
of them [5]. Over the years there have been recommendations to 
provide children with ASD various omega 3 fatty acids (i.e., cod 
liver oil, walnuts), vitamin D, choline (recommend distribution 
under supervision), magnesium and calcium, vitamin B complex, 
and probiotics. Some children may be sensitive to be given 
herbal supplements by the way of pills, however, there are many 
companies who make chewable vitamins and some even have 
vitamins by using concentrated oral sprays. It is important for 
parents to understand how supplementation works and use the 
herbal treatment along with supervision from a pediatrician that 
have the knowledge, expertise, and experience working with 
ASD children. Another component of the nutritional plan is to 
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review any and all sensitivities that the child may have towards 
oral and sensory processing difficulties. There are several issues 
that will need to be considered commonly associated with ASD. 
At least 36% of ASD children have challenges with smell, touch, 
sound, light, and visual aspects of food presentation [5]. Also, 
45% of these children have issues with taste, 69% have issues 
with texture, and 22% have issues with temperature. 

Taste, texture, and temperature is an important part of the 
eating process. Social skills and typical basic communication 
skills are challenging for ASD children. Many ASD children 
have difficulty with transition from on activity to another 
and simple novel situations that comes along with everyday 
school and home life. ASD program management specifically 

related to the Individualized Education Program (IEP) and/or 
Individualized Family Service Plans (IFSP) must include plans 
for nutrition at school and home [6-8]. It is highly recommended 
that professionals such as speech language pathologists, special 
education teachers, occupational therapists, and physical 
therapists teach parents, regular education teachers, and 
paraprofessionals by demonstration and practice for motivation 
and safety in eating. Enwefa & Enwefa [5] designed a food 
journal to be used with ASD that related more to their cultural 
and diverse needs. Everything we do and eat surrounds culture, 
it impacts what and how we eat [9]. There are four key points to 
consider in planning a food journaling feeding program at home 
and school for ASD children as listed in Table 1.

Table 1:  Suggestions for food journaling for ASD children.
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It is a necessity for parents and professionals to rely on 
various methods and procedures for improving the medical 
and the nutritional aspects of their child’s mealtimes in order 
to continue to enhance proper brain and social development. 
ASD can be devastating to parents and also to the professionals 
who teach and design programs to accommodate them on a daily 
basis. It is imperative for professionals to design intervention 
programs that aid in increasing skills and improve functioning.

Neurobiology of ASD
Several theories have been suggested in the literature 

as to the cause of ASD; however, the specific cause remains 
unknown. ASD have been labeled a complex syndrome with 

several characteristics that are present in early childhood. The 
cause of ASD is still a mystery to the scientific community and 
has not been linked to the biogenetic, pathologic, radiologic, 
anatomic, and electroencephalographic evidences that many 
neurologists use for a clinical diagnosis of ASD. The reported 
features associated with ASD include executive dysfunction, 
self injurious behaviors, obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), 
intellectual deficits, seizures, depressions, motor deficits, 
attention issues-attention-deficit-hyperactive disorder (ADHD), 
sensory processing disorders, aggression, and tantrums. There 
are several areas to take into consideration for the neurological 
basis for ASD. See Table 2 below for Brain Areas Associated with 
ASD.

Table 2:  Brain areas with typical deficits associated with ASD.

Special Education Services by 2020
The question is what will special education services look like 

by 2020? What are some of the challenges and issues for special 
education services specifically for our children with ASD? The 
population of the United States was estimated to be 250 million 
in 1990, and by the year of 2000 the diverse population had 
grown to more than 282 million [10]. The projections indicated 
that the population growth is going to exceed 349 million 
by the year 2025 and by 2050 will be nearly approximately 

420 million. There has been twenty years of change in special 
education enrollment from 1995 to 2014. The U.S. Department 
of Education reported 2014-2015 that the number of students 
with specific disabilities increased to 165% for Autism by 2014, 
51% Other Health Impaired, 17% Specific Learning Disabilities, 
11% Speech and Language Impairments, 27% Emotional 
and Behavior Disturbance, and 23% Intellectual Disabilities 
nationwide. Challenges that continue for professionals are 
in some of the world’s rural area schools and districts where 
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less focus has been placed on special education classes, lack of 
funding, many professionals feel there is a lack of appreciation 
for the commitment that these professionals provide, parental 
support, paperwork, and most of all training.

However, what is not talked about is the reward for working 
with children with ASD to improve their lives which far outweighs 
the challenges and issues. For many years, professionals have had 
to educate others that special education is a system of service to 
meet and support the needs of children and their families with 
ASD. It is not a place. Some of the continued challenges that 
educational systems will face for special education services are 
the lack of highly qualified special education teachers, insufficient 
funding/budget cuts not only to education but also to related 
services and specific therapies for children diagnosed with ASD, 
teacher burnout, and retainment of teachers to fulfill the needs of 
the students [11]. The continued challenges are enormous. The 
Reauthorization of IDEA is long overdue, up to at least six years 
now. Educational systems are going to have to become creative, 
innovative, and technological savvy to address these challenges 
in meeting the needs of ASD children and provide the necessary 
tools and resources for children’s academic success [12].
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