From Concern to Clarity

An Urgent Guide to Recognizing the Early Signs of Autism

2025 Complete Guide | Based on CDC ADDM Network 2025 Report

& NotebooklLM



The landscape has changed.
Today, 1in 31 children is identified with autism.

11N 31

This represents approximately 3.2% of 8-year-olds in the United States.
This increase is driven by improved awareness and better diagnostic tools.

source: CDC ADDM Network Report, 2025
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We Face a Critical Timeline Gap

~__ Reliable signs + < ___Average age
can appeatr. — = of diagnosis.
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A 3-YEAR GAP

of missed opportunity for early intervention.

12 MONTHS

Brain plasticity is greatest in the first 3 years of life.
Closing this gap is crucial for improving long-term outcomes.




The Field Guide: Early Signs in Infants (0-12 Months)

The earliest indicators often relate to social connection and communication. Watch for
these key milestones.

By 6 months: No big social smiles directed at caregivers.

By 6 months: Limited eye contact, or a tendency to look past you.
By 9 months: Does not respond to their name.

\ By 12 months: No babbling, pointing, or waving.

Unusual Sensory Reactions: Either no startle at loud sounds or extreme distress at routine noises.

Feeding Difficulties: Extreme sensitivity to food textures or temperatures.

Pl QA ZQ e O

Immediate Concern: No social smiling by 6 months is a critical red flag. Consult your pediatrician if you observe this. ]
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The Field Guide: Signs in Toddlers (1-3 Years)

As children become more mobile and verbal, look for differences in how they communicate, play,
and handle routine.

Delayed or Absent Speech: No single Fixated Interests: Intensely focused
Q words by 16 months; no two-word on specific objects (e.g., spinning
phrases by 24 months. O wheels) or lining up toys instead of
playing with them.

Repetitive Motions: Hand-flapping,
rocking, spinning, or persistent toe-
walking.

7
\C

O O Parallel Play Only: Plays alongside
[b\P %\P other children, but not *with* them.

Strong Need for Routines: Extreme
distress at small changes in schedule
or environment.

Limited Pretend Play: Difficulty with
Limited Pretend Play: Difficulty @ make-believe or imaginative

with make-believe or scenarios.
imaginative scenarios.

> ol
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The Field Guide: Indicators in Preschoolers (3-5 Years)

In the preschool years, signs often become most clear in social settings and
through more complex language use.

002 Difficulty with Peers: Avoids group activities and has trouble initiating or sustaining play
COY 1) with others.

? Q Literal Understanding: Trouble with sarcasm, jokes, or abstract concepts.

O Persistent Echolalia: Repeats phrases verbatim without contextual understanding.

==_Z_ Unusual Speech Patterns: A robotic, sing-song, or flat tone; unusual pitch or volume.

Difficulty Reading Social Cues: Misses facial expressions, body language, and tone of
voice.

Intense, Niche Interests: An all-encompassing focus on specific topics like train
schedules or dinosaurs.
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A A Critical Warning Sign: Regression

Approximately 20% of autistic children experience a loss of previously
mastered words or social skills, typically between 15 and 30 months.

G
R

If you notice any of these signs, seek a diagnostic evaluation immediately.

» Stops using words they once used regularly.

» Stops responding to their name after previously doing so.
* Withdraws from social interaction.

» Loses social gestures like waving or pointing.

* Decreased eye contact from previous levels.
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An Often-Missed Picture:
How Autism Can Present in Girls

Diagnosis is over 3x more common in boys, but many girls are undiagnosed until later in
life. Their signs can be more internal and subtle.

“Social Camouflaging” or “Masking”:
Girls may be more adept at consciously copying social behaviors to hide their difficulties,
leading to internalized anxiety.

Common Perception Common Presentation in Girls
e Fixation on objects (trains, fans) e |[ntense interests in horses, celebrities, or books
e Obvious repetitive motions e Internalized struggles (anxiety, depression)
e Socially withdrawn e Mimics social interactions but struggles
internally
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Understanding the ‘Why’: 9 5 o/
Sensory Differences Are a Core Trait O

5\ have sensory processing
@ differences.

Seeking Sensory Input (Hypo-sensitive) Avoiding Sensory Input (Hyper-sensitive)
e Excessive spinning, jumping, crashing e Extreme sensitivity to clothing tags, food textures
 Fascination with lights or spinning objects e Covers ears at loud noises (vacuums, hand dryers)
e Unusually high pain tolerance e Avoids bright lights

» Extremely limited diet (“picky eating”)
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When to Move from Observation to Action

Trust your instincts. If you have persistent concerns, it's time to seek a
professional evaluation.

\/ You notice two or more red flags from any of the previous age groups.

<

You observe any regression of previously acquired skills.

Your child has missed major developmental milestones (e.g., no
single words by 16 months).

Your daycare or preschool has expressed concerns about social or
communication development.

You have a family history of autism or related developmental
conditions.

CU CUICAEEY
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Your Action Checklist:
A Step- by Step Guide

-------------------
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Document Spemﬁcs Keep a log of behaviors with dates and clear examples.
Don't just write “meltdown,” describe what happened before, during, and after.

Record Video Examples: A short video clip can show a healthcare provider
exactly what you're seeing more effectively than a description.

Contact Your Pediatrician: Schedule an appointment specifically to discuss
developmental concerns and request a formal screening.

Complete Validated Screening Tools: Ask for screeners like the M-CHAT-R or
ASQ to formalize your observations.

Gather Family History: Note any developmental delays, learning disabilities, or
diagnoses in relatives.

Research Local Resources: Identify early intervention services in your area so
you know your options in advance.
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The Power of Early Support: Evidence-Based
Intervention Options

y )

Research consistently shows that intensive early intervention, started before age 3, leads to
significant improvements in communication, social skills, and adaptive behaviors.

A structured teaching method that breaks down Focuses on developing all forms of

M\ complex skills into small, manageable steps. B frqm nonverbal gestures to
complex conversation.

Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA): @ Speech-Language Therapy:
I})

Addresses sensory processing challenges, fine A play-based intervention designed for children
motor skills, and daily living activities. aged 12-48 months.

%ﬁ} Occupational Therapy: {@&% Early Start Denver Model (ESDM):

_~"1_ Parent Training Programs:

qcﬂ} ‘ Empowers families with strategies to support
their child's development at home.
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Answering Your Key Questions

What are the very first signs?

Lack of social smiling by 6 months, no response to name by 9 months, no babbling /pointing by 12
months.

Does vaccination cause autism?

No. Multiple large-scale scientific studies involving millions of children have found no causal link.

How early can intervention start?

As soon as concerns are identified, often before a formal diagnosis. Many states offer services for
children under 3 with developmental delays.

What should | do if my child shows regression?

Contact your pediatrician immediately and request an urgent developmental assessment. This is a
critical sign that requires prompt action.
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Your Toolkit for the Path Forward

Quick Reference i Emergency

. Your Next Steps
Red Flags Signs P

* 6 n:mnths: No social ANY losg of skills [Use Outntermctive

smile (regression) =] Early Signs Checklist]
* 9 months: No response

No response to name

1 Bae by 12 months
12 months: No babbling Y @ [Takethe AQ-10

or gestures No words by 16 months Autism Screener Quiz]
* 16 months: No single Ext

words xtreme sensory

reactions affecting Q [Find Specialists Who

* 24 months: No two- daily function

word phrases

Can Diagnose Autism]




With early identification and
the right support, children can
learn, grow, and thrive.

This information is for educational purposes and is not a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always consult a qualified healthcare provider with any

concerns. Content adapted from the "Early Signs of Autism in Children: 2025 Complete Guide” and the 2025 CDC ADDM Network report.
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