
Genetic test could predict
the risk of autism in infants

By Kate Hagan, Health reporter - The Age, September 13, 2012

A genetic test to predict a baby's risk of developing autism has been developed by 
Melbourne researchers, paving the way for earlier intervention to improve behaviour 
and functioning (LINK).

Research  led  by  Melbourne  University  identified  237  markers  in  146  genes  that 
predicted a diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder in 70 per cent of cases.

Neuropsychologist Renee Testa said children were often diagnosed with autism at 
age three or four and only after there was "a significant and negative impact on a 
child's level of functioning".

She said  in  some instances  clinicians  still  had doubts  about  whether  a  child  had 
autism and needed to monitor their behaviour over another year.

Dr Testa said waiting for an autism diagnosis placed a significant burden on children 
and  parents  and  delayed  interventions  such  as  speech  therapy  and  social  skills 
training.

"If we can do something to alleviate that burden, that's fantastic," she said.

While some genetic markers are known to increase an individual's risk of developing 
autism, researchers also identified for the first time markers that protected against it.

Their insights into the complex interaction of genes that contribute to autism raise the 
possibility  that  drugs  could  be  developed  to  turn  genes  on  and  off  to  treat  the 
disorder.

Melbourne researchers developed the test  using data from 7500 people,  including 
3300 diagnosed with autism.

They analysed their genetic make-up, giving an increased score for autism markers 
and reduced score for protective markers to accurately predict an autism diagnosis in 
70 per cent of cases.

Lead researcher Stan Skafidas said the findings meant that a blood test could be used 
to predict autism in babies, in a breakthrough by a team from Melbourne and Monash 
universities  and  Melbourne  and  Austin  Health  reported  in  the  journal  Molecular 
Psychiatry.

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2012-09-12/researchers-develop-genetic-test-for-autism-risk/4257606


He said further studies were needed to replicate the findings including to identify 
children at risk and follow them up over a period of years.

Professor  Skafidas,  who  is  director  of  Melbourne  University's  Centre  for  Neural 
Engineering, said the test was not accurate enough to predict an autism diagnosis 
before birth.

But it would be useful to families with a history of autism, he said, and "could be a 
normal  test  that  is  administered  to  every  child  at  six  months  of  age  in  order  to 
determine whether they are at risk".

Professor  Skafidas  said  the  study  showed  there  was  "a  very  important  genetic 
component"  to  the  development  of  autism spectrum disorders,  but  environmental 
factors could play a role.

About  one  in  150  children  are  born  with  autism,  which  affects  about  150,000 
Australians.

Stephanie  Baker,  whose  sons  both  have  disorders  on  the  autism  spectrum,  said 
obtaining  diagnoses  for  her  boys  was  a  long  process.  Robert,  5,  has  Asperger's 
syndrome and Hamish, 3, has autism.

"Robbie, because he's high functioning, it got brushed under the table a lot," she said. 
"It wasn't until three months ago that he was diagnosed. It was the best thing that 
could have happened; finally I can understand him and how to help him ... the sooner 
you intervene, the better the results."
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