Autism in preschoolers
Assessment, diagnostic and gender aspects

AKADEMISK AVHANDLING

som for avlidggande av medicine doktorsexamen vid Gillbergcentrum, Sahlgrenska akademin vid
Goteborgs universitet kommer att offentligt forsvaras i horsal Arvid Carlsson, Akademicum,
Medicinaregatan 3, Goteborg, fredagen den 29 november 2013 kl. 13.00

av
Gunilla Westman Andersson

Fakultetsopponent:
Professor Eva Bjorck-Akesson
Hogskolan 1 Jonkoping

Avhandlingen baseras pd foljande delarbeten:

I.  Westman Andersson G., Miniscalco C., Johansson U., Gillberg C. (2013).
Autism in toddlers: Can observation in preschool yield the same information

as autism assessment in a specialised clinic? The Scientific World Journal, vol.
2013: Article ID 384745.

II.  Westman Andersson G., Miniscalco C., Gillberg C. (2013). Autism in
preschoolers: Does individual clinician’s first visit diagnosis agree with final
comprehensive diagnosis? The Scientific World Journal, vol. 2013: Article ID
716267.

II.  Andersson G.W., Gillberg C., Miniscalco C. (2013). Preschool children with
suspected autism spectrum disorders: Do girls and boys have the same
profiles? Research in Developmental Disabilities 34: 413-422.

IV.  Andersson G.W., Miniscalco C., Gillberg C. (2013). Preschoolers worked up
for autism: Parent and teacher experiences of the diagnostic process.
(Submitted).

Handledare: Professor Christopher Gillberg
Bitr. handledare: Docent Carmela Miniscalco

UNIVERSITY OF GOTHENBURG



Autism in preschoolers
Assessment, diagnostic and gender aspects

Gunilla Westman Andersson

Gillberg Neuropsychiatry Centre, Institute of Neuroscience and Physiology
Sahlgrenska Academy at University of Gothenburg, Sweden

ABSTRACT

Background: Very early assessment of young boys and girls with suspected autism spectrum
disorders (ASD) is widely advocated, but knowledge is limited. Aims: Evaluate methods used
in assessment of young children with suspected ASD, identify possible gender differences in
clinical presentation, and examine parent/teacher experiences of the diagnostic process.
Material and methods: Children (under age 4 years) were recruited after general population
screening for ASD in Gothenburg. Different approaches - observation, formal testing,
interview, and questionnaire - were used in four sub-studies (I-IV), each relating to 6-20 girls
and 20-31 boys. Preschool free-field observation made by an education specialist was
compared with structured clinic observation (I). Agreement across clinical first impressions
and between such impressions and final comprehensive diagnosis was examined for
independent members of a multidisciplinary team (II). Girls and boys were compared as
regards diagnosis, developmental profiles and global functioning (III). Parent/teacher
experience of assessment was examined (IV). Results: Agreement between observation in
preschool and clinic was very good. Preschool observation and parent interview showed good
agreement with final diagnosis. No clinical presentation gender differences were found, and
correlations between results obtained in different developmental areas were strong. Parents
and teachers were satisfied with the assessment and diagnostic process and did not regret that
they had taken part in it. Conclusions: Girls and boys with ASD problems identified before 4
years of age are very similar. Preschool observation should be included in the diagnostic
process, multidisciplinary assessments are crucial, and early diagnosis is considered important
both by parents and preschool teachers
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