
MONASH clinical psychologist Dr 
Lawrence Bartak has obtained Apex 
Club backing for a three-year study 
aimed at helping autistic children. 

It w il l seek ways of educating them 
to overcome one of the ir basic handicaps 
- an inabili ty to understand common 
forms of social behaviour and the re­
sponses they requ ire. 

The inv est igation w ill be funded by 
a gran t wo rth more than $60,000 f rom 
the Ap ex Trust for Autism, which was 
set up in 1969 by the Association of 
Apex Clubs. It is the largest gran t made 
by the Trust, which was founded w ith 
$120,000 ra ised from a round-Australia 
walkathon. 

Bartak is a senior lecturer in the 
psychology of exceptional children and 
learning disorders with the Monash 
Paculty of Education. Much of the work 
w ill be carried out in the faculty 's new 
Krongold Centre. 

His research team will comprise re­
search assistant Mrs Marged Goode, 
secretary Mrs Patti Cowden. and post­
graduate students Meryl James at Mon­
ash and Kay Walker at the University of 
Adelaide . 

Wide sample 
The 40 to 50 children Bartak plans 

to study will be in older age groups­
from about 10 to 20 years old-because 
the research w ill require verbal com­
munication. They will be selected from 
care centres for autistic child ren in Syd­
ney , Me lbourne and Adela ide . 

The work will also involve some 
autist ic adults aged up to 26 . 

Their abilities will be compared w ith 
control . groups of normal, deaf. and 
mentally retarded children. 

Although autism was first fi rmly diag­
nosed in the U.S. in 1944, major re­
search work to develop accurate diag­
nostic criteria did not start until the 
early 1960s. It is now thought to affect 
about four out of every 10,000 live 
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births. Rough estimates put it s incidence 
at from 10 to 20 a year for a city the 
size of Melbourne. 

A cons iderable body of recent re­
search on autistic children ind icates they 
suffer from one or more basic disorders 
involving profound problems in compre­
hension, says Bartak. 

Research on one aspect of. the prob­
lem-speech and language impairment 
-has shown that highly-structured 
special education, with concentration on 
the development of comprehension. can 
produce improvement. 

But so far little has been done to 
explore the nature of comprehension de­
fects in other areas, particularly the 
aut ist ic ch i ld's we ll-documented inability 
to hand le social relationsh ips. 

The new project would cons ist of the 
dev elopment of methods of assessing 
and treating th is problem, together with 
a controlled eval uat ion of their success 
rate. 

"Lack of comprehension may be mani­
fested in the young aut istic ch ild as 
soc ial withd rawal and in the older, 
brighter ch ild as soc ial inept it ude," ex­
plains Bartak. 

" For example, they do not recognise 
var iety in facial expressions and their 
social impl ications, such as a smile 
meaning approval. 

"Often they have no clue about very 
elementary things like what's expected 
from them when someone says 'hello' or 
'goodbye ' . 

8 

" And because of th is lack of social 
comprehension, they give an impression 
of strangeness or even rudeness , even 
when they are an ado lescent coping well 
with basic SChoolwork." 

Development of a successful treat­
ment program would do more than im­
prove the child 's behaviour, says Bartak. 

It cou ld have considerable cost-saving 
impli cati ons for state and pr ivate or­
gan isations involved in caring for autistic 
children by sign ificantly reducing the 
t ime they need to spend in care centres 
receiving specialised and relatively ex- ' 
pensive treatment. 

The research will be novel and of 
importance in other ways, he says. There 
shou ld be " tang ible and practical" bene­
fits in increasing the degree of clinical 
improvement in autistic chi ldren now 
in the special centres, thereby increasing 
their ability to benefit from current 
specia I education programs. 

The work should also fill a long­
standing gap in the development of in 
telligence tests. Until now these ha\ 
largely concentrated on assessment of 
verbal. numerical and visuo-spatial l 
vi suo -motor skills, while neqlectln 
social skills. 

" The project should thus be of bene­
fit to children and adults generally, 
qu ite apart from aut istic ch ildren and 
other spec ia l groups such as those w ith 
Down 's syndrome (mongolism)." says 
Bartak. 

The Monash stud ies would also ex­
tend fundamental knowledge of the basic 
nature of autism and the abnormal ity of 
brain function which, since the 1970s, 
most experts have come to believe is the 
cause of the cond ition rather than par­
enta l mishandling. 

london link 
Findings from the project will als '\ 

complement data from a study now uri­
der way in the Institute of Psychiatry at 
the Univers ity of London into the rr : 
lat ionsh ip between motivation, behavlou, 
disturbance and comprehension of speech 
in autistic ch ildren. 

Bartak, in collaboration with Pro­
fessor M. Rutter. helped set up the 
London study. He was on the staff of 
the Institute for 10 years before return­
ing to Austra lia , attracted by the Kron­
gold Centre project and the work being 
done at Monash on the education of 
except ional ch ildren by the team headed 
by Professor Marie Neale. 

" The pro ject we are now starting will 
also y ield valuable information about 
the relationship between comprehension 
of speech and behavioural disturbance 
on the one hand and social compre­
hension and skills on the other," Bartak 
explains . 

"These results should be of value ' in 
understand ing such relationships in the 
developing normal child ." 

Prlnl ed by Brown Prior Anderson 
lor Monash Universi ty, Melbo urne 

Dr Bart ak estab lishes a rel axed atmosphere dur ing psycholo gica l testing ot 
an auti sti c chi/d.-Picture: Herv e Alleaume. 


