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Early Signs of Autism

in Toddlers:
A Parent’s Guide to When to Seek Help

A clear, compassionate guide to recognizing
autism symptoms early and taking the right
next steps




Introduction: When a Feeling
Becomes a Question

Many parents first notice something small — a missed milestone, limited
eye contact, fewer words than expected, or a sense that their toddler
seems “in their own world.” Often, these concerns are brushed aside with
reassuring phrases like “every child develops differently” or “boys talk late.”

While variation in development is normal, persistent differences in
communication, social interaction, or behavior may signal early signs of
autism in toddlers. Recognizing these signs does not mean assuming the
worst. It means gathering information so that support can begin if needed.

Research consistently shows that early intervention for autism leads to
stronger outcomes in communication, learning, and independence. This
guide explains what to look for, when to seek help, and how to move
forward with confidence rather than fear.




Understanding Autism Spectrum
Disorder in Early Childhood

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition
that affects how a child commmunicates, interacts, and processes the
world. Signs often emerge before age three, though they may be
subtle at first.

Autism is described as a spectrum because children can show a
wide range of abilities and challenges. Some toddlers may have
delayed speech but strong motor skills. Others may speak early but
struggle with social engagement.

Early identification focuses on patterns across three core areas:

e Social communication differences
e Language delays or unusual language development
e Repetitive behaviors or restricted interests

Understanding these patterns helps distinguish autism from
typical developmental variation.




Early Social Signs of Autism in
Toddlers

Social communication differences are often the earliest indicators of
autism.

Most toddlers naturally look toward caregivers during play, feeding,
or when their name is called. A toddler showing early autism
symptoms may:

e Avoid eye contact consistently
e Look briefly but not sustain gaze
e Focus more on objects than people

Eye contact alone does not determine autism, but persistent
differences may warrant attention.
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By 12 months, most children turn when their name is called. A toddler
with autism may:

e Not respond consistently
e Respond only when prompted repeatedly
e Seem to ignore voices but react to sounds

This can sometimes be mistaken for hearing issues.




Joint attention refers to sharing focus on an object or event with
another person. Examples include pointing to show something
interesting or looking back and forth between a toy and a caregiver.

Toddlers with autism may:

e Rarely point to share interest
e Not follow a parent’s pointing gesture
» Prefer exploring independently

Joint attention is a foundational skill for language and
social learning.
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Typical toddlers smile, laugh, and seek interaction. Signs of concern
include:

* Limited social smiling
¢ Lack of back-and-forth play
e Little interest in interactive games like peekaboo

These behaviors reflect differences in social connection
rather than lack of affection.




Early Communication Signs of
Autism

Communication delays are among the most common reasons
parents seek evaluation.

Delayed Speech or Language Development

While some children are simply “late talkers,” autism-related
delays often occur alongside social differences.

Possible indicators include:

e No single words by 16 months
¢ Limited vocabulary compared to peers
¢ Difficulty using words to request or share

Speech delay alone does not equal autism, but combined
signs increase the likelihood.

Loss of Previously Acquired Words

Regression is a key red flag.

A toddler who previously used words or gestures but stops doing so
should be evaluated promptly. This loss of skills can occur between

15 and 24 months.

Unusual Language Patterns

Some toddlers with autism may develop speech but use it
differently, such as:

e Repeating phrases from videos (echolalia)
e Speaking in a sing-song or monotone voice
e Using language primarily to label objects rather than

communicate




Behavioral Signs and Repetitive
Patterns

Behavioral differences often become more noticeable as
toddlers gain mobility and independence.
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Repetitive Movements

These may include:

e Hand flapping

e Spinning

e Rocking

e Finger movements near the eyes

Such behaviors can serve sensory or self-regulation purposes.
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Strong Preference for Routine

Toddlers typically enjoy routine, but children with autism may
become highly distressed by changes.

Examples include:

e Intense reactions to small disruptions

e Rigid insistence on specific sequences

e Difficulty transitioning between activities

Intense or Unusual Interests

A toddler may focus deeply on:

Parts of toys rather than whole objects
Spinning wheels

Lining up objects

Repetitive opening and closing

This focused play differs from exploratory play
typical of early childhood.



Sensory Signs of Autism in
Toddlers

Many children with autism experience sensory processing
differences.

Sensory Sensitivities

A toddler may react strongly to:

Loud noises

Bright lights

Certain clothing textures
Food textures

Sensory Seeking Behaviors

Some children actively seek sensory input by:

e Jumping or crashing into objects
e Spinning frequently

e Watching moving objects closely
e Mouthing non-food items

Understanding sensory needs is essential for
reducing distress and supporting regulation,




Developmental Milestones:
When to Be Concerned

Monitoring developmental milestones can help identify potential
delays.

Consult a professional if a toddler:

e Does not babble by 12 months

e Does not use gestures (pointing, waving) by 12 months
e Does not say single words by 16 months

e Does not use two-word phrases by 24 months

e Loses previously acquired skills at any age

Early screening tools, such as the M-CHAT, are often used during
pediatric visits to assess autism risk.




Autism vs. Typical Toddler
Behavior

Some behaviors associated with autism can also occur in typical

development. The key difference is frequency, intensity, and
persistence.

For example:

e Occasional tantrums are typical; constant meltdowns with
minimal triggers may signal regulation challenges.

e Preferring solo play at times is normal; consistently avoiding
interaction may indicate social differences.

e Repeating actions during play is expected; rigid, repetitive
patterns that interfere with learning may warrant evaluation.

Context matters, and professionals assess patterns rather than
isolated behaviors.




Why Early Intervention Matters

Early intervention for autism can significantly improve outcomes in:

%28 Communication skills 2 Social interaction

¥e¥ Adaptive behavior Y% School readiness

ABA therapy for toddlers is one of the most widely researched
interventions. It focuses on teaching skills through structured,
individualized strategies and positive reinforcement.

Other supports may include:

e Speech therapy
e Occupational therapy
¢ Developmental play therapy

Early support does not harm children who ultimately do not
receive an autism diagnosis. It only builds skills.




How to Seek an Autism
Evaluation

If concerns persist, seeking a professional evaluation is the next step.

Who Can Diagnose Autism?

e Developmental pediatricians

e Child psychologists

e Child psychiatrists

e Multidisciplinary assessment teams

What the Evaluation May Include

e Developmental history

e Observation of play and interaction
e Standardized assessment tools

e Parentinterviews

Waiting for a formal diagnosis before seeking services is not always
necessary. Early intervention programs often begin based on developmental
delays alone.
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Supporting Your Toddler at
Home While Waiting

Waiting periods for assessments or therapy can be stressful.
However, supportive actions can begin immediately.

Encourage Communication

e Narrate daily activities
e Offer choices instead of yes/no questions
e Respond positively to attempts to communicate

Build Social Interaction

e Engage in face-to-face play
e Imitate the child’s actions
e Use simple, predictable games

Create Predictable Routines

A consistent daily routine reduces anxiety and improves
cooperation.

Reduce Sensory Overload

Observe triggers and modify the environment when possible.
Small, consistent interactions throughout the day are powerful

learning opportunities.
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Emotional Support for Parents

Concern about a child’'s development can bring uncertainty, worry, or guilt.
These reactions are common and understandable.

Seeking information and professional guidance reflects attentive parenting,
not overreaction.

Connecting with support networks — including parent groups, counselors,
or trusted professionals — can help families navigate this period with
resilience.




Conclusion:
Trust Concern, Seek Clarity

Recognizing the early signs of autism in toddlers is not about
labeling a child. It is about ensuring access to support during a
critical developmental window.

If concerns persist:

Observe patterns over time

Discuss them with a pediatrician
Request screening or evaluation
Seek early intervention services

Early action opens doors to communication, learning, and connection.
With appropriate support, many children make meaningful progress.

Concern is often the first step toward understanding — and
understanding leads to effective support.




WHY CHOOSE STARRISE ABA?

Choosing the right ABA therapy provider for your child is an important
decision. At StarRise ABA, we are committed to delivering high-quality,
personalized care that meets the unique needs of each child and family.

Personalized Approach
Our therapy programs are designed around your child’'s goals
and strengths, ensuring compassionate and effective care.

Comprehensive Care

CBO_) We combine one-on-one therapy, social skills training, parent
support, and school consultation to create lasting growth.

Convenience and Comfort
We bring professional, in-home ABA therapy to help your child
practice skills in familiar environments.




Our team of experienced therapists
believes in gentle guidance, practical
tools, and partnership with parents.

Together, we help
children thrive

in their own way and at their own pace.
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Monday - Friday, 7 AM — 5 PM

4" StarRise ¢ Call: (877) 200-7494

"\ = Email: hello@starriseaba.com
@ Website: www.starriseaba.com
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