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How to Recognise Early Signs of Autism 
and Why Early Intervention is Important
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Loves playing with 
noisy toys and 
spinning wheels

Can walk and run, scribbles 
with a pencil but does not 
speak any words, is not 
responding to his name, and 
has reduced eye contact

Happy child, mostly 
on his own at home 
but seeks out 
caregivers at times

Goes to polyclinic for 
regular checks and 
vaccinations

Mother: I am worried that Adam is not 
talking. Could he have autism? 

Image by jcomp on Freepik

Adam at 18 months old



What is Autism?

• Difficulties with social communication and interaction
+ restricted repetitive behaviours (RRBs)
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Severe/Higher needs
No eye contact
Minimally-verbal
Repetitive actions
Intellectual disability

Moderate
Inconsistent eye contact
Short phrases for needs
Repetitive language
Low/normal IQ

Mild/Lower needs
Fair/normal eye contact
Conversational ability
Literal thinking
Normal/high IQ

The Autism Spectrum
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Early Signs of Autism in 1–3 Year Olds

 Reduced eye contact or response to name at any age
 By 12 months
 Not babbling or cooing
 Not using gestures to communicate (pointing, waving)

 By 18 months
 No single words
 Not imitating actions or sharing enjoyment
 Not trying to get parents’ attention or responding when 

parents point to something
 Not much interest in other children

 Any loss of language or social skills (regression)
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Other Signs of Autism in Older Children

 Communication difficulties
 Reduced use of facial expressions or body language
 Accented speech, self-talk, repetitive language, confusing I/you
 Difficulties understanding jokes, idioms, sarcasm
 Difficulties in maintaining conversations or seeing another person’s perspective

 Social difficulties
 Difficulties understanding emotions or feeling empathy
 Difficulties understanding social cues or personal space

 Repetitive play, behaviours, or body movements
 Difficulties adapting to changes in routines or environment
 Having obsessions about certain objects or topics
 Having unusual reactions to the five senses
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Child Health Booklet



Can I Screen My Child for Autism?

• M-CHAT-R/F
– Parents or professionals
– 16-30 months
– 20 questions

• Children with a positive screen 
may sometimes have other 
developmental delays

Restricted, Non-Sensitive



Is My Child More Likely to Have Autism?

Certain medication use
during pregnancy
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Siblings of
children with autism

Children born prematurely 
(below 35 weeks) or with 
birth weight under 2.5 kg

Parents over 40 years oldHaving certain
genetic conditions



Referrals

• Avoid the ‘wait and watch’ approach
• Who to refer to?
 Preschool children

• KKH – Department of Child Development
• NUH – Child Development Unit @ Jurong Medical Centre or Keat

Hong

 School-age children
• IMH – Child Guidance Clinic
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Should we follow the doctor’s recommendation?
Does early intervention really help? 

Adam has been seen at KKH DCD.
The DCD doctor thinks Adam probably has autism, and 

Adam has been referred for early intervention.



12

It’s ok, boys are 
slower than girls.

Just give him 
time, my son 

also only talked 
at 5 years old.

No need early 
intervention, just 

put him in preschool 
enough.

Why don’t you let 
him watch phonics 
videos to teach him 

words?
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No need early 
intervention, just 

put him in preschool 
enough.
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Why don’t you let 
him watch phonics 
videos to teach him 

words?
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COLLEGE OF PAEDIATRICS & 
CHILD HEALTH SINGAPORE

Singapore Integrated 24-hour Activity Guidelines

60 mins per day of 
moderate-to-

vigorous physical 
activity

Light physical 
activities throughout 

the day
Outdoor play whenever possible

Avoid prolonged sitting

Muscle and bone 
strengthening 

exercises 3x per 
week
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Singapore Integrated 24-hour Activity Guidelines

Limit recreational 
screen time

Less than 2 hours per day
Less than 1 hour for preschoolers

None for under 18 month olds

Good eating habits
Healthy meals

Eating together as a family 
and having regular 

mealtimes
No screen use at mealtimes

Images: Freepik

Regular sleep
Primary school 9 hours

Secondary school 8 hours
18 years and above at least 

7 hours
No screen use at bedtime

No screen devices in 
bedrooms
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Take Home Messages

• Autism has a very wide spectrum of presentation
– Remember Early Signs
– Use M-CHAT-R/F
– Especially for children with higher chance of having autism

• Seek help and intervention early
• Establish healthy daily routines at home
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