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Could problems in pregnancy be the reason for the growing number of autistic children? 

£400,000 to discover 
what causes autism 
Awide-ranging investigation into the possible 

causes of behaviours associated with 
autism has been announced by the Medical 

Research Council. 
Over the next three years Children of the 90s will 

be going back through the data on all our 14,000 
children looking at autism and the autistic spec
trum disorders. 

Possible causes of autism to be 
investigated include:-
+ Infection during pregnancy 
+ Diet in pregnancy or early childhood 
+ Factors that could harm baby in the 

The new project, which was widely reported in the 
national media, is one of the biggest studies of its 
kind. Professor Jean Golding says it is only possible 
because of the information which study families have 
given us over the last 13 years. 

womb - such as nicotine or alcohol, 
+ Complications at birth 
+ Immunisation and reaction to vaccine 
+ Genetic influences 
+ Other illnesses including bowel disorders, 

allergies, developmental disorders "This is a perfect example of 
how all the little bits of information 
you have come up with can help 
solve some very difficult medical 
puzzles. 

"Because of the number of chil
dren we'll be looking at, and the 
quality and type of data available, 
our study should help find the 
answers to a number of currently 
unanswered questions about the 
environmental risks for developing 
autism spectrum disorders." 

ated with autism. Those traits 
include: 
• delay in learning to speak 
• poor communication skills 
• problems with social inter
action/limited empathy 

Then, we will check our 
records on the pregnancy, the 
birth, and early childhood, try-

ing to identify any common fac
tors that may have contributed. 

Professor Golding says: "One 
theory suggests that the causes 
of autistic behaviours arise very 
early in pregnancy - even in the 
first few weeks." 

• Continued on page 6 

While only a very small propor
tion of Children of the 90s have 
been diagnosed as autistic or with 
autistic spectrum disorders - the 
award of £400 thousand will allow 
researchers to go back through 
data on all 14,000 children, look
ing for signs of behaviour associ- • See how one family deal with autism , inside. 

A study member about to go into the MRI 
scanner while her mum looks on 

FAMILIES helping us to 
investigate body compo
sition changes in puberty 

get to keep a special picture 
showing a 'slice' of their 
child's stomach! 

But don't worry, the 'opera
tion' doesn't hurt a bit - it's 
done with the aid of a high-tech 
scanner which uses a magnetic 
field and radio-frequency waves 
to produce pictures of the inside 
of the body. Just as an X-ray is 
able to take images of bone, a 
Magnetic resonance image (or 
MRI scan) is able to highlight 
individual organs as well as fat 

' 

Our world 
news! 

lilllii.... The information you're 
Ill""'.'" providing is helping us 

to change the world and 
this issue is packed with 
news of our latest research. 

lilllii.... ... We've also been 
~ busy asking your chil-

dren to send in their pho
tographs so that we can cre
ate a very special poster. 
This shows a globe made up 
of images of all their faces -
so lookout in the Focus 
Centre for more news ... 

lilllii.... Finally, we've been 
~ catching up with 

some of our families 
from around the world. Meet 
them on the centre pages ... 

and soft tissue in the body. 
More usually used to investi

gate sports injuries, the MRI 
scanner is helping researchers 
at Children of the 90s to meas
ure changes in the teenage 
body. 

Around 200 study children are 
taking part in the mini-project 
which involves travelling to a 
centre in Somerset where the 
scans take place. Each image 
takes around two minutes to 
produce and several are taken 
from each child, focussing on 
the abdomen and hips area. 

• Continued on Page 3 



Children of women who eat fish 
regularly during their pregnancy 
develop better speech and social 
skills. 

Researchers analysed the diets of 
7,400 of the mums-to-be who went on 
to take part in the 
Children of the 90s. 
They looked atthe 
development of 
their children at 15 
and 18 months and 
discovered they had better 
speech and social skills than their peers. 

Children whose mums had eaten fish 
at least once a week achieved seven per 
cent higher scores when tested on their 
understanding of words at 15 months 
than those whose mothers never ate 
fish. 

Researcher Julie Daniels said: "previ
ous investigations of fish intake in rela
tion to neurodevelopment have 
focussed on possible damage from con
taminants while the potential benefits 
have been relatively unexplored." 

She added that in areas such as the 
UK, where mercury levels in seafood are 
relatively low, the benefits of eating fish 
in moderation outweighed the risk of 
contamination. However, in the US, 
mothers-to-be are warned against eat
ing more than 12 ounces of fish a week 
because of the possibility of mercury 
poisoning. 

Here the UK's Food Standards 
Agency advises eating at least two por
tions of fish a week, one of which 
should be an oily fish such as salmon. 
But prospective mothers are also 
advised to avoid eating shark, marlin 
and swordfish. 

+ Source: Daniels JL, Longnecker MP, 
Rowland AS, Golding J, ALSPAC Study 
Team. Fish intake during pregnancy in rela
tion to offspring's early cognitive develop
ment. Epidemiology 2004; pg15:394-402. 

Hitting the 

Who is making 
our children fat? 
W 

ho is to blame for the explosion in child
hood obesity - and what can we do 
about it? Dr Laurel Edmunds asked 

some provocative questions in her recent public lec
ture for teachers involved with Children of the 90s. 

Dr Edmunds who has been researching the subject for 
10 years is a Specialist Adviser to the House of Commons 
Health Select Committee on 
Obesity. Her research with 
Children of the 90s is of 
prime importance. 

She questions the com
mon assumption that educa
tion will solve the problem, 
saying: "We all know that we 
should eat sensibly and take 
more exercise - but most 
adults don't do it, let alone 

children! We've got to take 
psychological and environ-
mental factors into 

account," she says. 
"You have to feel good 

about yourself to go out and 
be active. Children who are 
being teased about their 
weight tend to hide indoors 
with their computers. They 
also lack the confidence to 
act differently from their 
peers. If all their friends 
spend hours slumped in front 
of TV eating crisps, they'll do 

the same. They're desperate 
to fit in. 

"There's no point telling 
children they're going to get 
heart disease when they're 
50. They don't care about 
that. They're worried about 
the next walk home and 
being teased and bullied on 
the way. The fundamental 
problem is that we tell chil
dren one thing, but their 
whole environment is telling 
them something else. 
Vending machines selling 
sweets and fizzy drinks in 
schools and sports centres 
are a perfect example. 

"We can't just blame par
ents - the whole of society 
needs to take responsibility. 
We've got to improve our 
environment so it encour
ages exercise and healthy 
eating and supports the 

Parents concerned 
about possible side 
effects of vaccines 

given to babies should be 
reassured by some of our 
latest research. 

However, Bristol 
researchers working on 
information provided by 
your children have ruled out 
any link between the vac
cine and the development 
of asthma or allergy in later 
childhood. In recent years the 

Department of Health's 
advice to vaccinate babies 
against whooping cough 
(pertussis) at the age of 
two, three and four months 
has been questioned by 
some scientists who have 
suggested a possible link 
with asthma and allergies. 

The high prevalence of 
allergic diseases including 
hay fever, asthma and 
eczema in the industrialised 
world had been behind the 
speculation that vaccination 
in early childhood might be 
one cause. 

To test this, immunisation 

'You have got to 
feel good about 

yourself to go out 
and be active' 

changes people need to make 
in their lifestyles. 

"Selling off school playing 
fields does the reverse. In any 
event, exercise at school tends 
to be traditional P.E. - compet
itive games at which plump 
kids are likely to do badly, 
compounded by the fact that 
they have to change their 
clothes in front of the whole 
class. We need to be more 
imaginative and offer choices 
other than team games. 

lllli..._ We need your help! 
~ We're missing around 

55 of our special Activity 
Monitors. That means that, 
when study children visit our 
Focus Centre, we're running 
short of monitors to give 
them to take home and test 
how active they are. 

records of 13,811 children -
of whom 94.9 per cent 
(13, 109) had been fully 
immunised - were investi
gated. Of the total, 340 
hadn't been immunised at 
all, while others had 
received some of the vacci
nations. 

By the age of seven -
around one fifth of the chil
dren had been diagnosed 
with asthma by a doctor at 
some time. 

Additionally, parents had 
reported periods of wheez
ing in their children, with 

Children of the 90s ... "Working towards a better life for future generations" 



headlines with our latest research 

+ Dr Laurel Edmunds 

"Alongside the massive 
increase in obesity, we are now 
starting to see adolescents devel
oping Type 2 diabetes - a condi
tion normally associated with mid
dle-age. As a biologist, I can 
hardly credit how a young body 
could be disrupted to that extent. 

" We really must start taking 
this problem seriously. We are 
gradually seeing local initiatives -
such as more fruit in schools -
but we need a strong lead from 
Government and proper resources 
for preventative measures. Drugs 
and surgery will never be the 
answer, particularly for children -
we need to change the world 
around us and the way we live our 
lives." 

If you've got one at home that 
you've forgotten to send back, 
don't worry, just take advantage 
of our 'Actigraph amnesty' and 
give us a call. 
• Tel: 0117-3311638/9 or send it 
back to Physical Activity Team, 
Children of the 90s, 24 Tyndall 
Avenue, Bristol BS8 1TQ. 

CHILDREN who lose contact with their natural 
fathers following a family break-up suffer more 
behavioural problems, our study has found. 

The importance of a father figure in children's lives has been 
demonstrated by researchers who discovered that regular 
contact with their fathers benefited children whose parents 
had separated. 

There was a direct relation-
ship between children 's 
behavioural problems and 
the amount of contact they 
had with their natural father. 

Frequent contact 
with fathers 

Problems were heightened 
among children of teenage 
mothers, and children were 
particularly vulnerable if they 
had no contact at all with 

means fewer 
problems for 

children 

their real father. 
The findings, published in the Journal of 

Child Psychology and Psychiatry were based 
on Children of the 90s families. Professor 
Judy Dunn from the Institute of Psychiatry at 
Kings College, London, studied 162 children 
whose parents had separated over two years 
and found that those with good contact vyith 
their fathers were less disorderly, anxious or 
aggressive. 

The children were init ially interviewed at 
age eight and a half when 18 per cent had no 
contact with their father, and a further 16 per 

cent had contact less than once a month. 
Mothers were asked to report on children's 
behaviour, on whether they were aggressive 
or delinquent (externalising behaviour) or 
withdrawn, anxious, or depressed (internalis
ing). 

The report notes: "Our.findings were 
unequivocal: more frequent and more regular 
contact (which included communication by 
telephone) was associated with closer more 
intense relationships with non-resident fathers 
and fewer adjustment problems in children." 

+ Source: Dunn J, Cheng H, O'Connor TG, and 
Bridges L. Children's perspectives on their relation
ships with their nonresident fathers: influences, out
comes and implications. Journal of Child Psychology 
and Psychiatry 45:3 (2004), pg 553-566 

I • Continued from Page 1 

MRI Scan 
photograph 

I 

whistling on the chest in 9.8 
per cent of cases during the 
previous year. 

Our researchers found 
that - whether or not the 
child has been fully immu
nised - there were no more 
cases of asthma, wheezing 
or allergic reaction. 

sisters, exposure to tobacco 
smoke, and overcrowding in 
the home - the difference 
was not statistically signifi
cant. 

babies under 1 year old who 
are most at risk from com
plications and death. In the 
epidemics of the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, following a 
scare about the safety of the 
pertussis vaccine, at least 
100 children died after 
catching whooping cough. 

A radiographer explains what's hap
pening during the whole procedure 
which can be rather noisy as the 
machine makes a 'knocking sound ' as 
it takes each picture. 

"You wear earphones but you do 
hear a noise, said Nikita O'Kane, 
adding, "It sounds like a speedboat." 

The only significant differ
ence was found in the chil
dren who had been partially 
immunised, who were more 
likely to have reported asth
ma. But after taking into 
account other factors - such 
as number of brothers and 

The report concludes: 
"Although a number of stud
ies using different methods 
have reported associa-
tions ... our study provides 
evidence that this associa
tion was not present in a 
large unselected population 
of children." 
The Department of Health 
says that whooping cough is 
especially dangerous for 

+ Source: Maitra A, Sherriff A, 
Griffiths M, Henderson J, Avon 
Longitudinal Study of Parents 
and Children Study Team. 
Pertussis vaccination in infancy 
and asthma or allergy in later 
childhood: birth cohort study 
British Medical Journal: 328 
pg 925-926. 

She was one of a number of pupils 
filmed by a crew from ITV who were 
following our research as part of an 
investigation into possible causes of 
obesity and which went out on screen 
in May. 

Like the other study members who 
took part, Nikita was sent a picture of 
the inside of her body to keep. Makes 
a change from all those boring family 
line-ups sitting on the mantelpieces .... 

Check out our new website address: www.alspac.bris.ac.uk 



T 
hree years ago Daniel 
Atkins' family moved to 
Australia to set up 

home in the Hunter Valley 
wine-making area in 

Since we began studying 14,000 families from 

...,
lf'llllm'lll!aliibi what was known as Avon, the Children of 

the 90s study has been recognised 
world-wide. Today, most of our 

families still live around Bristol, 
but some have moved 
away. H~re we meet four 
families who, despite living 
in other countries, still 
come to Focus sessions ... 

New South Wales. 
Speaking from his home outside 

Sydney, Daniel said how sad he had 
been to leave all his old friends behind 
when he had first left Bristol. But the 
advantages of living in Australia include 
having his own swimming pool and 
trampoline in the back garden. 

"I have a very active lifestyle here and 
I play cricket and soccer. We have a lot 
of sport at school and I go to a good 
school which has primary and high 
school, so I started Year Severi without 
having to change schools," explains 
Daniel. 

"I go by school bus a lot of the time 
and some children travel an hour to get 
to school - I only have to travel 15 min
utes. I have made some new friends and 
I like living here, except it gets too hot 
sometimes! 

"We have four school terms each 
year and start a new year in school in 
January after the long summer holi
days." 

Daniel's family decided to make the 
move to his father's original homeland 
of Australia back in August 2001 and 
he lives near six of his aunties, one 
uncle, his Australian grandma and a 
whole host of cousins. 

Since moving to Australia his family 
has also expanded as he now has a 
little two-year-old brother who came 
with him when he turned up for his 
Focus appointment during a family 
holiday to Britain to visit his grand
parents in Wales. 

Coming soon: Lookout for our 
new 'World of Faces' poster 

FACT FILE 

+ Currently 185 of 
our study families 
live abroad. 

+ They are spread 
across 33 different 
countries from 
Ghana to Greece, 
Switzerland to 
Singapore. 

+ Nearly s· 
cent of our 
lies (10,63f 
live in wha 
the old Ave 

+ Around· 
cent (1,575 
moved to c 
areas of Br 

Garden creatures include igua 
Beatrice Hunt must be one of our most well trav
elled study families having lived in Bristol, Sao 
Paulo in Brazil, Shanghai and Singapore. On the 
way her family has grown to include younger broth
ers Henry and William and sister Alice. 

At her school in Singapore she studies Mandarin 
alongside Medieval England - and school trips can 
be a little different too, including diving trips to the 
South China Seas. 

Since arriving in Singapore three years ago 
Beatrice has also learned karate, notching-up a 
purple belt and started playing a local Balinese 
instrument, a Gamelan. 

Writing about their life there, mum Hel 
"We all enjoy the warm weather here, th, 
ture is around 32 degrees every day. Du 
monsoon season from December to Mai 
be very rainy and there are often very bi, 
which topple trees and cut off the electr 
around the city, including our house, we 
storm drains, which prevent the floods. 

"In our garden we see tiny humming t 
fishers and myna birds and each evenin 
green and red parakeets gather for the r 
are also some small iguanas but they an 
and run away if you approach them!" 

Mixing shopping and sc 

+ Lord Robert Winston, star of TV's Child 
of Our Times series (pictured with Sue 
Smith, one of our lab staff) helped us 
prove that science isn't all hot air when 
he got to grips with Children of the 90s at 
Bristol Galleries. 

We joined other teams from Bristol 
University as part of National Science 
Week to explain just what we do. 
Shoppers enjoyed finding out how diffi-

cult it was to march on 
blindfolded. Believe it c 
test may actually help i 
ing of dyslexia. We alsc 
of the peak flow meter 
Focus Centre to measl 
(tested out here by ren 
expert Lord Winston.) 

Our trip to the Galler 
the many ways we are 
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Twins Laura (left) and Jessica (right) with younger 
sister Philippa standing between them 

W T
hree certainly turned 
out to be a lucky 
number for Children 

of the 90s when the Narey 
family signed up. 

Despite now living in Gibraltar, parents Sharon and 
Dominic still made sure that twins Laura and Jessica, 
together with younger sister Philippa, managed to 
make their Focus appointments. The girls, who go to 
school in England during term-time, travel to spend 
their long holidays in the sun with their parents. 

But at half-term their parents jetted back to Britain 
to visit the girls' grandparents in Keynsham and to 
drop in to Teen Focus 1 and Focus11 +. 

European 
TV tribute 

Watching the 1V at home in Granada, Spain, Lewis 
King was amazed to see the Children of the 90s 
building appear on screen. A limo pulled into view 
as celebrations for our 13th Birthday - when we 
took a lucky group of study families for a day out 
- came into view. The celebrations had made 
the local 1V in Bristol but it was only when 
Lewis visited us for his Focus visit that we 
realised that we had also been featured across 
Europe on Sky News! 

ce in the Galleries 

spot while 
•t, this simple 
e understand
•k along one 
•ed at the 
mg capacity 
ed fertility 

vas just one of 
1g to spread 

news about Children of the 90s. We also 
organised a Health Awareness Day for 
Year Seven pupils at Broadoak School 
in Keynsham in July as well as numer
ous sports events. These included a 
swimming gala, cycle day and Five-a
side football day in conjunction with 
the Bristol Evening Post, scheduled 
for autumn, 2004. Look out for news 
of other events, coming soon ... 

A 
new genetic test to predict which young children are 
most at risk of contracting diabetes and heart dis
ease when they grow up is being developed - thanks 

to Children of the 90s. 
Using information from the study, researchers at Cambridge 

University hope that this test will be carried out before the 
baby's first birthday. This should then allow doctors to identify 
those toddlers who are at risk and advise parents on steps they 
can take now, to avoid these illnesses in the future. 

It is a problem likely to affect a particular group of children 
who, have a low weight at birth. Those that then put on more 
than average amounts of weight quickly, can be at increased risk 
of developing diabetes and heart disease many years later. 

Doctors have known for some time that there is a connection 
between a baby's size at birth and the chances of developing 
some illnesses as adults. 

The latest research shows 
that small babies who quickly 
catch up in size and who are 
also born with the insulin 
gene - the gene that has been 
linked with problems dealing 
with insulin in later life - may 
be at greatest risk. 

The research concentrated 
on over 1,000 children who 
were of low birth weight to 
begin with but went on to 
catch up in size by the age of 
two. 

This early growth pattern is 
typical of firstborn children 
and measurements showed 

that the early catch-up infants 
tended to become children 
who -were taller, i:ieavier and 
fatter by the age of eight years. 

I n future doctors might be 
able to screen all early 
catch-up infants for the 

insulin gene variant, so that 
children who are at greater risk 
of developing diabetes or heart 
disease could be advised on 
lifestyle changes to avoid falling 
ill. 

Dr Ong said: "We have found 
that a combination of very early 
growtt:i measurements and 
genetic testing can predict 
which babies will grow into the 
heavier, fatter children - and so 
will have increased risk of dis
ease in later life. 

"If we can predict this by the 
age of one - with a combination 
of growth charts and genetics 
tests - we could do something 
about it early, rather than wait 
until they clearly have weight 
problems as older children." 

+ Ong KK, Petry CJ, Barratt BJ, 
Ring S, Cordell HJ, Wingate DL, 
the ALSPAC Study Team, Pembrey 
ME, Todd JA, Dunger DB Maternal
fetal interactions and birth order 
influence insulin variable number 
of tendem repearts allele class 
associations with head size at birth 
and childhood weight gain. 
Diabetes Journal 2004; 53: pages 
1128-1133. 



Living with Asperger Syndrome 

+ The sign on the library door said 'No Entry'. And, if 
it said 'No Entry' - there was nothing anyone could 
do, adults or children, to persuade 12 year old 
Robert to go in. 

Rob Windows is a stickler for rules, it is one of the 
common spin-offs of Asperger Syndrome. 

Frightened to 
make friends 

When Robert was three years old Janet Windows 
was told that her son was autistic. Here, she takes 
up the story to explain what daily life is like for her 
son, and her family ... 

or face new 
situations 

Professor Jean 
Golding explains: 

"While it is true that this disor
der does sometimes run in fami
lies - it isn't purely genetic. One 
possibility is that something 
happens in the womb, which 
interacts with a gene - and the 
result is a child with an autistic 
spectrum disorder. 

"For instance - Is there evi
dence that the mothers of chil
dren with particular autistic traits 
were exposed to infections more 
often in pregnancy than mothers 
of unaffected children? 

"A number of possible causes 
have been suggested - and we 
shall be testing various hypothe
ses concerning the cause and 
origin of each trait, whether it is 
genetic or environmental. " 

We need the benefit 
of your experience 

' 

Looking back now, I'm glad we were told 
about Robert when we were. There are 
many people in society who didn't find 

out they were autistic until they were adults. 
Luckily, we got help for Robert straight 

away. Early intervention has got to be a big 
help to our children. 

But they didn't use to diagnose it. 
Imagine what life was like for those children 
and how they'd have been 

to Mummy' and he'd say, 'Say Hello to 
Mummy'. 

He didn't fit in at play group. He wouldn't 
join in and he didn't understand sharing. 

I felt things weren't right and when he 
was three, took him to a child psychologist 
with a list of things that made him different 
from his friends - he made no eye contact, 
never pointed as a baby, didn't like noise. 

The specialist told us that 
treated by people who 
didn't realise about their 
condition. 

Robert was a big baby 
(Bib 14oz) and was born 
on his due date. But it 
was a !ong lab our - the 
hospital told me that his 
heart murmur could have 

Secondary school is big and 
frightening for normal 

children, but when your child 
has special needs; it's a 

whole lot worse 

Robert was showing 
autistic features. The 
news took a while to 
sink in. I can remember 
now not knowing how I 
felt, it was painful and it 
hurt deeply. Once we 
had come to terms with 

been caused by the trauma of the birth. I 
wonder if that trauma triggered the autism 
too. 

By the age of nine months he was walk
ing but he was slow to talk and, when his 
speech eventually came, something was 
clearly wrong. 

I'd say 'Alright Robert' and he would 
repeat, 'Alright Robert', or I'd say 'Say Hello 

the painful news, we 
got Robert into an 'Opportunity Play 
Group', which he loved. Support was also 
there for us from the staff and the other par
ents of autistic children and life improved 
until he started his early years at our local 
mainstream school. Robert was not coping 
at all with the noise or sharing and would 
only eat his lunch if he sat on the same 
chair in the dinner hall every day! 

Are you a parent of a child who has a problem 
with bedwetting, daytime wetting or soiling -
or has had these difficulties in the past? 

Babies born into larger families are 
less likely to grow quickly, and more 
likely to struggle to gain weight dur
ing their first nine months. 

at Children of the 90s, says: "Not all 
infants grow well in the first year - and 
this very slow growth has been associ
ated with problems in later life. Would you be interested in contributing to 

an exciting new research project between 
ALSPAC and the charity concerned, called 
ERIC {Education and Resources for Improving 
Childhood Continence)? We are looking for 
parents who would be willing to make sugges
tions about what we need to know about this 
topic, based upon their own experiences. 

Being part of our committee would involve 
the occasional day-time meeting so is, per
haps, best suited to those not working full
time. 

e To find out more, please contact:
Penny Dobson, Director, ERIC Tel: 0117 
3012104 or email penny@eric.org.uk 

However, the problem seems to have 
nothing to do with the prosperity of par
ents - the effect was found across all 
social classes, according to research 
which followed the progress of 11, 700 
members of Children of the 90s. 

Researchers set out to investigate 
possible causes of "Failure To Thrive" -
a term used by doctors to describe 
infants whose growth is substantially 
Jess than that of their peers. 

Dr Pauline Emmett, Head of Nutrition 

"We've looked very carefully at family 
characteristics and the growth of all the 
children to try to find out why some 
infants do not do as well as others." 

The 11,700 babies were weighed at 
birth, at six to eight weeks and at nine 
months. The study was most interested 
in the five per cent of children who put 
on least weight over that time. 

Previously it had been suggested that 
Jess prosperous or deprived families 
were associated with poor growth. 



one family's story 

FACT FILE 

Autism: is a lifelong developmental disability that 
affects the way a person communicates and relates 
to people around them. Children and adults with 
autism have difficulties with everyday social interac
tion. Their ability to develop friendships is generally 
limited as is their capacity to understand other peo
ple's emotional expression or to make sense of the 
world. 

Asperger syndrome: is a form of autism used to 
describe people usually at the higher functioning end 
of the autistic spectrum 

My husband Steve and I decided to 
move the family, including our younger 
son Russell, to Somerset so that Robert 
could attend a specialist unit at West 
Huntspill. There again Rob was under
stood, he didn't have to go to the dinner 
hall for lunch and he could eat in the unit 
on his own chair where it was far quieter. 

+ If you want to speak to someone about autism, the National Autistic 
Society helpline is 0845 070 4004 or see: www.nas.org.uk 

With the help of his learning support 
assistant, Rob was fully integrated into 
the mainstream school at West Huntspill 
and the child that, on arrival at the 
school would not go into their hall when 
it was empty, ended up performing in 
their plays to a packed house by the 
time he left! 

Robert is -now in mainstream second
ary school, where he has full-time sup
port and the help of a specialist part
time teacher specialising in autism. 

On the day he started, I cried all day, 
worried that may be he would be better 
in a special school with other autistic 
children. Secondary school is big and 
frightening for normal children, but when 
your child has special needs, it's a whole 

This was not borne out by this study. The 
main findings were: "There is no associa
tion with social or financial status. Babies 
born to parents in working class families 
are no more likely to be adversely affected 
than babies whose parents were classified 
as 'professional'. 

"There is a strong correlation between 
parental height and slow weight gain up to 
nine months. Babies of short parents were 
eight times more likely to grow slowly 
when compared to babies with tall par
ents. 

"Babies born into larger fami lies are 
more likely to fail to thrive. Even a moth
er's second or third baby was more likely 
to fall into this group. A fourth child was 
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lot worse. But he is enjoying himself, 
he's happy, is being looked after and he 
especially likes his English teacher 
because she has a lovely voice!! 

He is very different from a normal 12 
year old, we would never let him out 
alone for fear of his safety and, to be 
honest, he hasn't really got any friends. 
He finds making friends very difficult, his 
tutor group at school s_eem understand
ing of his problems but when I ask him 
why he won't speak to other children at 
school who live near us he says, 
'because they could be bullies' . How 
sad is that? 

At home he likes to be solitary, shut
ting all of us out when it is his 'do not 
disturb' time. He can be extremely cut
ting and hurtful. How could friends cope 

with that? 
But the love of his life is Lego - he 

spends hours playing with it and reading 
his Lego magazine. The downside is his 
obsession with it, everything has to be 
in sets and he always wants every 
colour - he keeps on about it until he 
has the whole set! 

We take Rob to Legoland which he 
loves, -Seeing the designers working 
makes me think that would be the per
fect job for him, but we don't know what 
the future holds. We can only hope that 
with continued help and our guidance, 
independent life may one day be possi
ble for Rob. Meanwhile he will continue 
to be our beautiful son that, even 
with all his faults, we will love ' 
unconditionally for ever and ever. 

by Janet Windows - Proud to be Robert's mum 

twice as likely to fail to thrive. 
Dr Peter Blair the lead author of the 

report said: "Babies in larger fami lies are 
likely to grow more slowly. The reasons 
for this association are not clear and 
deserve more research." 

The project is already investigating the 
growth and development of the chi ldren at 
7 and 8 to assess the longer-term conse
quences of poor growth in the first year of 
life. 

+ Source: Blair PS, Drewett RF, Emmett P, 
Emond A, Ness A, Golding J and the ALSPAC 
Study team, Family, socio-economic and pre
natal factors associated with Failure to Thrive, 
International Journal of Epidemiology 2004: 33: 
1-9 

~ 
Risk of 'failing ,__ 

to thrive' 

First born child - 3.4% 

Second born - 4.6% 

Third born - 5.8% 

Fourth born - 8.3% 

• Failure to thrive is 
defined as being in the 
bottom 5% of weight 
gainers 



One more reason to breastfeed 

T he benefits of breastfeeding could pay off 
many years into the future by helping to 
reduce levels of blood pressure - one of 

the factors that contributes to heart attacks in 
later life. 

Among seven-year-old children, our researchers 
found a difference in their blood pressure according 
to whether they were breastfed or bottlefed as 
babies. 

It could save 
you from a 
heart attack 
at age 60 
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We measured the blood pressure of 7,276 children 
and found that on average those children who had 
been breastfed beyond the age of two months (34 per 
cent) had lower blood pressure at the age of seven 
than children who had been brought up exclusively 
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on formula milk. The longer a child was breastfed, the 
greater the difference. Previous research suggests 
that the benefits could be 

breastfeeding 
shown from 
blood pressure 
readings taken at 
the age of seven 

even more pronounced later 
in their lives. 

Dr Richard Martin from 
the University of Bristol 's 
Department of Social 
Medicine says that although 
the difference found was 
quite small, this could still 
have important public health 
implications. It has been cal
culated that a one per cent 
reduction in blood pressure 

across the population could 
reduce the mortality rate by 
1.5 per cent. 

Dr Martin says: "Around 
40 per cent of all infants in 
the USA or UK are never 
breastfed. If breastfeeding 
rose from 60 to 90 per cent, 
approximately 3,000 deaths 
a year may be prevented 
among 35 to 64-year-olds. " 

should affect long term blood 
pressure is unclear. At one 
stage it was attributed to the 
high sodium content of formula 
milk, but the present results 
were based on modern formula 

milk whose composition is 
closer to breast milk. It is 
known that breast milk contains 
long chain polyunsaturated 
fatty acids which may play a 
role in blood pressure control. 

Exactly why breastfeeding 

+ Source: Martin RM, Ness AR, Gunnell D, 
Emmett P, Davey Smith G, ALSPAC Study 
Team. Does breast feeding in infancy lower 
blood pressure in childhood? Published in 
Circulation: Journal of the American Heart 
Association 2004; 109:1259-1266. 

Why do they want to know that? 

I f you ever wondered why we ask 
quite so many questions - here's a 
perfect illustration. 
Do you remember how, years ago, 

we asked you to tell us all the medi
cines you had taken during pregnancy? 

It was an important question. Now so 
many years later - the answers you gave 
have assumed extra importance. 

Who says so? The prestigious scientific 
journal Nature Neuroscience. 

In a recent issue - they highlight other 
research done in the United States which 
showed how aspirin taken during preg
nancy apparently affects the sex drive of 
embryo male rats later in life. 

If the same effect was seen in humans 
- it could have important repercussions 
for future generations. But the only way 
to find out is by conducting long term 
studies such as ours. 

The journal says: "The only way to test 
the hypothesis is through a longitudinal 
epidemiological study. These tests are by 
necessity long-term projects, but at least 
one such study is already underway." 

Referring to Children of the 90s, it 
continues, "The researchers took blood 
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Study leads the way to new research 
samples from the pregnant mothers and 
also gathered information about drug 
use." 

It explains that half the mothers report
ed taking Paracetamol (a known COX 
inhibitor) during pregnancy, and that our 
researchers found that high usage is 
associated with wheezing in the children, 
suggesting a possible link to asthma. 

"The same cohort can also be used to 
test for sexual effects. ·Among the 
researchers collaborating with Professor 
Golding is Melissa Hines at City 
University in London, an expert on the 
neural basis of human sexual behaviour. 

"Hines has already reported that gen
der-role behaviour in three and a half
year-olds is associated with maternal 
testosterone levels; girls who are 
'tomboys' (for example, preferring toy 
trucks to dolls) are more likely to have 
been exposed to high levels of testos
terone in utero." 

It goes on to explain that Melissa 

Contact us at:-
Children of the 90s Communications Dept, 
University of Bristol, 
24 Tyndall Avenue 
Bristol BS8 1TQ 

Our 'hot-line' telephone number is: 
0117-928-8793 

Hines is now re-examining the data to see 
whether there is any relationship between 
gender role behaviour and exposure to 
COX inhibitors (such as aspirin and parac
etamol). She also plans to conduct a fol
low-up study for Children of the 90s. 

"Adolescents can be reticent about dis
cussing sexual matters, but the question
naires are computerised and strictly 
anonymous, so Hines is optimistic that it 
will be possible to obtain meaningful data 
about sexual relationships and orientation, 
as well as longer-term outcomes such as 
marriage and fertility. 

"Until these epidemiological studies are 
completed, the possible effect of COX 
inhibitors on humans must remain a mat
ter for speculation." 

The point is - we didn't ever foresee 
that one day this concern would be 
raised. Now that it has - Children of the 
90s is in the perfect position to answer 
what could be a vital question. 

Thanks to you. 

Gt~ University of 
Ulr:J BRISTOL 
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