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It is amazing to watch toddlers grow and gain new skills. They have a seemingly effortless ability to learn and develop. When the
opposite occurs, however, and previously obtained skills are lost, it can be a terrifying experience for parents. Such aloss is known
as “regression” and refers to the loss of skills that had previously been reliably established. While there are normal ups and downs
in children’s development as they grow, a consistent loss in skills for at least one month is cause for concern. In autism spectrum
disorder (ASD], a regression can occur in many different areas, including language, social, self-help, or motor skills. Parents most
often report losses in children’s language and social skills. While regression is not common in typically developing children, it is
reported to occur in about one-third of children diagnosed with ASD!
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The When and Why of Regression

Rather than following one path, regression appears to have several trajectories. In most cases of autistic regression, parents report
that the loss begins mid-way through their child’s second year of life." While cases of sudden loss of skills have been noted, it is
more common for children to gradually lose social interest over time. This loss plateaus in the first few years of life.? Since the onset
of regression coincides with the time when children typically receive the measles, mumps, and rubella (MMR) vaccine, some have
wondered if there is a causal connection between the two. A great deal of evidence, however, has shown that the MMR vaccine does
not cause autism.3 The cause of regression in ASD is not well understood at this time, but it is likely linked to interactions between
biological and environmental factors.*

There are very rare situations in which regression is noted in children at around three to four years of age. These cases tend to
be related to losses in motor functioning, such as hand coordination, and can involve the loss of other skills, including toileting.
If children experience a loss of motor skills around that age, especially the purposeful use of their hands, parents are strongly
advised to seek assistance from a neurologist. The loss could be related to a number of very rare disorders, such as Rett syndrome,
Landau-Kleffner syndrome, or other degenerative conditions.*

What to Do if Children Regress

We know that children should learn, grow and develop new skills. At the same time, it is important to remember that children are
undergoing significant changes, and that their skills can vary from day to day or week to week. However, if parents feel that their
child is consistently losing skills, particularly those related to social interaction or communication, they should recognize that this
is not part of typical development and seek medical advice immediately. Parents may wish to track skills they are concerned about
by writing down examples or recording videos to share at upcoming visits with their pediatrician or family physician. They could
also request a referral to a specialized provider, such as a developmental-behavioral pediatrician.

Supporting Children Who Regress

Parents of children who regress should seek out behavioral treatments that address the areas of need. These could be interventions
such as naturalistic developmental behavioral interventions (NDBIs), which are play-based and mediated by therapists or parents.
NDBIs are behavioral treatments that are child-led, implemented in natural settings, and use contingent reinforcement to teach
children developmentally and behaviorally appropriate skills, such as joint attention, play, and social communication.®
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Children who experience a regression, particularly in language, do not necessarily have worse developmental outcomes than
children without regression.® It is important to note that children with regression can regain some, if not all, of their lost skills. For
example, one study found that over 75 percent of the children who regressed did regain their lost skills.” Children who lose their
skills early in life and regain them quickly also tend to have better outcomes.® However, in the case of later regression between
three and four years of age, children are less likely to regain their skills. Though it is rare, some children will never regain lost skills.°

It can be very challenging and stressful for parents if their child is experiencing a regression. That's why it is critical to address and
support parent well-being and mental health. Practitioners should be aware of these needs and prepared to help both children
and other family members find the appropriate resources and manage expectations. Parents who are supported are more likely
to be able to help their children access much-needed resources.
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