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Brain plasticity and meditation offer hope for children with autism spectrum disorders

By Dr. Jamie Oskin on December 3, 2012 in Asperger Syndrome, Autism, Autism Spectrum Disorders 

A new study showing that a certain type of meditation can improve emotional processing may have important implications for future research in autism. In this study, researchers compared a group of adults who participated in a health discussion group versus a group who used a technique called mindful attention training (MAT) or cognitively-based compassion training (CBCT) for 8 weeks. The researchers used functional MRI imaging and found that the meditation groups had a greater response to emotional stimuli in the right amygdala, a portion of the brain that responds to emotions.

Most intriguing was that the effects of meditation seemed to have lasting effects on the brain because the benefits continued even when the participants were not in a meditative state. This type of meditation research is cutting edge and on the brink of new scientific exploration. It could have wide reaching applications for certain patient populations, including those on the autism spectrum. Because of the emotional processing challenges for people with autism spectrum disorders, perhaps regular mindful attention training could help reinforce portions of the brain that can help learn and process emotions and in particular, compassion.

In the HBO film about Temple Grandin’s life, there is an incredibly telling scene about how difficult it is for children with autism to understand and share emotions with others. In the scene, Temple’s aunt teaches her how to correlate facial expressions with their respective emotional meanings by quizzing her with flash cards. Because understanding emotions does not come naturally to children with autism, it had to be taught to Temple for her to be able to make sense of people’s facial expressions according to their respective emotions. However, because the brain is an incredibly flexible organ, it can learn and adapt. The mindfulness meditation research offers insight into a possibility for children with autism that they will not only be able to learn how to identify various emotions as if it were answering correctly on a multiple choice test, but rather, they may be able to take it to an entirely new level. By doing mindfulness meditative exercises, children with autism may be able to deepen their brain’s capacity for processing and understanding emotions. This is remarkable and I hope that those in the meditation scientific community will begin to explore this possibility in future research.



There is a fascinating book by Norman Doidge, MD called “The Brain that Changes Itself”. Dr. Doidge describes through some remarkable stories how flexible and “plastic” the brain is and that the brain has a “use it or lose it” capacity. For example, it’s just like playing the piano. I learned to play the piano for fun when I was 21 years old. I took an elective course in beginning piano lessons during my senior year of college. Some of the most remarkable musical virtuosos, like Mozart, learned to play when they were very young, starting at 3 or 4 years old. The repetitive practice from a young age seems to mold their brains to develop rhythm, muscle dexterity, and coordination that can lead to their virtuosity later in life. The more a child practice’s the piano, the better they get. I was at disadvantage because I didn’t learn until much later in life to play the piano. So, at first, I was like a clumsy toddler learning to walk. But because the brain is incredibly plastic, I learned to play, even though I didn’t start learning until later in life.

Unfortunately, after college I didn’t play the piano again for almost 10 years, until I was recently gifted a used piano from a very sweet woman who was downsizing during a move to a new home. Despite being incredibly rusty at first, after a few months of practice I can now actually play a few tunes on the piano with ease. And, they sound… okay. Why is that? Well, since the brain is “plastic”, it can constantly learn and acquire new skills with reinforced practice. The more I play the piano, the faster I pick it up, the more natural my posture, and the better the music sounds. According to Doidge’s book, my brain is adapting every time I play the piano to map out more new space in my brain that he calls “cortical real estate” to reinforce those new skills. In this way, if we utilize techniques like mindful attention training with children with autism, we could possibly help autistic children to better understand emotions by having them do the mental exercises to build the neuronal maps related to processing emotions. This is an exciting possibility and I hope an area of future research. Here’s a link to the article on meditation published in the journal that is fittingly named Frontiers in Human Neuroscience.

For those interested in Dr. Doidge’s work on neuroplasticity and the incredible capability of the brain to change and recover, I highly recommend his book “The Brain that Changes Itself” and to wet your appetite, here is a YouTube interview with Dr. Doidge discussing some fascinating topics from his book.
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About Dr. Jamie Oskin

Dr. Jamie Oskin is a highly trained naturopathic physician with a passion for homeopathy. While he treats a wide variety of chronic and acute conditions, Dr. Oskin is especially focused on helping families overcome child developmental disorders including Autism, Asperger’s, and ADD/ADHD. Witnessing a child’s transformation is especially rewarding for Dr. Oskin because of the huge impact it has on his patients’ families. Read more about Dr. Oskin at http://www.aznaturalhealth.com/drjamieoskin 
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Location

Arizona Natural Health Center is located in the Phoenix metro area within easy driving distance of Phoenix, Mesa, Ahwatukee, Chandler, Gilbert, Mesa, Scottsdale, and Queen Creek, Arizona.

Arizona Natural Health Center

1250 E Baseline Road Suite 104

Tempe, AZ 85283
480.456.0402
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