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WELCOME & RECAP OF IASSIDD WORLD CONGRESS FROM THE ASD SIRG CHAIR 

 

 

Welcome to this very first issue of the International 

Association for the Scientific Study of Intellectual and 

Developmental Disabilities (IASSIDD) Autism Spectrum 

Disorders (ASD) Special Research Interest Group 

(SIRG) newsletter, and my first as Chair. I would like to 

take this opportunity to thank Professor Jan Blacher and 

Dr Caroline Richards, the SIRG’s founding members and 

former Co-Chairs, for the excellent work they have done 

on setting up this community of researchers and for their 

commitment to improving the lives of people with autism. 
 

The ASD SIRG was first introduced during the planning stages of the 2016 

IASSIDD 15th World Congress in Melbourne, Australia. The rationale for the ASD 

SIRG is simple. There has been much publicity about the increase in ASD 

prevalence, yet the focus of autism research community has been primarily on 

individuals who do not have comorbid intellectual disabilities, particularly with 

respect to educational, employment and social outcomes. 

 

To fill this gap, the ASD SIRG is focused exclusively on research on those 

individuals with ASD who also have comorbid intellectual disabilities and their 

families. Many of these individuals have unique and challenging needs that 

require targeted research and interventions. For this reason, the ASD SIRG 

brings together researchers from across the globe to identify and develop a 



 

research-to-practice agenda for the most pressing social, educational and policy 

challenges faced by this population. Since the group was established, it has 

developed a consistent presence on the IASSIDD arena that enables us to open 

up a platform for new questions about the lives of people with autism and 

comorbid intellectual disabilities.  

 

 

 

On 6th - 9th August 2019, Glasgow hosted the IASSIDD World Congress and 

our SIRG had a strong representation! On the opening day, Professor Jan 

Blacher gave an excellent keynote speech on the rising prevalence and 

prominence of autism and its implications for researchers working in the wider 

field of intellectual and developmental disabilities research. During our annual 

business meeting, we also elected a new committee for the ASD SIRG. You can 

read more about it in the section below. 

 

I am really looking forward to working with the ASD SIRG community and our 

partners across the field, including people with autism and their families, to build 

on these strong foundations and ensure that the group’s research impacts 

positively on the lives of people with autism. 

  

Dr. Ewelina Rydzewska 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.iassidd2019.com/
http://www.iassidd2019.com/team/jan-blacher/
http://www.iassidd2019.com/team/jan-blacher/


 

MEET THE ASD SIRG EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 
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LETTER FROM PRECEDING CHAIR, PROFESSOR JAN BLACHER  

  

The ASD SIRG in IASSIDD and its transition to adulthood 
  

The birth of a new SIRG 

In case you are wondering about how to create an IASSIDD SIRG, the ASD SIRG 

is my second child, if you will. The oldest is the Families SIRG; I was instrumental 

in putting that together, with its main appearance, wildly successful, at the 2004 

World Congress in Montpellier, France. I guess I have been at this for a while. 

 

The presence of the ASD SIRG emerged at the 2016 World Congress in 

Melbourne, Australia, with a solid first program and keynote address on the topic. 

Of course, it was more difficult to assure attendance at a World Congress outside 

of the US or Europe, but our impact was felt. Many of the key players today (e.g. 

Ewelina Rydzewska, Yasamin Bolourian) presented in Melbourne. Serving as 

SIRG Chair reminded me about the generativity of our field, and how important it 

is to keep momentum for the scientific study of ASD growing. 

 

People have asked me how we measure the SIRG’s success. There are no 

published criteria, but I have always considered several factors: 

https://twitter.com/cormac35?lang=en
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Dawn_Adams3


1. Membership: It can start out small, but it should grow. Alternatively, if the 

area is rather specialised, it may not grow but it should stay at a steady 

level. 

2. Presence at the World Congresses: These are among the best-attended 

of the IASSIDD events, and sustaining momentum for a strand at the 

Congresses is crucial. 

3. Networking: There are many ways that the SIRG can prove its existence, 

and networking with its members is one of them. This can be via special 

issues of a journal, a white paper, newsletters or other contacts among 

and between SIRG members. Ideally, networking attracts new members. 

4. Fostering graduate student and early career professional involvement: 

These groups are future of any SIRG, and indeed, of IASSIDD itself. 

Reflecting on the evolving nature of ASD 

As a long-time researcher and professional in the field of intellectual disability 

(ID), I have encountered autism, now autism spectrum disorder, my whole life. 

Over the years, percentages change, but from half to two-thirds of individuals 

with autism were considered to also have ID. Yet for many years, many autism 

advocates (and parents) eschewed the association with ID and went on to form 

their own advocacy and research groups. Recently, with the publication of the 

DSM-5, ID has been officially put back into the description of ASD. 

 

This certainly does not solve all of the research and practice problems for the 

field, and even autism self-advocates are struggling with the now recognised 

bifurcation of the ASD field – those individuals who are high functioning and 

competitive in educational and employment domains, versus those individuals 

with ASD and comorbid ID who have a great many more educational and support 

needs. This poses a dilemma for IASSIDD as well, as the organisation has 

traditionally focused on individuals with ID. Is there a place for the study of higher 

functioning autism in IASSIDD? I believe this will be one of the issues facing our 

ASD SIRG in the coming years. 

 

Looking ahead: Future of the ASD SIRG 

As pointed out by Gillberg and Fernell in one of my favourite brief articles (Autism 

Plus versus Autism Pure, 2014, Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders), 

autism rarely occurs by itself. Many individuals with ASD also have comorbid 

mental health or learning disorders. Indeed, as a field we have not resolved the 

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10803-014-2163-1
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10803-014-2163-1


 

issue of very severe challenging behaviours manifested in some children with 

ASD that are most distressing to families and schools. Anxiety and depression, 

too, are ever-present, particularly in higher functioning individuals with ASD. 

Thus, I urge our SIRG to develop collaborative relationships with other SIRGs in 

the IASSIDD family, particularly those focused on Families, Health, and 

Challenging Behaviour. There are many opportunities for growth in our own ASD 

SIRG, and one of them is to bring to the forefront the prevalence of ASD and the 

importance of recognising that it is indeed a developmental disability, regardless 

of level of IQ. While IASSIDD has traditionally focused on individuals with ID and 

their families, the organisation might want to consider having a more inclusive 

policy with respect to ASD. This might be one issue the current SIRG members 

will want to debate. 

 

In closing, there is much to be excited about the ASD SIRG, particularly as it 

moves forward with such competent (and young!) leadership. We have much to 

be proud of with respect to the research directions presented at the international 

meeting in Glasgow, 2019, and expect even more innovation in 2022. I urge the 

members of this SIRG to become a palpable presence at the meeting in 

Amsterdam, 2021. I, for one, will focus my efforts on optimism – both in my own 

ongoing research and in thinking about the future of this SIRG. 

 

Professor Jan Blacher 

 

 

ANNOUNCEMENTS & RESEARCH HIGHLIGHTS FROM OUR MEMBERS 

 

 

 

Dr. Caroline Richards has been 

awarded funding from the Medical 

Research Council and Medical 

Research Foundation to examine the 

causal mechanisms underpinning 

self-injurious behaviour in children 

with autism and intellectual disability. 
 

Self-injurious behaviour occurs at high rates in this population and often persists 

beyond childhood. Dr. Richards and the team at the University of Birmingham will 

investigate cognitive and psychobiological risk markers of impulsivity and poor 



 

sleep, hypothesised to drive the presence and severity of self-injury. The findings 

aim to inform interventions for self-injurious behaviour and identify new 

preventative intervention targets. The team will begin recruiting children with 

autism and intellectual disability in January 2020. 

 

 

 

 

Professor Jan Blacher is the 

Executive Producer of a new 

documentary called AUTISM GOES 

TO COLLEGE. Directed by Erik 

Linthorst, this first-of-its-kind film 

takes a deeper look inside college life 

as five students on the autism 

spectrum share surprising stories and 

candid insights about their dreams, 

fears, failures, and successes. The 

film is making its way around the 

US through at schools, colleges, 

organisations, conferences, and local 

theaters! 

 

 

If you are interested in hosting a screening in the US or in other countries, 

visit autismgoestocollege.org or email autismgoestocollege@gmail.com. 

 

 

 

 

ASDTech interviewed Dr Yurgos Politis on the 

topic of inclusion of neurodiverse populations in 

education and research as well as virtual reality in 

treatment and education for autistic people. 

 

You can read the interview here. 
 

 

http://autismgoestocollege.org/
mailto:autismgoestocollege@gmail.com
https://www.asdtech.ed.ac.uk/
http://www.asdtech.ed.ac.uk/index.php/2019/07/12/interview-with-dr-yurgos-politis-researcher-in-assistive-technology-and-special-education/
http://www.asdtech.ed.ac.uk/index.php/2019/07/12/interview-with-dr-yurgos-politis-researcher-in-assistive-technology-and-special-education/
http://www.asdtech.ed.ac.uk/index.php/2019/07/12/interview-with-dr-yurgos-politis-researcher-in-assistive-technology-and-special-education/
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