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Studies in individuals with neurodevelopmental disorders show dysfunction of the Hypothalamic -Pituitary- Adrenal axis (HPA). There is evidence that children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and children with Specific Learning Disorders (SLD), have a moderate or a significant deviation of the regular stress system function. The aim of the research was to assess diurnal rhythms and stress responses of both HPA axis and the sympathetic nervous system (SNS), in children with High Functioning Autism/Asperger Syndrome, ADHD and SLD compared to typically developing controls (TD). The sample consisted of 157 school aged children. who provided cortisol and alpha-amylase (sAA) saliva samples, as biomarkers of HPA axis and SNS activity, respectively, at three specific time points during a day.Also they provided both saliva samples before and 5 min after an academic performance task. Mann-Whitney U test was used to evaluate changes in cortisol and sAA levels between each clinical and the TD group. Multiple linear regression models were used to estimate if a neurodevelopmental disorder and various characteristics of the participants were predictors for cortisol and sAA levels. ADHD children had lower evening and diurnal sAA levels, whereas ASD children showed lower diurnal sAA secretion adjusted for sex, age, and general IQ. Moreover, an  increase in sAA levels was found in ASD and ADHD children, after the academic performance testing. In conclusion, alterations regarding autonomic function in children with ASD and ADHD were observed, while HPA axis functioning did not differ between the clinical groups and the TD group. 
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