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MRI Handout for Parents

What is the study about?

You and your child have been invited to participate in a research study to understand the different types of autism based on physiology and behavior.  By separating out different types of autism, we hope to find the cause(s) and better treatments for each type.  As part of the study, we ask that you help us get a detailed picture of your child’s brain using Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI).  

This packet will help you understand everything about the MRI process.  It includes: 

· Some information on how MRI works

· A timeline for preparing your child for the MRI

· A checklist for things that you will need to bring to the NIH the night of the actual scan.  
· A CD of the MRI sounds to play for your child as often as possible so that s/he can become used to the sound that the MRI scanner makes.
· Ear plugs to play with and practice with.
How does MRI work?

MRI is very safe.  It is a completely non-invasive procedure.  This means that no needles are used and no chemicals or radiation (as is the case with X-rays) are used to create images.  Instead it uses a powerful magnet and radio frequencies to create images of tissue in your body. Your child will be gently placed into a device know as an MRI scanner, which is a long tube surrounded by the magnet.  The scanner sends and receives signals from the cells in your child’s body.  A computer interprets the signals into a set of images that you can see on a computer monitor and then stores the images in the computer for viewing or analysis.

The most important factor in getting a good picture is for your child to remain still.  Just like when a photograph is taken, any movement can cause the image to be blurry.  One way to make sure that your child remains still is to get an image while your child is asleep.  We will be working closely with you to make a plan that will work best for you and your child. 

At our facility, we will have the MRI room set up a comfortably as possible in order to have your child fall asleep easily.

What to expect

Your visit to the NIH for the MRI will take place in the evening, around the time of your child’s usual bedtime. We will ask you to keep your child awake and active during the day so that s/he is sleepy during the scanning session.  It will be possible for you to go through your usual bedtime routine with your child once you arrive at the NIH.  You should bring any favorite blankets or toys that might help your child fall asleep (see below).

When your child falls asleep, s/he may be repositioned on the bed so that his/her head is where the scanner can take the picture.  It is ideal if you child can sleep comfortably on his/her back, however, if your child only sleeps well in a particular position let us know and we will try to keep that position while they having their scan.  Pillows, blankets, or towels will be used to comfortably hold your child’s body in position.  

The MRI scanning machine makes some loud knocking or ringing noises when images are being acquired.  To protect your child’s ears from the noise of the scanner, we use soft foam earplugs plus additional layers of thick foam padding to cradle their head and reduce the noise even more.
During the scan, you and one of the researchers will remain in the scanning room with your child (providing that you have nothing that stops you from being in the scanning room – for example, a pacemaker or other implanted medical device, or if there is a chance you could be pregnant).  The scan will be stopped immediately if your child wakes up.  If she/ he cannot be very quickly soothed back to sleep, the scanning session will be ended. The whole MRI scan will take up to 90 minutes. 

Can anyone have an MRI?

Some people cannot have an MRI and should not even be in the same room as an MRI scanner. An MRI machine contains a magnet with a very powerful magnetic force that is never turned off.  The greatest risk associated with MRI is from metal that is accidentally brought into the room or that is present in someone’s body that that interacts with the magnetic field.  So no one should enter the scanner room without being carefully screened first. Persons who have a heart pacemaker or any kind of electronic or metal implant in their body should not be in the MRI environment.  Some examples of objects that would make an MRI unsafe are:
· an implanted medication device, such as an insulin pump 

· metal clips or pins, or other metal objects in the head 

· any metal or shrapnel wounds where objects or fragments are lodged around the eye or spinal cord 

· any metal joint replacements or heart valve replacements
For additional safety we also do not allow anyone who might be pregnant to have an MRI scan for research or to be present in the MRI room during a scan.
We have included an MRI screening form for you and your child to review. We will go over the form again on the night of your scan.

Also, your child (and the parent who comes into the room with the child), will not be allowed to wear or carry anything metallic in the scanner room. We ask that you dress your child in comfortable pajamas that do not have any zippers or snaps.  ALL objects such as watches, jewelry, coins, cell phones, keys, or anything else containing metal, must be left in the room outside the scanner.  Objects containing magnetic data strips, such as credit cards, will have the data erased by the magnet, so they should be left outside as well.  We will provide a container for these types of items.
What should I bring with my child to the MRI?

We would like for you to bring anything that will help your child fall asleep on the evening of the scan (e.g., teddy bear or favorite blanket).  Please use the attached checklist as you in think through what to pack and how to best prepare your child.  

Timeline for preparing for the MRI scan

After the appointment is scheduled:

· The key to preparing for the scan is thinking of it as just helping your child to go to sleep in an unfamiliar place with some odd noises.  It actually works best if you can talk to them about it like it is just one more of the new things they are doing every day, and not something to be particularly excited about.  The more familiar they are with what will be happening (even bored with it), the more likely it is they will be comfortable enough to fall asleep and stay asleep during the scan.  

· Getting used to the sights and sounds of the MRI area ahead of time helps, so in this packet we are providing you with a storybook with pictures that you can use to show them exactly what will happen.  We will give you a CD of the actual sounds that the scanner will make to help your child become more comfortable in the scanner, and some of the same earplugs we use during the scan so that you can start getting your child used to having someone put earplugs in while they are asleep.

· We will also set up a session with a “mock” scanner near the MRI area (it looks like a scanner but doesn’t have the magnet inside).  Your child can play on this to get used to what a scanner is like, and this can give you and your child a chance to get familiar with this part of the building. 
Six weeks before scan time:
· At this time, we would like you to begin playing the MRI sound CD daily for your child.  We ask that you play the CD during the day while your child is awake and at night to help get him/her used to the sounds. You can also play it in the car on the way over to the appointment. (More detailed instructions for using the CD are in a separate handout in this packet.)

· Assuring that your child is comfortable with the sights and sounds of the MRI scanner will help make the scan go more smoothly.
Three weeks before scan time:
· We will call you to assess your child’s progress and decide whether there is enough time before the actual scan for your child to be comfortable with the scan.

One week before scan time:

· Begin working with the earplugs.  (Please see Instructions for working with earplugs sheet for details).

· We will call you to set up a meeting time and place for the night of the scan.  We will ask you some questions about your child’s bedtime routines. 

The day of the scan:

· We will call you to make sure your child is feeling healthy.  Children tend to sleep more lightly even with a little cold, so we wouldn’t want to try to do the scanning session if they might not be able to sleep normally because they aren’t feeling well.

· Please avoid an afternoon nap so that your child will be more tired at the time of the scan, unless missing this nap will increase the likelihood of a tantrum during the scan time.

· On the drive to the scan please do not let your child fall asleep in the car.  Even though this can be a good way for many children to fall asleep, we’ve found that most children that have slept in the car on the way to the scan have difficulty sleeping during the actual scan time.

· It is a long walk in a bright hallway from the parking garage to the location of the scan.  You might want to bring a stroller.

The night of the scan:

· All of the information you will need to get to the scan and find us is included in this packet. 

· Remember - we can take all the time you need to help your child fall asleep.  There is no time pressure.  We have all evening and night to get the scan done – no one comes in after us, and this is what we are here for.

· And thank you for participating!  

What to bring to my child’s MRI


Dress your child in diaper/pull up/underwear and his/her favorite pajamas.   (AS LONG AS THEY DON’T HAVE zippers and snaps)

Things that are normally in his/her bedtime routine such as a: 


favorite blanket


favorite stuffed animal or doll

favorite book(s) or toy(s).




night time music CD.




favorite cup/bottle/pacifier

Any other items that your child uses as a part of his/her regular nighttime routine
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Instructions for Playing CD

Enclosed you will find a CD of sounds that are made by the MRI scanner.  These sounds are not typically heard in every day environments and so we are asking for your assistance to help your child become more used to hearing them.  Please play this CD for your child as often as you can manage.  It can be played as background noise in the house and in the car.  As your child becomes used to hearing the sounds, it is suggested that you play it during the evening time (closer and closer to bedtime).  When the CD is played, start the volume on low and then gradually increase the volume over time.  The scanner itself is very loud but your child will have earplugs so you don’t have to play it too loudly.  Some people even try to turn it on and off (as the scanner sounds change a lot during the scan)
Instructions for practicing with earplugs & headphones for MRI

● Begin practicing a week before the scheduled nighttime MRI session.

● Each night after your child has fallen into a deep sleep, practice putting earplugs in.  If your child stirs or wakes up; wait until s/he has fallen back to sleep before trying again. If s/he wakes up completely, stop trying for the night and try again the next night.

● If successful with earplugs, proceed to trying to put the headphone on.  Again, if you child wakes up, either wait until s/he has fallen back to sleep or try again the following night.

● If successful with both earplugs and headphones, allow child to sleep as long as they can with them on.

● If possible, begin playing the CD of MRI sounds in the background and gradually increase the volume while your child is asleep with the earplugs and headphones on.

