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    Abstract
One of the most fascinating properties of the human brain is the capacity of newborn babies to recognize and orient to faces and simple schematic face-like patterns since the first hours of life. A striking feature of these social orienting mechanisms is their transversal appearance in remarkably diverse vertebrate species. Similar to newborn babies, also non-human primates and domestic chicks have been shown to express orienting responses to faces and schematic face-like patterns. More importantly, existing studies have hypothesized that early disturbances of these mechanisms represent one of the earliest biomarkers of social deficits in autism spectrum disorders (ASD). Recent data suggest that newborns at high risk for the disorder express altered responses to schematic face-like configurations. Here we modeled ASD in domestic chicks using the anticonvulsant valproic acid (VPA), and tested the animals for their predisposed preference towards schematic face-like configuration stimuli. We found that VPA impairs the chicks’ preference responses to the social stimuli. Based on the results shown here and in previous studies, we propose the domestic chicks as elective animal models to study early-emerging neurobehavioural markers and to investigate the biological mechanisms underlying face processing deficits in ASD.
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