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or about 1% (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2009). Similar rates 
are found in many cultures (Mansell & Morris, 2004; Naoi, 
Yokoyama, & Yamamoto, 2007). Yet students from ethnic 
minorities are underrepresented across the United States, espe-
cially those from Hispanic backgrounds (Morrier & Hess, 
2012). This disparity among ethnic groups may be due to the 
assessments used as well as cultural differences in some behav-
ioral symptoms (eye contact, social communication).

Comorbidity. Comorbidity refers to the coexistence of two or 
more disorders. About 75% of individuals with autism also have 
an intellectual disability (Tobin & House, 2016). One criterion 
for a diagnosis of intellectual disability is significantly lower per-
formance on IQ tests than that of same-age peers (another crite-
rion is deficits in adaptive behavior). Individuals with autism tend 
to have weaker verbal than nonverbal performance on IQ tests 
because of their deficits in communication (American Psychiatric 
Association, 2013).

Developmental differences. The degree of social and commu-
nicative impairment may change over time, but delays in social 
interaction, communication, or imaginative play must occur in 
early development to be considered an autism spectrum disorder 
(American Psychiatric Association, 2013). Infants with autism 
may appear unresponsive emotionally and socially—not making 
eye contact, cuddling, showing physical affection, or respond-
ing to parents’ voices. The first symptoms can be delays in lan-
guage, usually in the second year of life (American Psychiatric 
Association, 2013). As children develop, though, they may 
become more interested in and willing to passively engage in 
social interaction. However, even in these cases, children with 
autism tend to interact with others in unusual ways, such as being 

inappropriately intrusive in interactions or having little understanding of others’ boundaries. 
At adolescence, some individuals experience deterioration in behaviors, while others experience 
improvements. About two-thirds of individuals with autism do not develop independent living 
skills by adulthood and continue to struggle with the social aspects of jobs and daily function-
ing (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Howlin, Mawhood, & Rutter, 2000).

While autism is three to seven times more likely to occur in boys than in girls, the gender dif-
ference in rates of occurrence depends on IQ (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2009; Towle, Visintainer, O’Sullivan, Bryan, & Busby, 
2009). Individuals who have more severe cognitive impairments in IQ, especially girls, are more 
likely to be identified with autism (Bryson, 1997; Ehlers & Gillberg, 1993). Girls who have mild 
cognitive impairments may be diagnosed less frequently than boys because their communicative 
abilities might make them appear more socially adept than boys with the same level of cognitive 
ability, masking some symptoms of autism (Kirkovski, Enticott, & Fitzgerald, 2013).

Effect on school performance and relationships. Because of their intellectual disabilities, stu-
dents with autism spectrum disorder face major academic challenges in the general education 
classroom. Their problems in communication and social interaction present added challenges 
to learning and impair their ability to develop age-appropriate peer relationships. Contrary to 
common belief, individuals with autism do not prefer to be alone, even though they lack social 
and communication skills that would allow them to develop friendships. Development of a few 
close friendships can be very beneficial, as the quality of friendships—not the number—affects 
whether individuals with autism feel lonely (Burgess & Gutstein, 2007).

Communication Skills. Individuals with autism, like 
the character Raymond in the hit 1988 movie Rain 
Man, often exhibit repetitive language and are unable 
to sustain conversations.

Intellectual disabilities: 
See Module 21
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