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Individuals With  
Disabilities Education Act
Fortunately, a lot has changed in the field since 
1943. Autism is now one of the specific disabil-
ity categories defined in the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (IDEA). With the 
reauthorization of IDEA in 1990 (PL 101–
476), autism was added as a discrete category. 
The 2004 amendments to IDEA define autism 
as follows:

  (i)	 Autism means a developmental dis-
ability significantly affecting verbal and 
nonverbal communication and social 
interaction, usually evident before age 
three, that adversely affects a child’s 
educational performance. Other char-
acteristics often associated with autism 
are engagement in repetitive activities and stereotyped movements, resistance 
to environmental change or change in daily routines, and unusual responses to 
sensory experiences.

 (ii)	 Autism does not apply if a child’s educational performance is adversely affected 
primarily because the child has an emotional disturbance . . .

(iii)	 A child who manifests the characteristics of autism after age three could be 
diagnosed as having autism if the criteria in paragraph (c) (1) (i) of this section 
are satisfied. (34 C.F.R. §300.8 [c] [1])

American Psychiatric Association Definition
The American Psychiatric Association (APA) periodically updates the diagnostic and 
statistical manual (DSM) that defines mental disorders and general medical condi-
tions. Autism first appeared in the third edition of the DSM, published in 1977; before 
that time, the APA did not recognize autism as a separate disorder. The Autism Society 
of America was instrumental in the inclusion of autism in the DSM-III and influ-
enced the definition that was ultimately used (Freeman, 1999). Since 1980, autism has 
been characterized in the DSM as a pervasive developmental disorder to highlight the 
fact that autism is a developmental disorder of childhood, not a psychotic disorder like 
schizophrenia. The APA radically revised its thinking about autism spectrum disorders 
with the publication of the fifth edition of the DSM in May 2013. The new termi-
nology of choice is autism spectrum disorder, which is now characterized as a neurode-
velopmental disorder (along with, for example, intellectual disability, attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder, learning disabilities, and other disorders) rather than a perva-
sive developmental disorder. The new edition consolidates autistic disorder (autism), 
Asperger disorder (syndrome), and pervasive developmental disorder under the head-
ing of autism spectrum disorder. The rationale for this change is that “these disorders 
represent a single continuum of mild to severe impairments in the two domains of 
social communication and restrictive/repetitive interests rather than being distinct 
disorders” (American Psychiatric Association, 2013, p. xliii).

Children with autism spectrum disorders are guaranteed a free and 
appropriate public education.
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