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mannerisms, and preoccupation with parts of 
objects. Individuals with ASD may

•• play with toys in an unintended fashion;
•• be rigid about routines or object place-

ments;
•• eat few foods or only foods with a certain 

texture;
•• smell food;
•• be insensitive to pain;
•• be unaware of danger;
•• show unusual attachment to inanimate 

objects; and
•• exhibit repeated body movements 

(hand flapping, rocking, finger licking, 
spinning, etc.).

Other Characteristics
In addition to the two primary characteristics of autism spectrum disorders, other fea-
tures that often coexist (comorbid conditions) include problems with concentration, 
attention, and activity level; anxiety disorders; affective or mood disorders; and learning 
difficulties. These behaviors are briefly summarized in Table 10.2.

Assessment of Autism Spectrum Disorders
The assessment of an individual with autism spectrum disorder is confounded by the fact 
that the very behaviors necessary for valid testing—the ability to sit still, pay attention, fol-
low directions, and respond verbally—are often difficult for the individual with ASD. Some 
professionals believe that these deficits render children with ASD untestable, and they 
generally disregard the results of formal cognitive and achievement tests. However, most 
researchers believe that intellectual assessments and achievement tests can be administered 
effectively and used in planning programs for students with ASD. Behavioral assessments 
and rating scales can also generate useful information about the individual with autism 
spectrum disorder without the problems associated with a formal testing situation.

Although medical tests cannot diagnose autism spectrum disorders, a medical 
examination is often helpful in ruling out specific disabilities such as hearing or 
vision loss and in diagnosing any associated neurological disorders such as epilepsy, 
fragile X syndrome, or tuberous sclerosis. Because the characteristics and associated 
conditions of autism spectrum disorders vary so much, a child suspected of having 
ASD should ideally be evaluated by a multidisciplinary team including a neurologist, 
a psychologist, a developmental pediatrician, a speech–language pathologist, and an 
occupational therapist in addition to a special educator (Wheeler, Mayton, & Carter, 
2015). An accurate diagnosis is important in order for the student to receive appropriate 
interventions and gain access to customized special educational services (Handleman 
& Harris, 2008; Myers & Johnson, 2007).

Intellectual Assessment
As we noted earlier, one common myth about autism spectrum disorders is that 
inside each child is a genius. This myth may have arisen because of the presence of 

Many individuals with autism engage in stereotypical and repetitive behaviors.
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