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extraordinary abilities in a small number of children. Despite the existence of unusual 
talents, some individuals with ASD exhibit significant cognitive deficits, although a 
growing number of children with ASD portray typical cognitive abilities (Hyman & 
Levy, 2013).

For all individuals with ASD, we know that the severity of the symptoms affects the 
individual’s overall level of functioning, particularly in the areas of language and social 
skills. What is most important is not the person’s intellectual capacity but his or her 
ability to function independently in society. Nevertheless, intellectual assessments are 
important components in determining a child’s eligibility for a special education and 
other needed services. Therefore, tests measuring intellectual ability as well as checklists 
assessing adaptive levels of functioning are typically administered as part of an overall 
assessment battery.

Screening and Diagnosis
There is no specific test to diagnose autism spectrum disorders. Physicians look for 
behavioral symptoms to make a diagnosis. These symptoms may be noticeable within 
the first few months of life, or they may appear anytime prior to age 3. In some instances, 
it is not unusual to find characteristics being recognized later primarily because they 
were likely confused with the symptoms of other disorders.

In the past decade, researchers have identified several characteristics that are helpful 
in making an early diagnosis of ASD. It has been shown that a diagnosis of autism 
spectrum disorders at age 2 is reliable, valid, and stable ( Johnson & Myers, 2007; Levy, 
Hyman, & Pinto-Martin, 2008; National Institute of Mental Health, 2016).

The diagnosis of ASD should include two steps. The first step is a developmental 
screening (a brief assessment designed to identify youngsters who should receive a more 

  TABLE 10.2  Associated Characteristics of Individuals With Autism Spectrum Disorders

Areas of Concern Behaviors

Concentration and Attention •	 Hyperactivity

•	 Short attention span

•	 Impulsivity

•	 Stimulus overselectivity (selective attention)

Anxiety Disorders •	 Self-injurious behaviors

•	 Excessive scratching or rubbing

•	 Limiting diet to a few foods

•	 Eating inedible items (pica)

•	 Obsessive-compulsive disorder

Affective Disorders •	 Abnormalities of mood or affect (giggling or crying for no apparent reason)

•	 Sleeping problems (difficulties falling asleep, frequent awakening, early morning awakening)

•	 Bed-wetting

•	 Depression, suicidal ideation

Learning Difficulties •	 Uneven achievement

•	 Impaired executive functioning

•	 Poor reading comprehension

•	 Inadequate receptive/expressive language skills

•	 Difficulty generalizing skills or information
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