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Introduction

I

n 1943, Leo Kanner first described autism. This perplexing and highly
enigmatic disorder is characterized by difficulty in interacting normally
with others; speech, language, and communication impairments (e.g.,
delayed speech, echolalia); an insistence on environmental sameness;
stereotypic and other self-stimulatory responses; and a variety of aberrant
responses to sensory stimuli (American Psychiatric Association [APA],
2000; Klin, Volkmar, & Sparrow, 2000; Simpson & Myles, 1998). At the
same time, however, it is not unusual for individuals with autism to have
normal physical growth and development, and some children and youth
with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) have splinter skills and other isolated and unique skills, knowledge, and abilities (Berkell Zager, 1999).
Moreover, individuals with ASD have a wide range of abilities, ranging
from near- or above-average intellectual and communication abilities to
severe mental retardation and an absence of spoken language (Myles &
Simpson, 2003).
The preferred current term for describing children and youth with
autism-related disorders is autism spectrum disorders (ASD). This term is
used to refer to the broad range of subtypes and levels of severity that fall on
the spectrum of autism and pervasive developmental disorders. Specific
major diagnostic groups within the spectrum include autistic disorder, childhood disintegrative disorder, Rett disorder, Asperger syndrome, pervasive
developmental disorders not otherwise specified, and atypical autism. There
are other forms of autism and pervasive developmental disorders on the spectrum, but the aforementioned are the primary subgroups of autism.

DEFINITIONS OF AUTISM AND RELATED DISORDERS
Current commonly used definitions of autism include those contained in the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition-Text
Revision (DSM-IV-TR; American Psychiatric Association, 2000), the definition advanced by the Autism Society of America (2004), the definition of
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the International Classification of Diseases (World Health Organization
[WHO], 1993), and the educational definition of autism adopted for use
in the Individuals With Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) amendments
of 1997. These definitions of autism are briefly presented here and are
followed by definitions of the major diagnostic groups within ASD.
DSM-IV Definition of Autism
A widely used definition of autism is that of the DSM-IV-TR (APA,
2000), which classifies autism as a pervasive developmental disorder.
Children and youth identified as having a pervasive developmental disorder
“are characterized by severe and pervasive impairment in several areas
of development: reciprocal social interaction skills, communication skills,
or the presence of stereotyped behavior, interests, and activities” (p. 69).
These behavioral patterns are shown in the first few years of life and are
significantly atypical for a child’s mental age or developmental level.
Autism Society of America Definition of Autism
Based on a conceptualization and definition originally developed by
Ritvo and Freeman (1978), the Autism Society of America (2004) relies
on the following definition of autism, which is closely aligned with the
criteria used in the DSM-IV-TR (APA, 2000) and Kanner’s (1943) original
observations of autism:
Autism is a complex developmental disability that typically appears
during the first three years of life. The result of a neurological
disorder that affects the functioning of the brain, autism and its
associated behaviors have been estimated to occur in as many
as 2 to 6 in 1,000 individuals (Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, 2001). Autism is four times more prevalent in boys
than girls and knows no racial, ethnic, or social boundaries. Family
income, lifestyle, and educational levels do not affect the chance of
autism’s occurrence. (Autism Society of America, 2004)
According to the Autism Society of America, autism impacts the
normal development of the brain in areas of social interaction and communication skills. Children and adults with autism typically have difficulties in verbal and nonverbal communication, social interactions, and
leisure or play activities. The disorder makes it hard for them to communicate with others and relate to the outside world. In some cases, aggressive and/or self-injurious behavior may be present. Persons with autism
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may exhibit repeated body movements (hand flapping, rocking), unusual
responses to people or attachments to objects, and resistance to changes
in routines. Individuals may also experience sensitivities in the five senses
(sight, hearing, touch, smell, and taste).
The Autism Society of America estimates that 500,000 to 1,500,000
people in the United States today have autism or some form of pervasive
developmental disorder. Its prevalence rate makes autism one of the most
common developmental disabilities. Yet most of the public, including
many professionals in the medical, educational, and vocational fields, are
still unaware of how autism affects people and how they can effectively
work with individuals with autism.
International Classification of Diseases, Tenth
Revision: Definition of Autism Spectrum Disorders
The International Classification of Diseases, Tenth Revision (ICD-10;
World Health Organization, 1993) uses the term pervasive developmental
disorders to refer to ASD. With few exceptions, the ICD-10 classification
system conceptualizes and defines autism in a manner similar to the
DSM-IV-TR (APA, 2000). Thus, the ICD-10 classification system includes
and defines the following autism spectrum disorders: childhood autism,
Rett syndrome, other childhood disintegrative disorder, Asperger syndrome, other pervasive developmental disorders, pervasive developmental
disorders—unspecified, overactive disorder with mental retardation with
stereotyped movements, and atypical autism. The term atypical autism is
used to refer to age, symptoms, or other characteristics of autism along
with behavioral excess, such as self-stimulatory responses and other
nonfunctional movements, and mental retardation.
Federal Definition of Autism
The Individuals With Disabilities Education Act of 1997 provides an
educational operational definition of autism that, although similar to the
aforementioned definitions of ASD, has unique elements:
Autism means a developmental disability significantly affecting
verbal and nonverbal communication and social interaction,
generally evident before age 3, that adversely affects a child’s
educational performance. Other characteristics 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.
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The term does not apply if a child’s educational performance is
adversely affected primarily because the child has an emotional
disturbance. A child who manifests the characteristics of autism
after age 3 could be diagnosed as having “autism” if the criteria
above are satisfied. (20 U.S.C. § 1400)
Autistic Disorder
In accordance with the DSM-IV-TR (APA, 2000) guidelines, the
term autistic disorder applies to individuals who have social interaction
impairments, communication impairments, and repetitive, stereotypic,
and restricted interests and activities prior to 36 months of age. Most
children diagnosed as having autistic disorder are moderately to severely
impaired, having IQs that fall in the range of moderate to severe mental
retardation. Specific DSM-IV-TR diagnostic criteria for autistic disorder
are as follows:
1. Qualitative social interaction impairments as shown by at least
two of the following characteristics:
• Significant impairment in the use of nonverbal behaviors,
including eye-to-eye contact, facial expression, body posture,
and social interaction gestures
• Inability to establish developmentally appropriate peer relationships
• Failure to spontaneously seek opportunities to interact with
other people (e.g., by a lack of identifying objects of interest)
• Poor social or emotional reciprocity
2. Qualitative communication impairments as shown by at least
one of the following characteristics:
• Delay in, or total lack of, spoken language development (not
accompanied by an attempt to use alternative modes of communication such as gestures)
• Stereotyped and repetitive language use or idiosyncratic
language
• Lack of varied, developmentally appropriate spontaneous
make-believe play or social imitative play
3. Repetitive and restricted stereotyped patterns of behavior, activities,
and interests, as shown by at least one of these characteristics:
• Marked preoccupation with one or more stereotyped and
restricted patterns of interest that is abnormal either in focus or
in intensity
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• Inflexible adherence to nonfunctional routines or rituals
• Stereotyped and repetitive motor movements, such as hand or
finger flapping or twisting or complex whole-body movements
• Persistent preoccupation with objects or components
Childhood Disintegrative Disorder
According to the DSM-IV-TR (APA, 2000), children identified having
childhood disintegrative disorder have behavior patterns similar to those of
children with autistic disorder. The distinction between persons with childhood disintegrative disorder and those with autistic disorder relates to the
age of disability onset. Children diagnosed with autistic disorder display
characteristics of pervasive developmental disorder prior to 3 years of age.
In contrast, children with childhood disintegrative disorder show a period
of normal growth and development prior to showing social interaction,
communication, and behavioral impairments. That is, after showing at
least two years of apparently normal development but before 10 years of
age, children diagnosed as having childhood disintegrative disorder display
“a clinically significant loss of previously acquired social skills or adaptive
behavior, bowel or bladder control, play or motor skills” (APA, 2000, p. 77).
Rett Disorder
According to the DSM-IV-TR (APA, 2000), Rett disorder is a relatively
rare condition that occurs only in females. Onset of the disability typically
occurs between the ages of 1 and 2 and is characterized by head growth
deceleration, loss of previously acquired hand movements and other
motor skills, stereotypic hand wringing or hand washing, various motor
impairments, and social and communicative impairments. Loss of previously acquired skills tends to be progressive and permanent, and prognosis (i.e., prediction about the course and outcome of the disorder) for
individuals with Rett disorder is poor.
Asperger Syndrome
Impairments in social interaction are the primary characteristic of
individuals with Asperger syndrome. Asperger syndrome is named after
the German physician Hans Asperger, who in 1944 identified a group of
high-functioning children with autism-related symptoms. Asperger syndrome was generally ignored in the United States until the 1990s. Today,
however, there has been an enormous increase in interest in the work of
Asperger and in Asperger syndrome. This renewed interest has at least in
part been related to the expansion of the autism spectrum to include
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