
Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs)

What is Autism?
Autism is a type of developmental disability that causes problems with 
communication and social interaction. Some behaviors may occur before 
age three and show up through delays in different skills that develop from 
infancy to adulthood, although behaviors may improve over time. Autism 
Spectrum Disorders (ASDs) refer to people having very different behaviors 
along a spectrum.

What Are the Different Types of Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD)?
According to the CDC, there are three different types of ASDs:
     • Autism Spectrum Disorder (also called “classic” autism) - This is what 
most people think of when hearing the word “autism.”  People with autism 
usually have significant language delays, social and communication chal-
lenges, and behaviors and interests different from those without autism. 
Many people with autism also have intellectual disabilities. 
     • Asperger Syndrome - People with Asperger syndrome usually function 
at the higher lever of the autism spectrum. They might have social chal-
lenges and different behaviors and interests.  However, they typically do not 
have problems with language or have intellectual disabilities. 
     • Pervasive Developmental Disorder – Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-
NOS; also called “atypical autism”) - People who meet some of the criteria 
for autism or Asperger syndrome, but not all, may be diagnosed with PDD-
NOS. People with PDD-NOS usually have fewer behaviors than those with 
autism. The behaviors might cause only social and communication chal-
lenges. (http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/facts.html)

How Many People Have ASDs?
More people than ever before are being diagnosed with autism. But, it is 
not clear whether this is due to the creation of a broader definition of what 
ASDs are or possibly better efforts in diagnosing the condition. Regardless, a 
true increase of autism cannot be ruled out. CDC estimates that roughly 1 in 
80 and 1 in 240 (with an average of 1 in 110) children in the United States 
have ASDs. This makes ASDs more common than childhood cancer, juvenile 
diabetes and pediatric AIDS combined. An estimated 1.5 million people in 
the U.S. and tens of millions worldwide are affected by ASDs.

“We are helping Alyssa 
and Anne embrace who 
they are and enjoying 
the journey no matter 
how bumpy the ride. It’s 
important to focus on 
where you’re heading and 
not where you’ve been. I 
see my family on a path to 
a bright future of success.”

Rick & Jennifer Alexsonshk
Parents of two girls on the spectrum

For More Information:
AutismNow 
http://autismnow.org/

Centers for Disease Control 
& Prevention (CDC)
http://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/
autism/living.html

Autism Society
http://www.autism-society.org/

The Arc
1825 K Street, NW
Suite 1200
Washington, D. C. 20006
Phone:  202.534.3700
Toll free:  800.433.5255
Fax:  202.534.3731
www.thearc.org 
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For more information on this and other topics, visit www.thearc.org

Who Is Most Often Affected? 
While ASDs occur in all racial, 
ethnic and socioeconomic groups, 
boys are four times more likely 
to have ASDs compared to girls. 
Current estimates in the United 
States find that one out of 70 boys 
is diagnosed with autism.  Three 
groups of people seem to be at 
higher risk:
     • Boys 
     • Siblings of those with autism 
     • People with certain other

developmental disorders, such
as Fragile X syndrome

What Signs Should Parents Be 
Aware Of? 
Signs may not be noticeable until 
around the ages of two to six years 
old. The National Institute of Child 
Health and Human Development 
(NICHD) provide five behaviors 
that warrant the need for further 
evaluation. The child:
     • Does not babble or coo by 12 

months 
     • Does not gesture (point, 

wave, grasp) by 12 months 
     • Does not say single words by 

16 months 
     • Does not say two-word 

phrases on his or her own by 
24 months 

     • Has any loss of any language 
or social skill at any age 

The presence of these signs does 
not prove that a child has autism. 
But, it does mean the child should 
be evaluated further by a team 
consisting of a neurologist, psy-
chologist, developmental pediatri-
cian, speech/language therapist, 
learning consultant, or other 
professionals knowledgeable about 
autism. 

How Are ASDs Diagnosed?
Diagnosing ASDs can be a chal-
lenge since there is no medical test 
(like a blood test) to verify the dis-
order exists. Doctors consider the 
child’s behavior and development 
to make a diagnosis. An ASD diag-
nosis is considered reliable by age 
2, although most do not receive a 
final diagnosis until they are much 
older. Two steps are taken to diag-
nose ASDs:
     1. Developmental Screening: 
This is a short test to determine if 
the child is learning basic skills at 
the age they should be learning 
them. A delay in any area could be 
a sign there is a problem. Children 
should be screened specifically 
for ASDs during regular well-child 
doctor visits at 18 and 24 months, 
with additional screening if a child 
is at high risk for ASDs or if be-
haviors associated with ASDs are 
present.
     2. Comprehensive Diagnostic 
Evaluation:  The second step is 
obtaining a comprehensive evalu-
ation that may include looking at 
the child’s behavior and develop-
ment and interviewing the parents.  
Hearing and vision screening, ge-
netic testing, neurological testing, 
and other medical testing are often 
conducted as well. The primary 
care doctor may choose to refer 
the child to a specialist for further 
testing, such specialists include 
developmental pediatricians, child 
neurologists and child psycholo-
gists or psychiatrists.

How Does The Arc Help People 
with ASDs and Their Families?
People with ASDs and the family 
members that care about them 
need support in many ways, both 
emotionally and financially. Parents 
often turn to The Arc for support 
and services that aren’t available 
from other sources. The estimates 
of caring for a child with autism 
range from $3.5 million to $5 mil-
lion over a lifetime, and the United 
States spends almost $90 billion 
a year (for research, insurance 
costs, Medicaid waivers for re-
lated expenses such as therapeutic 
services, education, housing and 
transportation. Families need help 
navigating these various systems in 
getting the support they need.

The Arc has over 700 state and 
local  chapters that serve people 
with various intellectual and de-
velopmental disabilities, including 
those with autism. A 2011 survey 
of The Arc’s chapters showed that 
93% of chapters across the coun-
try serve individuals with autism 
(or PDD-NOS). The Arc’s Autism 
NOW: The National Autism Resource 
and Information Center is a lifeline 
to families in need. It is a dynamic 
and interactive, highly visible and 
effective central point of qual-
ity resources and information for 
individuals with ASDs and other 
developmental disabilities, their 
families, and other targeted key 
stakeholders. In addition to this 
project, local chapters can provide 
direct support to families through-
out the child’s lifetime. To find a 
chapter near you, visit The Arc’s 
“Find A Chapter” site.
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