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About This Training

• Basic overview of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)

• Definition, how ASD is diagnosed

• Introduction to the core characteristics of ASD

• Brief look at the current state of ASD knowledge

• “ASD culture”

• Overview of treatments and accommodations
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Meet Temple Grandin

• My Son is Artistic
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• HBO Films. (2010). Temple Grandin.
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What is Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)?

• ASD is a developmental disorder that impacts the structure and functioning of 
the brain, interferes with normal development of verbal and nonverbal 
communication, social interaction, and sensory processing

• ASD occurs on a spectrum, with symptoms varying on an individual basis, 
ranging from mild to severe
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What is Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)?

• Commonly comorbid with autism: Epilepsy (25-40%), GI Disorders (85%), Sleep 
Problems (50-80%), Psychiatric Conditions (ADHD, Anxiety, Depression) (85%)

• Older diagnoses: Asperger Syndrome, Pervasive Developmental Disorder Not 
Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS), etc.
• Removed from the DSM-V in 2013 – now simply diagnosed as Autism Spectrum Disorder 

(ASD)
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Meet Greta Thunberg 

• Greta
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[YouTube Video]. Retrieved from https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BQ4rBLCpEeM

file:////Users/cmccarthy/Desktop/Edited%20Greta%20Clip.mp4


ASD DSM-V Diagnostic Criteria
1) Persistent deficits in social communication and interactions across multiple contexts

o Includes: social-emotional reciprocity, nonverbal communication, understanding/developing/maintaining relationships

2) Restricted or repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities (at least two of the 
following):
o Repetitive speech, motor movements, object usage

o Excessive adherence to routines, resistance to change (insistence on sameness)

o Ritualized patterns of behavior (verbal or non-verbal)

o Abnormally intense or focused restricted interests

o Hyper or hypo-reactivity to sensory input, or unusual interest in sensory aspects of the environment
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3) Symptoms present in early childhood (may fully manifest later, when social demands 
increase)

4) Symptoms together limit and impair everyday functioning in social, occupational, or 
other areas of life
o Severity measured on a 1 to 3 scale

5) Not better explained by another intellectual/developmental disability



ASD DSM-V Diagnostic Criteria
Specify if:

1) Accompanied by intellectual impairment

2) Accompanied by language impairment

3) Associated with a known medical/genetic condition or environmental factor

4) Associated with another neurodevelopmental, mental, or behavioral disorder

5) With catatonia
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ASD Diagnosis

• No medical tests – only used to rule out comorbid disorders

• Based on observation and evaluation by a multidisciplinary team

• Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule (ADOS) – gold standard for 
diagnosis

• Early diagnosis (about 14 months) critical

• Medical diagnosis vs. school diagnosis
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Meet Peg and Tiny

• “Dreaded Diagnosis”
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Core Characteristics of ASD

There are two large, overreaching characteristics that play into every other 
symptom of autism:

ANXIETY & OVERSTIMULATION
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Temple Grandin

• See the Heat
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Core Characteristics of ASD
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Communication

• “It’s like a secret language everyone understands except me.”

• Receptive: Communication more overwhelming to process (like a 
foreign language)

• HOWEVER: In that environment, neurotypical people can still read social 
cues, body language, etc.

• Expressive: Given receptive difficulties, it’s more natural to not verbally express 
oneself
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Temple Grandin

• Greeting
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Social Interaction

• “It feels like everybody else is in a parallel dimension – I can see 
them, but I’m not with them.”

• Childhood: Everyone is playing outside at recess, one child keeps 
to themselves
• What could be going on: wants to play but doesn’t know how, needs to 

decompress

• Adulthood: Invited out to a bar with coworkers, declines
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Sensory Processing

• “Everything was scary, and it hurt too much.”

• Sensory processing issues involve all five senses

• Sensations are generally processed more intensely
• Intense sensations will vary according to the individual

• Tendency to fixate on certain sensations
• The world is chaotic, positive sensations are generally rare

• Do whatever is necessary to filter out unpleasant sensations
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Coping Mechanism

• Letters and Numbers
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Behavior

• “In an uncomfortable situation, I just leave without 
saying a word.”

• Behavior among people with ASD may be unusual, but 
that doesn’t mean it’s deviant

• Reasons: Alternative method of communication, sensory 
maintenance, comfort
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Meet Sam from Atypical

• Sleepover
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Motor Skills and Measured IQ
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ASD – What We Know (Epidemiology)

• 1 in 59 have autism – up from 1 in 150 in 2000

• “Fastest growing” developmental disability

• Sometimes framed as an “epidemic” – sensationalistic and inaccurate
• Real causes for increase:

• Widening of the spectrum

• Greater understanding of autism among population

• Better at diagnosing
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ASD – What We Know (Epidemiology)
• The number of diagnosed men outnumber women 3:1

• Likely there are as many women with autism, but they are diagnosed less commonly, or 
much later in life

• Autism manifests differently in women, women are better able to mask their symptoms, 
and doctors are less inclined to believe women

• ASD impacts every race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status indiscriminately
• Racial minorities and those of low SES are less likely to be diagnosed, due to lack of 

resources and services
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ASD – What We Know (Causes)

• There is still much we don’t understand about the causes of autism

• Many popular theories regarding the cause of autism have been thoroughly 
debunked

• “Refrigerator Mothers”

• Vaccines
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Temple Grandin

• The Dark Side of Autism Diagnosis
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ASD – What We Know (Causes)

• Evidence points to differences in brain structure

• One example: increased cerebrospinal fluid in childhood correlated to autism

• Overwhelming evidence for genetic causes

• At least 80% reliant on inherited genes
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ASD - What We Know (Adulthood)

• ASD lasts a lifetime, yet so much has been focused on children

• Virtually no infrastructure in place to assist adults on the spectrum

• “It’s only in the last 10 to 15 years that there’s been growing recognition of the fact that 
children grow up to be adults.” - Susan Daniels, executive secretary of the Interagency 
Autism Coordinating Committee (2016)

• ASD impacts development, development impacts ASD
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ASD - What We Know (Adulthood)

• 200,000 children with ASD will become adults in the next 5 years

• ASD unemployment rate: between 85-90%

• What can be done NOW to improve the futures of autistic adults?
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