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Autism Spectrum Disorders
What is ASD?

Changes to the definition of ASDs

Autism Spectrum Disorders (or ASD) refer to a group
of neurodevelopmental conditions characterised by:

These clinical guidelines are periodically revised and
the DSM-V and ICD-10 published in 2013 included
extensive changes to the definition of Autism
Spectrum Disorders.

• Persistent diﬃculties in social communication
across multiple contexts and
• Restricted/repetitive patterns of behaviours,
interests or activities either current or elicited
through taking a case history.
Neurodevelopmental means there are diﬀerences in
the pattern of brain development (Ricketts et al, 2013).

Terminology
The terminology associated with the autism spectrum
can be used inconsistently in relation to research and
practice. Terms that may be heard include‘autistic
spectrum disorders’, ‘autism spectrum condition’,
‘autistic continuum’, ‘pervasive developmental disorder’,
‘high/low functioning autism’and‘autistic tendencies’.

Diagnosis
ASD is also described as a childhood psychiatric disorder.
All psychiatric disorders are defined by observable
behaviours rather than objective/instrumental
clinical tests. There are guidelines that set out what
behaviours are associated with each psychiatric
disorder. Diagnosis of a psychiatric disorder involves
comparing the observed behaviours with a checklist
of diagnostically relevant behaviours and criteria set
out in clinical guidelines. In practice, this can be
achieved in a variety of ways.
The main clinical guidelines are the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders [DSM]
(American Psychiatric Association, usually used in the
US but also in the UK) and the International
Classification of Disease [ICD] (World Health
Organisation, usually used in Europe).

These revisions resulted in two key changes:
1. It collapsed previously distinct autism subtypes –
including autistic disorder, PDD-NOS and Asperger
syndrome – into one unifying diagnosis of autism
spectrum disorder (ASD).
2. The previous three symptom domains of social
impairment, communication deficits and
repetitive/restricted behaviors became two – social
communication impairment and repetitive/restricted
behaviors.
While all people with diagnoses of ASDs might share
commonalities, the way in which these needs present
might be very diﬀerent between individuals,both in
terms of manifestation and ‘severity’. It is for this reason
that we talk about an autism spectrum or continuum
(see Wing and Gould 1979). As part of the revision, the
DSM-V has also introduced a new diagnostic category:
Social (Pragmatic) Communication Disorder. For a
discussion of how this label diﬀers to ASD, see a review
by Courtenay Norbury, available from her website:
https://pure.royalholloway.ac.uk/portal/en/publication
s/practitioner-review-social-pragmaticcommunication-disorder-conceptualization-evidenceand-clinical-implications(f0351295-29fa-4893-84da0e8bcf3ba2e4).html

Prevalence
Prevalence estimates vary according to the
diagnostic criteria employed, but a recent UK
population study indicates that approximately 1% of
children meet criteria for ASD (Baird et al., 2006).

Lifelong

Online resources

ASDs are typically diagnosed in childhood but they
are also understood to be life-long developmental
disorders. In other words, children with ASDs become
adults with ASDs, even though the presentation of
their needs will certainly change over time.

Autism Speaks https://www.autismspeaks.org/

Assessment and intervention
For evidence based clinical guidance and information
go to National Institute for Health and Care
Excellence https://www.nice.org.uk/
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The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence
https://www.nice.org.uk/
NICE guidelines for supporting under 19s
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/cg170
Technology and Autism Spectrum Disorders:
Intervention, Education, Communication & Fun
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vbPnIvLZfAE
The Research Autism website www.researchautism.net
The Autism journal has recently launched an
informative series of podcasts, available at:
http://researchautism.net/autism/autismresources/autism-podcasts
The Autism Centre at Sheﬃeld Hallam University blog:
https://theautismcentre.wordpress.com/author/autis
mcentre/

Other organisations which can help
The National Autistic Society
http://www.autism.org.uk/
Autism Education Trust
http://www.autismeducationtrust.org.uk/
Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists
https://www.rcslt.org/
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