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Learner Objectives

1. Describe 5 key elements of an evaluation for ASD in young 
children

2. Identify strengths and weaknesses of 3 evidence-based 
assessment tools for evaluating young children for ASD

3. Recognize how family culture and language can affect the 
evaluation process

4. Explain things to consider when differentiating between ASD, lack 
of social experience, trauma and attachment problems
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Early Identification of Autism 
Spectrum Disorder – Part I

• Early emerging social behaviors

• Early emerging communication behaviors

• Range of play interests/flexible & spontaneous play

• Motor/body use

• Responses to the environment

What to Look For

This Photo by Unknown Author is 
licensed under CC BY-ND

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed 
under CC BY

https://www.calhealthreport.org/2012/04/09/autism-diagnoses-increase-especially-among-latinos/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/
https://www.bundabergnow.com/2021/03/23/help-aeiou-raise-funds-for-children-with-autism/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


5 ELEMENTS OF AN EVALUATION FOR ASD
IN YOUNG CHILDREN
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5 Elements of an Early Childhood Evaluation for ASD 
1. Parent Interview for developmental history and current concerns 

2. Reports from multiple people using well-validated ASD screening tools
(e.g., primary caregiver, family members, child care providers, preschool teachers, 

interventionists, etc.)

3. Direct observation of child in unstructured social interactions (e.g., play with 
parents, caregivers, siblings, cousins, peers in preschool)

4. Direct observation of child in daily routines (e.g., meals, dressing, etc.)

5. Direct interaction through playful activities that elicit communication & 
reciprocity 
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1. Parent Interview for 
Developmental History & Current Concerns

Public Domain tools are available

Several ASD assessment tools include a 
developmental history section
- CARS-2 (Childhood Autism Rating Scales, Second Edition)

- CSBS (Communication & Symbolic Behavior Scales)

- ADI-R (Autism Diagnostic Interview – Revised)

Tri-State 2021-2022 Webinar SeriesDeveloped by the Autism/Educational Identification Team at the Colorado Department of 
Education 
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2. Reports from Multiple People 
• Choose evidence-based screening tools for ASD in young children

• Brief 
• Reliable and valid for use 

• By parents
• By interventionists/educators

• Provides a scoring method that assesses risk effectively

There are many tools that meet the criteria listed above.  
We’ll highlight a few.
(See Resources at the end of this presentation for more information on 
available tools.)
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M-CHAT Revised with Follow-Up

• 20 items, caregiver completes
• Developed for use in well-child visits 
• Studied internationally and available in multiple languages
• Very strong in identifying any developmental disorder within general 

population
• New version improves differentiation of ASD from other conditions
• Provides a scoring algorithm with 3 risk ranges

• Low risk:  <3 items endorsed, requires no follow-up
• Medium risk:  3-7 items endorsed, requires follow-up interview; if 2 or more items are 

endorsed by interviewer  refer for full evaluation
• High risk:  >8 items endorsed  refer for evaluation immediately

Tri-State 2021-2022 Webinar SeriesRobins et al.. 2014



Infant Toddler Checklist (ITC) from the 
Communication & Symbolic Behavior Scales (CSBS)
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--Blurb from the Publisher (Brookes)

“a promising tool for 9-24 months, not recommended <9 months”- Zwaigenbaum et al., 2015)
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Sensitivity = 88.9-94.4

Specificity = 88.9
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3.  Direct Observation of Child in 
Unstructured Social Interactions 

• Informal behavioral observations of child with parent, sibling, 
other child

• Can use a tool to guide your observations, such as:
• Childhood Autism Rating Scale – 2
• Communication & Symbolic Behavior Scales 
• Functions & Forms Checklist

• https://www.cde.state.co.us/cdesped/ed_id_part02_
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4.  Direct Observation of Child in Daily Routines 
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https://tscpl.org/parents/raising-happy-kids
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://socialsci.libretexts.org/Bookshelves/Early_Childhood_Education/Book:_Parenting_and_Family_Diversity_Issues_(Lang)/02:_Parenting_Theory/02.13:_1960s:_Erikson
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
https://pequelia.republica.com/ninos/los-ninos-deben-lavarse-los-dientes-despues-de-tomar-el-jarabe.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/


5.  Direct Interaction Through Playful Activities That 
Elicit Communication & Reciprocity 

• Can create your own play activities or seek training in an 
interactive assessment that allows for observations of
• Social orientation, initiation, responses
• Intentional communication to request, reject etc.
• Social communication to share affect, attention, & to communicate for 

purely social purposes
• Functional and imaginative play – both spontaneous & suggested
• Imitation
• Flexibility (i.e., using toys in unexpected ways, switching activities, 

interrupting routines)
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Developed specifically for Child Find Evaluation Teams and for 
use in 2-year olds

Evidence-based, 20-minute interactive tool that provides 
opportunities for play, imitation, and communication

Requires training, which is available through the TRIAD program 
at Vanderbilt University:  https://vkc.vumc.org/vkc/triad/stat/

Stone & Ousley, 2002
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CULTURAL CONSIDERATIONS 
IN AUTISM ASSESSMENT
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Cultural Considerations
• Understanding the culture of the child’s family is important for thinking about

• What parents value & expect about child behavior/functioning
• Attitudes towards unexpected behavior or development
• Role of developmental experts in child-rearing
• Social conventions 

• Its best if the examiners share a common culture with the families they serve

• Many tools have been developed with items derived from studies of primarily 
caucasion, middle class males

• Many tools do not provide norms that reflect a variety of cultures, languages
• Check publisher manuals & websites for updated norms tables
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Resources for Culturally Sensitive Practices
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Resources for Culturally Sensitive Practices
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Resources for Culturally Sensitive Practices
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Autism CARES, 2015

Toolkits for  Spanish speaking families:
https://www.autismspeaks.org/family-services/non-english-resources/spanish

https://www.autismspeaks.org/family-services/non-english-resources/spanish


CONSIDERATIONS FOR DIFFERENTIAL IDENTIFICATION OF ASD, 
LACK OF SOCIAL EXPERIENCE & TRAUMA

**We will offer a webinar on this topic in April of 2022.
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Sometimes, a child 
faces multiple 
challenges.

• Your job is to identify those challenges, narrate 
them, and choose interventions that are 
appropriate for those challenges.

• Sometimes, you start with one conceptualization, 
and with experience with the child, it becomes 
important to alter that conceptualization.

• If the child has experienced trauma, ongoing 
assessment is necessary. Interventions will blend 
developmental and trauma-informed care.
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ASD vs.   Lack of Social Experience
• Gather information on child’s social experiences with other children and describe

• Plan to conduct on-going assessments of social and communicative behaviors as child gains 
social experience

• Report on integration of verbal and nonverbal communication behaviors, sharing affect, 
sharing attention, imitation, range of play skills in interactions with parents

• Highlight behaviors that are thought to reflect ASD-specific features in young children:
• Manipulates hand without eye contact
• Delays in response to joint attention
• Lack of functional imitation
• Restricted attempts to share affect with a caregiver
• Repetitive/unusual body movements
• Sensitivities to the environment (over- and under-responsiveness) 
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ASD VS. Trauma
• Focus on developmental history and try to understand when trauma occurred and when 

concerns about the child’s social and communication development first emerged

• ASD is characterized by consistent, persistent problems in social, communication and 
adaptation to environments; - a child with rich, reciprocal, well-integrated social, 
emotional and communication behaviors in one setting but not in another is less likely to 
have ASD

• Co-occurrence is possible, so don’t rule anything out; instead consider which 
conceptualization is most helpful for understanding the child and selecting interventions

• This differentiation often involves a comprehensive, multi-disciplinary evaluation.
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ASD vs. Trauma (cont.)
• Sometimes a child presents as “autism-like” but social withdrawal has roots in trauma 

history; if so, developmentally sensitive interventions that target core social relatedness and 
parent-child interactions are recommended; progress may be faster/different than if child 
has neurobiologically-based autism

• Even with a trauma history, if the child is showing qualitative differences in social reciprocity, 
nonverbal communication, and behavioral flexibility, identifying ASD is appropriate

• Remember – your job is to identify current developmental concerns – you don’t need to 
know how these concerns came to be --- if the child is presenting in a manner that is 
reflected in the educational definition of ASD, it should be included as either primary or 
secondary eligibility category
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Conclusion
• We have many tools that can help identify young children at risk for 

Autism Spectrum Disorder.

• It’s important to:
• collect information on developmental history
• gather reports from multiple people who know the child well, using tools that are 

reliable and valid
• Observe the child in unstructured and structured contexts
• Directly interact with the child to learn about reciprocity, pragmatics and flexibility
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Resources
Autism Navigator:   https://autismnavigator.com/asd-video-glossary/

Autism CARES:  
Learn the Signs/Act Early:  https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/index.html

First Words Project (where the Infant Toddler Checklist and CSBS were developed by Dr. Amy 
Wetherby & colleagues):  https://med.fsu.edu/autisminstitute/first-wordsr-project

Kennedy Krieger Video on Early Signs of Autism by Rebecca Landa, Ph.D.:
https://youtu.be/YtvP5A5OHpU

M-CHAT in several languages:
http://www2.gsu.edu/~psydir/Site/Official_M-CHAT_Website.html
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Resources

STAT Training and Materials:  TRIAD program at Vanderbilt University:  
https://vkc.vumc.org/vkc/triad/stat/

Guidelines for Early Intervention (EI) providers to introduce STAT, a Stage 2 autism screener
How to Access:  http://bit.ly/ASD_ID10

Check out the professional development opportunities and library of archived webinars for 
the Tri-State Autism Network: 
Colorado:  http://www.cde.state.co.us/cdesped/sd-autism
Kansas:  https://www.ksdetasn.org/atbs/general-information
Nebraska:  https://www.unl.edu/asdnetwork/about.shtml
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Publishers of Tools in this Webinar

• Childhood Autism Rating Scales – 2 (CARS-2):  Western Psychological Services
• Autism Rating Scales – Pearson Assessments
• Social Responsiveness Scale – 2 (SRS-2):  Western Psychological Services
• M-CHAT with Follow-Up Interview:  https://mchatscreen.com/
• Infant Toddler Checklist/Communication & Symbolic Behavior Scales:  Brookes Publishing
• Screening Tool for Autism in Toddlers & Young Children (STAT):  Vanderbilt University
• Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule -2 (ADOS):  Western Psychological Services
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME AND 
ATTENTION

Susan Hepburn, Ph.D.
Susan.Hepburn@colostate.edu
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