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Small introduction to autism spectrum 

1) Autism (classic autism or Kanner’s autism) 

These children and adults can vary in IQ; 50–80% are thought to have an intellectual disability. Those 
who have an average or above-average IQ are sometimes referred to as having ‘high-functioning 
autism’. These children always have a delay or impairment in the development of language and 
communication, although this can look different in different children. 

2) Asperger syndrome 

In these children and adults language and communication is less affected. For a diagnosis of Asperger 
syndrome, language development must not have been delayed (or have regressed) in early childhood. 
These children may still have problems with the social use of language but they can talk and use 
language to communicate – sometimes to the extreme! They normally have average or above-average 
IQ and generally no problems with general functional skills such as self-care. Their main difficulties are 
often most obvious in natural social behaviour and social conventions. 

3) Atypical autism 

These children and adults are on the autism spectrum – they show at least some difficulties in each of 
the core areas that we will elaborate on later, but do not meet full clinical diagnostic criteria for classic 
autism or Asperger syndrome. This is sometimes wrongly called pervasive developmental disorder, 
not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS) but there are subtle differences between atypical autism and PDD-
NOS.  

Although we sometimes hear people referred to as having ‘severe’ autism or ‘being at the milder end 
of the scale’, it is important to remember that autism is not a sliding scale – people do not get a score 
to say how autistic they are. However, some people may be affected by more of the associated 
characteristics or behaviours than others. Some people will show just enough characteristics to 
warrant a diagnosis. Others may show almost every characteristic there is.  

Sometimes when people use the word ‘severe’, they are actually referring to the fact that people also 
have a more severe intellectual disability that impacts on their functional abilities in conjunction with 
the autism. This is particularly manifest in their communication and behaviour. However, someone 
who might be said to be at the milder end of the spectrum in this view (ie. to have no associated 
intellectual disability), perhaps with a diagnosis of Asperger syndrome, may experience some of the 
characteristic difficulties or issues, such as rigidity of thought, just as extremely as people who may 
appear to be more severely affected in terms of everyday functioning. Other associated conditions, 
such as sensory differences, may be equally marked in both groups. The ‘severe’ label in this case 
applies to the characteristics of autism. The autism can be as severe in someone without an 
intellectual disability as it is in someone with an intellectual disability. In the latter case, there is often 
more diagnostic overshadowing – the symptoms of the autism are attributed to the learning disability 
and vice versa. People with an intellectual disability will find it harder to develop strategies to deal 
with their autism, whereas someone who is intellectually more able may be capable of doing this and 
consequently mask the severity of their autism. 
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What does autism look like?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1979 Lorna Wing and Judith Gould published a paper that identified three core difficulties 
that people with autism presented with. This triad of impairments became the defining criteria 
for diagnosing an autism spectrum disorder.  

The three elements are as follows: 

 

 

Autism 
Spectrum

Social communication

eg.no language, impaired 
language, unusual language, 

literal understanding

Social Imagination

ability to see 
relationship 

between individual 
experiences and 

large society

Socialisation eg.aloof, 
passive active, but odd

 

“The aspects of Asperger syndrome that we find most difficult to deal 
with include the lack of empathy, the slow processing of information, 

the lack of concept of time, sensory hypersensitivity, the literal 
understanding of language, intransigence and fear of change and 

logical to the extreme. The positives are that he has a wicked sense of 
humour, is hugely imaginative, very quick to learn even if on his own 

terms. He is logical to the extreme (this is both a positive and 
negative). He is creative and can be very endearing. I would not have 

him any other way! “ 

 


