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Autism Diagnoses on the Rise

The Facts That Matter
in Children’s Health

 

Find more data on autism in the Bay Area at kidsdata.org.
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Symptoms of Autism

Autism in Context

Despite the growth across California in students diagnosed with autism, only about 6 percent of students in 
public schools are enrolled in special education because of autism. Learning disabilities (45.2 percent of 
special education enrollments) and speech/language impairments (26.3 percent) still account for the largest 
share of enrollments in special education. 

Children with autism generally have difficulty with both verbal and non-verbal communication. Autistic children 
often have restricted interests and repeat certain behaviors. Symptoms of autism can include: 

• Repetitive play for extended periods

• Avoidance of eye contact 

• A preference for being alone

• Difficulty in expressing needs

• Inappropriate laughter or tantrums

• Insistence on routine

• Unusual attachment to objects
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Growth and Prevalence of Autism

A 2007 Centers for Disease Control study estimates that one out of 150 children has autism. A more specific study 
by the U.S. Department of Education examining children ages 6-11 nationwide estimates that the number of those 
children diagnosed with autism grew from fewer than one per 1,000 in 1996 to more than four per 1,000 in 2005. 

The U.S. Department of Education estimates that autism is growing at a rate of about 10 to 17 percent per year, 
making it the fastest growing serious developmental disability in the U.S. 

Autism is about four times more prevalent in boys than girls. 

National

In California in 2007, nearly 40,000 public school students who were enrolled in special education were diagnosed 
with autism, well more than double the number in 2001 (about 14,000). However, the total number of children in 
special education remained relatively stable.

There is a debate nationally about whether autism itself is on the rise — or whether awareness is leading to more 
diagnoses of autism. Nonetheless, the numbers clearly are increasing. 

California
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