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Hearing, or suspecting, that your child might have Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

can be very distressing. Parents have told us about their need for information 

about ASD and the diagnostic process. This leaflet was designed as an introduction 

to ASD and the diagnostic process for parents and carers in the South Lee 

Catchment Area.  

WHAT IS AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER? 

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a complex condition affecting different people 

in different ways. It is described as a triad of impairments because it affects three 

main areas in an individual’s presentation. These are social interaction, social 

communication and social imagination. A person may also present with repetitive 

and stereotypical behaviours and interests. Some individuals may also have 

intellectual disability or specific learning disabilities in addition to their ASD. 

People with ASD can also present with strengths in many areas including maths, 

art, music, science and history, to name a few. They can have unique ways of 

looking at the world and can often think ‘outside the box’. 

 
Triad of Impairments 

Research suggests that Autism Spectrum Disorder affects up to one person per 

hundred, or more, in the population. It can be diagnosed in children from as young 

as two years right through to adulthood. ASD is an ‘umbrella term’ that includes 

the following disorders: Childhood Autism, Asperger’s Syndrome, Pervasive 

Developmental Disorder – Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS), Rett’s Syndrome and 

Childhood Disintegrative Disorder (CDD).  
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ASD is a lifelong condition, the symptoms of which can change as the individual 

gets older. Children grow and develop in the same ways as their peers but 

difficulties in the three core areas may persist as they grow. It is envisaged that, 

with support, a child can learn to manage their difficulties and live a fulfilled life. 

Temple Grandin, a woman with Asperger’s Syndrome, says she feels she had a very 

long childhood and that she only became an adult when she was thirty years of 

age.  

ASD is described as a spectrum because of the great variation in how it presents:  

 

• One person may be very aloof while another may be 
very sociable but may interact in an unusual way. 

social 
interaction  

• One person may be very talkative while another may 
have limited language and communication skills. 

social 
communication  

• People may present with unusual and repetitive 
mannerisms and behaviours. Some people have poor 
imaginative and play skills.  

repetitive and 
stereotypical 
behaviours  

• People with ASD can be over or undersensitive to 
sensory input. They may need more stimulation from 
their environment than peers, for example, they may 
seek movement or visual stimulation. Other people 
can be overstimulated by things in the environment 
and may find certain noises or sensations distressing 

sensory issues 
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EARLY INDICATORS OF AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER 

Many people can identify with features of ASD. We all have personal habits or 

characteristics that add to our uniqueness as individuals. Every child is unique and 

distinct and all children present with their own characteristic behaviours and 

preferences. Children with ASD present with additional characteristics which, in 

combination, indicate the presence of the disorder.  

These include features such as those described below: 

 

 

IF YOU THINK YOUR CHILD HAS ASD … 

It is advisable to refer your child for an assessment if you have concerns.  

For children who are under five years of age or who were under the age of five years 

before 01/06/2007, an application for an Assessment of Need under the Disability Act 

(2005) can be made.  

Children under the age of five years currently can also apply through the Early 

Intervention Services Forum. 

 

Children can be seen for assessments arranged privately by parents / carers.  

 

 

social interaction  

•poor eye contact 

•limited interest in peers 

•preference for playing alone 

•limited understanding of other people's feelings 

social 
communication 

•delay in language skills 

•poor use of gestures such as not pointing to request things or 
not pointing to show things of interest 

•repeating words or phrases out of context 

•poor understanding of language 

•not answering to their name 

•literal interprettion of language 

imagination 
/repetitive 

behaviours and 
interests 

•arranging objects in patterns 

•preference for sameness and routine  

•need for preparation around change  

•unusual movements of hands and body 

•delayed pretend play skills 

•repetitive and copied quality to play 

•Preference for factual information 
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 Assessment of Need (AON) 

Under the Disability Act (2005), a child has an entitlement to an Assessment of 

their Needs. According to the Act, this should be completed by professionals within 

six months of the child’s referral to a service / professional who will undertake the 

assessment. You can contact your local Health Service Executive Office to find out 

who your Assessment Officer is. The Assessment Officer will help you to decide on 

the most appropriate service to carry out the assessment and will help put the 

process in place. Your child will then be referred on for an assessment. If the most 

appropriate referral appears to be for an ASD assessment, your child will be 

referred to the Autism Services (South Lee). 

    

 Early Intervention Intake Forum 

This Forum consists of professionals representing services providers and clinicians 

from a variety of disciplines who meet on a monthly basis to discuss the needs of 

children referred to the Forum. Referrals to the Forum are made by professionals 

who have had contact with your child and have discussed concerns about their 

development with you. The Assessment Officer (described above) also makes 

referrals through the Forum. Through the forum, children are referred to the 

agency considered most appropriate to see the child with a view to assessment and 

intervention. If the Forum feels the child should be referred for an assessment for 

ASD, they will refer the child to the Autism Services (South Lee). 

     

Parents/ carers sometimes decide to send their child for a private assessment. It is 

recommended that all assessments for ASD be carried out by a team of qualified, 

experienced professionals.  
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WHAT IF MY CHILD IS OVER THE AGE OF ELIGIBILITY FOR AON AND EARLY 

INTERVENTION FORUM? 

If your child is over the age whereby they are eligible for an Assessment of Need 

under the Disability Act, or are too old for referral through the Early Intervention 

Intake Forum, you can be referred directly to the Autism Services (South Lee) by 

professionals including paediatricians, medical doctors, psychologists, speech and 

language therapists and occupational therapists.  

AUTISM SERVICES (SOUTH LEE) 

The Autism Service in the South Lee Catchment Area is run under the auspices of 

the Brothers of Charity, a voluntary organisation providing services to individuals 

with intellectual disability. The multidisciplinary team provides assessment and 

intervention services for children up to 18 years. The multidisciplinary team 

consists of a co-ordinator, speech and language therapy, psychology, social work, 

occupational therapy, physiotherapy, home support and preschool therapy. 

PREPARING FOR THE ASSESSMENT 
 
The diagnostic assessment attempts to be as comprehensive as possible. 

Nevertheless, it still only provides a snapshot of a child at a particular time in their 

life. Try not to worry about how your child will perform during the assessment. 

The team will try to take all factors into account. You will be asked for your 

valuable information and thoughts during a Parent/ Carer Interview (described 

below). Parents who have been through the assessment process suggest that you 

write down your concerns about your child before attending the Parent/ Carer 

Interview. Your child will be seen by a number of professionals in different settings 

to see how they communicate, interact with others, and play. 

THE DIAGNOSTIC ASSESSMENT 
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The diagnostic assessment typically involves at least three members of a 

multidisciplinary team. The team is comprised of a social worker, speech and 

language therapist, psychologist and occupational therapist.  

Initial Home Visit 

The assessment usually begins when the social worker on the team visits the family 

at home, to meet the parents/ carers and child, share information on the 

assessment process and observe the child in their most familiar environment.  

Parent Interview 

The Parent/ Carer Interview involves parents/ carers meeting with a clinician to 

talk about the child’s developmental history, communication, social interaction, 

play skills and interests. This interview takes approximately two hours. Because 

parents are experts on their children, care is taken to include their views in the 

process and information from the interview is treated as the ‘back-bone’ of the 

assessment.  One of two interview schedules will be used by the Autism Services 

(South Lee), either the Diagnostic Interview for Social and Communication 

Disorders (DISCO) or the Autism Diagnostic Interview (ADI-R).  

Play Assessment  

The play assessment involves the child meeting with a clinician and taking part in 

some structured fun and social activities. This gives the child an opportunity to 

demonstrate their social interaction, communication and play skills. This 

assessment takes approximately 45 minutes to one hour.  

Peer observation  

The peer observation usually involves a clinician visiting the child in their crèche, 

preschool, or school setting to see how they interact with other children. If a child 

is not in a formal setting, other arrangements can be made, such as play dates. 

This observation typically takes an hour or so. 

Other Assessments  

Some children will have a speech and language therapy assessment, a 

psychological assessment and/or an occupational therapy assessment to help 

determine their language skills, learning ability, motor skills and sensory profile as 

necessary. 

Clinicians Meeting 

Having gathered all the relevant information, clinicians involved in the assessment 

meet to discuss the results. Significant difficulties in the three core areas (Triad of 

Impairments) must be present for the child to meet the criteria for a diagnosis of 

ASD.  
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Parents Feedback Meeting 

Members of the diagnostic team meet with parents/ carers to feedback their 

conclusions. There are three possible outcomes to an assessment for ASD: 

 Some children will receive a diagnosis of ASD. 

 Some children will not receive a diagnosis of ASD and will be referred on to 

an appropriate service. 

 Some parents will be asked if clinicians can review the child at a later date 

as the outcome on initial assessment was not clearcut.  

Follow-up Home Visit 

If a child receives a diagnosis of ASD, the social worker from the diagnostic team 

visits the home to meet the parents/ carers to provide an opportunity to discuss 

the diagnostic process and the conclusions. The social worker brings a summary 

form of the final report, containing the conclusions and recommendations which 

are required to support application for relevant health and education services.  

WHAT HAPPENS IF MY CHILD RECEIVES A DIAGNOSIS OF ASD… 

If your child receives a diagnosis of ASD, they can be waitlisted for services from 

the Autism Services (South Lee). This consists of multidisciplinary therapeutic 

support which is offered up to the age of 18 years.  

The Department of Education has responsibility for providing appropriate 

educational provision to all children. A range of educational provision is available 

to meet the diverse needs of children with ASD. This includes the child attending 

their local school with supports, attending a special class for children with ASD 

attached to mainstream schools with such a facility, or attending a special school 

for children with ASD. Information on educational options can be obtained from 

your local Special Education Needs Officer (SENO).Their contact details are 

available on the National Council for Special Education website: www.ncse.ie  

Whatever the outcome of the assessment, it is important to remember that your 

child is the same person after the assessment as they were before. They have their 

own unique personality and strengths which make them the person they are. ASD is 

only a part of who an individual is. A diagnosis of ASD is a framework for 

understanding the needs with which your child presents. A diagnosis can be a 

signpost towards the kinds of supports that will help your child fulfil their 

potential. There are many things that can help make life easier and more fulfilling 

for a child with ASD and many of these you will be doing already.  

The assessment team will make recommendations about other supports and 

strategies that will help you and your child going forward.  

 

http://www.ncse.ie/
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SOME RECOMMENDED WEBSITES… 

 
Brothers of Charity: www.brothersofcharity.ie/southernservices 
 

Autism Services (South Lee): www.asdsouthlee.com  
 
Shine Ireland: www.shineireland.com  

National Autistic Society (UK):  www.autism.org.uk  
 
Social Stories:  www.thegraycentre.org  
 
Picture Exchange Communication System: www.pecs.org.uk  
 
Tony Attwood: www.tonyattwood.com  
 
Do 2 learn: www.do2learn.com  
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