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The Human Development Institute

Established in 1969 at the University of Kentucky, the Human Development 
Institute (HDI) is Kentucky’s Center on Disability and part of a national network 
of University Centers for Excellence in Developmental Disabilities.

HDI also administers Kentucky's Leadership Education in Neurodevelopmental 
Disabilities (LEND) program, preparing the next generation of interdisciplinary 
leaders to improve systems of care and support for children and youth with 
autism and other developmental disabilities.

As a statewide center and national resource, HDI serves Kentucky and the 
nation by connecting research, policy, and lived experience to advance 
meaningful practice and systems change.
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Medical Diagnosis vs. Educational Autism 
Classification

• Medical diagnosis: usually made by a psychologist or a developmental-

behavioral pediatrician, often as part of an interdisciplinary team. Based on 

criteria in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM) V 

(Autism Spectrum Disorder)

• Qualifies child for therapeutic services such as applied behavior analysis, 

occupational therapy, etc.

Source: CDC, 2025
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Medical Diagnosis vs. Educational Autism 
Classification

• Educational classification: Not a medical diagnosis. Determines whether a 

student is eligible to receive special education services under the federal 

Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)

• Autism is 1 of 14 eligibility categories defined by IDEA

• Evaluation and decisions are made by Admissions and Release Committee, 

which includes parents/ guardians, school admin, regular educator, special 

educator, school psychologist, other qualified personnel

Source: Human Development Institute, 2024
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National Trends in Autism Identification
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• CDC's Autism and Developmental Disabilities Monitoring Network 

has recently estimated autism prevalence at 1 in 31 children 

• Autism was 3.4 times more prevalent among boys than girls 

• Rates lower among white children than any other racial/ethnic 

group

• Socioeconic status no longer appears to be a factor 

• Consistent increase in overall rates over time- 1 in 69 in 2012

• Information based on both medical and educational criteria

Source: CDC, 2025



Kentucky Trends in Educational Autism 
Classification
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• Educational classifications of autism have increased substantially-

quadrupled since academic year 2008-2009

• 12% of students with disabilities in KY schools had an autism classification 

in 2024-2025 academic year versus 3.06% in 2008-2009

• Males were significantly more likely to be identified as having autism 

compared to females (81% vs. 19%)

Source: Kentucky Department of Education, 2026; kystats.ky.gov, 2025



Kentucky Trends in Medical Autism Diagnosis

• Kentucky-specific data on medical diagnostic trends among children is 
lacking

• A 2017 estimate based on autism prevalence data from the National Survey 

of Children's Health (NSCH) puts Kentucky adult autism prevalence at 

2.13%, just below the national average of 2.21%

• Large-scale parent surveys suggest that 2.8% of Kentucky children have an 

autism diagnosis (2020-2021) compared to 2.5% in 2016 to 2019

Source: Dietz et al., 2022; National Autism Data Center, 2026
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Barriers to Autism Diagnosis

• Wait times for medical evaluation- anywhere from months to 2 years (Chen et 

al., 2023)

o More than half of providers reported waitlists of more than 9 months 

(Society for Developmental and Behavioral Pediatrics, 2023)

• Cost- Medicaid and fully insured health plans must cover diagnosis (National 

Conference of State Legislatures, 2026). However, some children 

uninsured, some self-funded insurance, out of pocket may still be high, not all 

providers accept insurance (McNally et al., 2021)
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Despite These Barriers...

• Despite barriers, both educational classification and medical diagnosis of 

autism are increasing over time

• Why?

o Changes to DSM criteria (2013)

o Improved screening efforts
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Changes to DSM Criteria 

• Changes with the DSM V (2013)

o Autistic disorder, Asperger syndrome, and PDD-NOS combined

o Current and past traits now considered

o Changed diagnostic criteria- inclusion of sensory differences and two 

symptom groups instead of three means more people qualify for 

diagnosis
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Improved Screening Efforts 

• American Academy of Pediatricians updated developmental disability and 

autism screening guidelines in 2020- DD at 9, 18, and 30 months and autism 

at 18 and 24 months

• Schools are mandated to provide special education evaluations. Eval 

numbers are trending up post-pandemic (Sims et al., 2023)

• Number of children involved in Kentucky Early Intervention System (KEIS) 

has increased, leading to more developmental screening (Kentucky.gov)
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Leadership Education in Neurodevelopmental 
Disabilities (LEND)

• Health Resources and Services Administration (HRSA) funded program with 

the goal of increasing the number of professionals prepared to provide 
screening, diagnosis, and support of individuals with autism and other DD

• LEND trainees and faculty directly involved in diagnostic efforts with UK 

Multidisciplinary Autism Assessment Clinic, Norton Children's, and statewide 

Office for Children with Special Healthcare Needs diagnostic clinics

• Trainees include social workers, developmental behavioral pediatricians, 

special educators, psychologists, OTs, PTs, SLPs, and more

• "Peds Rotation" discussing screening tools
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Learn the Signs, Act Early 
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• Human Development Institute and Childcare Aware Team member is Learn 

the Signs, Act Early ambassador for Kentucky

• CDC initiative helping parents track their child's development from birth-5 

years of age

• Milestone tracker app

• Books including developmental milestones

• Ability to print documentation of child's developmental milestones to give to 

providers

Source: CDC, 2026



Innovative Supports for Autistic Workers (ISAW)
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• Helps employers better understand autism in the workplace and related 

employment considerations

• Provides in-person trainings, online modules, and ongoing technical 

assistance, including consultation

• Assists job seekers with resume review, practice interviews, and 

counseling

NEW: The Autism Informed Employer Video Series (2-minute videos)

In partnership with the Kentucky Employment First Council
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