Autism Medical Diagnosis vs. Educational Eligibility

The goal of a school-based evaluation team is to determine a student’s eligibility for special
education services under the Michigan Administrative Rules for Special Education (MARSE)
criteria, not to provide a clinical diagnosis of the disorder. However, there is often confusion
between clinical diagnoses of ASD and ASD special education eligibility criteria. The confusion
is further exacerbated when a child receives a clinical diagnosis of ASD but then does not
meet the school eligibility criteria under ASD. As such, it is important to outline the
differences in the process and purpose of evaluations as well as the criteria to make the
decision between the two in order to enhance understanding across school personnel, clinical
staff, and families. Below is a brief comparison of the various components of evaluation
across the school and clinical models:
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Because the process and purpose for evaluations as well as the criteria used to make the
determination are different, a clinical diagnosis of ASD is not required or sufficient for the
determination of special education eligibility. A student can have a diagnosis and ASD and not
meet the educational eligibility criteria for ASD and vice versa. It is important to note as well that
school eligibility does not just require evidence of the disability to be eligible for services but also
evidence that the disability impacts educational performance (e.g. academic, behavioral, social)
to the point of requiring special education services. As such, if clinical diagnostic information is
available, it must be considered in the school evaluation process, but the final determination of
eligibility will still require additional school-based assessments and observations.

Reference Source: START (Statewide Autism Resources and Training) Project of Grand Valley, Michigan
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