Tapestry: Journal of Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Belonging in
Education

Volume 2 | Number 1 Article 1

2024

Disparities in Autism Diagnosis: The Role of Cultural Perceptions
and Systemic Bias

Mary H. Jones

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/deie

b‘ Part of the Bilingual, Multilingual, and Multicultural Education Commons, Educational Leadership
Commons, and the Other Education Commons

Recommended Citation
Jones, M. H. (2024). Disparities in Autism Diagnosis: The Role of Cultural Perceptions and Systemic Bias.
Tapestry: Journal of Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Belonging in Education, 2(1).

Retrieved from https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/deie/vol2/iss1/1

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by Digital Commons @ ACU. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Tapestry: Journal of Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Belonging in Education by an authorized editor of
Digital Commons @ ACU.


https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/deie
https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/deie
https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/deie/vol2
https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/deie/vol2/iss1
https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/deie/vol2/iss1/1
https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/deie?utm_source=digitalcommons.acu.edu%2Fdeie%2Fvol2%2Fiss1%2F1&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/785?utm_source=digitalcommons.acu.edu%2Fdeie%2Fvol2%2Fiss1%2F1&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1230?utm_source=digitalcommons.acu.edu%2Fdeie%2Fvol2%2Fiss1%2F1&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/1230?utm_source=digitalcommons.acu.edu%2Fdeie%2Fvol2%2Fiss1%2F1&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/811?utm_source=digitalcommons.acu.edu%2Fdeie%2Fvol2%2Fiss1%2F1&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/deie/vol2/iss1/1?utm_source=digitalcommons.acu.edu%2Fdeie%2Fvol2%2Fiss1%2F1&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages

Disparities in Autism Diagnosis: The Role of Cultural Perceptions and Systemic
Bias

Cover Page Footnote

Dr. Mary Jones is a physician, Autism Spectrum Clinical Disorder Specialist, and a Professional Christian
Coaching Institute-trained life and leadership coach. As a devoted mother of a child on the autism
spectrum, Dr. Jones brings a unique blend of personal experience and professional expertise to her work.
Coaching business is Dr. Mary Jones Coaching: www.drmarycoaches.com Dr. Jones can also be reached
for coaching and speaking inquiries at my email address: drmaryspeaks@gmail.com

This article is available in Tapestry: Journal of Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Belonging in Education:
https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/deie/vol2/iss1/1


https://digitalcommons.acu.edu/deie/vol2/iss1/1

Jones: Disparities in Autism Diagnosis

D Disparities in Autism Diagnosis: The Role of Cultural Perceptions and Systemic Bias

Abstract

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a complex neurodevelopmental condition characterized by
challenges in social interaction, communication, and repetitive behaviors. This article discusses the key
characteristics, diagnoses, and disparities in ASD diagnosis and treatment, focusing on the Black
community. The article also highlights the role of cultural competence in education and family
involvement in advocating for appropriate services for children with ASD.

Disparities in Autism Diagnosis: The Role of Cultural Perceptions and Systemic Bias

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a neurodevelopmental condition marked by difficulties in social
interaction, communication, and repetitive behaviors (Aylward et al., 2021). The term "spectrum"
reflects the variation in severity and manifestation among individuals with ASD. Some individuals
experience significant impairments in daily functioning, while others exhibit mild symptoms
(Constantino, 2023).

Key Characteristics of ASD

ASD encompasses difficulties understanding and interpreting social cues, such as facial expressions and
body language, verbal and nonverbal communication challenges, repetitive behaviors or interests, and
sensory sensitivities. These symptoms typically appear in early childhood and vary significantly in
severity (Aylward et al., 2021).

Diagnosis of ASD

ASD is diagnosed through a comprehensive evaluation of a person's behavior and development.
Although the exact cause of ASD is unknown, it is believed to involve a combination of genetic and
environmental factors (Constantino, 2023). Early diagnosis is crucial for effective intervention, as delays
can result in missed opportunities for early support, which can significantly improve outcomes (Aylward
et al., 2021).

Interventions and Support for ASD

Behavioral therapies and educational support are essential for helping individuals with ASD develop
communication and social skills and manage their behaviors. While there is no cure for ASD,
interventions and support services can significantly enhance the quality of life for those affected

(Constantino, 2023).

Disparities in ASD Diagnosis
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Despite similar prevalence rates of ASD across racial and ethnic groups, white children and those from
higher-income families are diagnosed earlier and thus have better access to early intervention services,
which are crucial for optimal development (Aylward et al., 2021). In contrast, children from minority
groups, mainly Black and Latino children, are often diagnosed later. Research indicates that Black
children are typically diagnosed around 7.9 months later than white children, with similar delays for
Latino children (Aylward et al., 2021).

Structural Racism and Healthcare Disparities

Structural racism, discrimination, education, and income disparities contribute to persistent racial
inequities in ASD diagnosis and treatment (Aylward et al., 2021). Cultural perceptions and attitudes
towards autism in communities of color also contribute to delays in diagnosis and accessing services.

Impact of Cultural Perceptions on ASD Diagnosis

Perceptions about autism and its implications for individuals and families of color profoundly impact
how the diagnosis is addressed within these communities. Cultural beliefs and norms can influence
attitudes toward seeking diagnosis and support (Constantino, 2023). For instance, there may be stigma
associated with developmental disorders, leading to underreporting or denial of symptoms.
Additionally, cultural interpretations of behavior may vary, making it challenging for individuals from
BIPOC backgrounds to receive an accurate diagnosis (Aylward et al., 2021).

Bias in Education

In the education system, discrimination against Black boys starts early. A Yale study on implicit biases
found that teachers predominantly focused on Black male students when looking for misbehavior
(Constantino, 2023). This bias continues through early childhood education and beyond, affecting
disciplinary measures and academic support.

Cultural Competency in Education

Increasing cultural competence among educators is crucial for ensuring that Black children with autism
receive timely and accurate diagnoses and appropriate support. Educators should undergo training to
develop cultural competence, which involves understanding and respecting their students' cultural
differences and backgrounds (Aylward et al., 2021). This training can help teachers recognize cultural
biases and stereotypes that may affect their expectations and interactions with students of color with
autism.

Family Involvement
Families play a crucial role in advocating for students of color with autism and ensuring they receive
appropriate services. Empowering families to navigate the healthcare and education systems involves

providing resources, strategies, and support (Aylward et al., 2021). Establishing strong, collaborative
relationships with teachers, school administrators, and healthcare providers is vital.
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Conclusion

Overcoming cultural barriers in the diagnosis and treatment of people of color with autism requires a
multifaceted approach involving collaboration among healthcare professionals, educators, caregivers,
and community stakeholders. Together, we can work towards equalizing the time to diagnosis and
treatment of ASD for all races and communities in our society.
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