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Health Insurance Coverage for Autism and Other Special Needs Amendment Act of 2015 

 
What is autism? Autism and autism spectrum disorder are both general terms for a group of 
complex disorders of brain development. Autism affects a person’s ability to communicate and 
relate to others. It is also associated with rigid routines and repetitive behaviors, such as 
obsessively arranging objects or following very specific routines. Its symptoms range from mild to 
severe.  
 
How many children have autism? The CDC estimates 1 in 68 children in the United States are born 
with autism. Autism occurs in all racial, ethnic, and social groups; it is five times more likely to 
strike boys than girls. Estimates from the 2012-2013 school year report that 730 or 5.8% of District 
children with disabilities ages 6-21 who received special education services have a diagnosis of 
autism. The actual number and percentage may in fact be higher; special education counts may 
understate the prevalence of autism, especially among younger children. Lower income families 
and those with limited access to healthcare are less likely to receive an early diagnosis. 
 
Therapeutic treatment for children with autism. Early diagnosis and treatment are critical to a 
positive outcome for children with an autism spectrum disorder. Early therapeutic treatment, 
including behavioral health treatment such as Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), makes a significant 
impact on reducing symptoms and improving the quality of life and educational opportunities. 
Many insurance plans do not provide for appropriate therapeutic treatment, leaving families 
bearing extreme out of pocket costs or forgoing this successful and necessary treatment. Costs can 
be as high as $60,000 per year for autistic treatments.  
 
Mandating coverage saves money. According to a 2007 study conducted by the Harvard School of 
Public Health, it costs approximately $3.2 million to take care of an autistic person over his or her 
lifetime. The estimated lifetime cost savings of providing appropriate treatment are $1 million per 
child. The District currently requires coverage of ABA only in the Health Benefit Exchange – the 
small group market.   
 
Why expand coverage? The small group market reaches just 81,000 people. This leaves the nearly 
150,000 children and adults who participate in the large group market without mandatory 
coverage of medically necessary autism treatment. The Health Insurance Coverage for Autism 
and Other Special Needs Amendment Act of 2015 would ensure that the large group market also 
covers ABA. Forty-one states already require the large group market to cover these services and 
the impact on insurance premiums is negligible: the average cost per member is less than 50 cents 
per month. This small investment can dramatically change the lives of children with autism, 
allowing them to learn or improve skills that lead to improved educational opportunities and a 
better quality of life.  


