
 

 
 

In the U.S., the direct and indirect costs of autism total $35 billion.
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  That’s taking into 

consideration medical expenses, educational expenses, lost productivity of parents, 
additional living expenses of parents, etc.  Moderating these costs in productive ways would 
not only relieve school budgets and support parents; it could also improve the quality of life 
of children and adults with autism.  Recently, Gregory 
Chasson, Department of Psychology at the University of 
Houston, calculated that early, intensive intervention 
(EII) could reduce educational expenses by 72%.
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A handful of early intervention approaches in autism have 
validated evidence that a significant portion of children 
can improve to the extent that they test out of special 
education /exceptional children (EC) programs.  For 
instance, Floortime, a therapy approach used at Emerge, 
has been shown to improve 58% of autistic children to the 
extent that they test as non-autistic on key measures.
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Another large percentage of children receiving EII will 
achieve moderate improvements.  To the educational 
system, this means the vast majority of children who 
receive EII will need significantly reduced levels of care 
and assistance over the course of their academic career.  
In North Carolina, the state budgets approximately $9,000 
additional for each child in special education / EC.  This 
is in addition to the $11,000 per child that typically comes from federal funds.  Based on 
Chasson’s model, the educational system could save $172,800 per student with autism in 
North Carolina if each child receives EII.  Chasson’s model is based on the idea that children 
would begin EII in the first grade and receive intervention for three years.  If, however, early 
intervention were to begin in the pre-school years, the savings could be even greater. 
 
Of course, the educational system is not the only budget that is relieved in the long-term by 
early, intensive intervention.  Compared to parents of non-autistic children, parents with 
autistic children have increased expenses for child care, lost work productivity, and 
increased living expenses into adulthood.  Families with an autistic child earn 28% less in 
gross wages compared to families with children who do not have similar challenges.
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  For a 

household that would otherwise be earning $100,000 per year, that’s a decrease of more 
than one million dollars over 36 years.  Inasmuch as an investment in early, intensive 
intervention is likely to create significant savings for educational systems, it stands to reason 
that greater function and more independence for people with autism would create significant 
savings for household budgets as well.   
 
The intensive interventions described in Chasson’s study are typically outside the scope of 
public school EC programs.  Intensive intervention usually means more than 15 hours per 
week with a therapist.  These interventions normally exhibit a dose – response relationship, 
meaning the more intervention between 15 and 40 hours weekly – the better the results.
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Another advantage of beginning the interventions in the pre-school years is that the child’s 
schedule is more flexible for intensive intervention.            
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