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The Clinic provides a unique service in 
the state offering a transdisciplinary 

comprehensive diagnostic assessment for 
children for whom a diagnosis of autism 
or another Pervasive Developmental 
Disorder is suspected. The Clinic is 
led by our clinical psychologist Dr. 
Donald Oswald, Ph.D., an internationally 
acknowledged expert in the field 
of autism. The unique standards of 
practice followed in the Clinic include a 
commitment to providing, along with a 
diagnosis: 

•   a rationale for the diagnosis, 
•   a discussion with 

family members 
regarding the 
implications 
of the child’s 
strengths and 
challenges,

•   a set of treatment 
and education 
recommendations, 
and 

•   follow-up to 
support the 
implementation 
of the 
recommendations. 

The Clinic includes the child’s parents 
as full partners in the assessment team. 
Community-based practitioners who are 
involved in the education or treatment of 
the child are welcome as members of the 
assessment team, at the invitation of the 
child’s parents.

The Developmental Disorders Clinic 
began in 1998 as a joint venture of 

Commonwealth Autism Service and the 
Department of Psychiatry at Virginia 
Commonwealth University. In December 
2010, the Clinic moved to the UMFS 
campus to become a free-standing 
program of Commonwealth Autism 
Service. 

The Clinic is designed to provide direct 
services to children and their families, 
and to offer a training experience for 
students and practitioners. Nearly 300 
children and families have benefitted 
from the clinic diagnostic service and 
we now see about 50 children and 
families per year. We welcome about 120 
students and community practitioners as 
clinic team participants each year with 
the training goal of increasing autism 
assessment awareness for a wide variety 
of clinical practitioners.
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The Transdisciplinary 
Diagnostic and 

Assessment Clinic is 
comprised of a multi-
disciplinary team.  The 
team includes:

Dr. Donald Oswald 
Clinic Director & Psychologist
Dr. Oswald has served as a Board member 
of Commonwealth Autism Service for 
10 years and comes to us from Virginia 
Commonwealth University, Department 
of Psychiatry, where he has served in 
many capacities while holding the titles 
of Professor and Senior Psychologist. He 
is a specialist in Developmental Disorders 
with a particular focus in Autism Spectrum 
Disorders. 
Dr. Oswald earned his Ph.D. from Virginia 
Tech in child psychology and completed his 
internship at the Yale Child Study Center.  
Dr. Oswald began his career in autism as a 
classroom teacher for children with autism, 
as well as a program supervisor for a 
residential facility for children with autism.
He has an impressive history of scholarship 
- having lead or participated in numerous 
research projects leading to an extensive list 
of publications in peer reviewed journals.
Dr. Oswald is the only certified ADOS (Autism 
Diagnostic Observation Schedule) trainer 
in Virginia, having earned this credential 
at the University of Michigan. He routinely 
trains other clinicians throughout the 
Commonwealth in the use of this protocol.

Best Practices

“Clinical assessment . . . is most 
effectively conducted by an experienced 
multidisciplinary team adopting a 
transdisciplinary approach. Both the unique 
contributions of each discipline . . . and the 
redundancy resultant from the behavioral 
observations obtained by different clinicians 
can result in a more comprehensive and 
accurate view of the child’s needs and assets.”
Klin, A., Sparrow, S.S., Marans, W.D., Carter, A., & Volkmar, 
F.R., Assessment issues in children and adolescents 
with Asperger Syndrome. In A. Klin, F.R. Volkmar, & 
S.S. Sparrow (Eds.) Asperger syndrome. New York: The 
Guilford Press.

“There is a growing body of evidence that 
intensive early intervention services for 
children in whom autism is diagnosed before 
5 years of age may lead to better overall 
outcomes.”
Policy Statement of the American Adacemy of Pediatrics: 
The Pediatrician’s Role in the Diagnosis and Management 
of Artistic Spectrum Disorder in Children.

“ASDs can sometimes be detected at 18 
months or younger.  By age 2, a diagnosis 
by an experienced professional can be 
considered very reliable. However, many 
children do not receive a final diagnosis until 
much older.  This delay means that children 
with an ASD might not get the help they 
need.”  
CDC ASDs Home Page

“Compared with children who received 
community-intervention, children who 
received a comprehensive developmental 
behavioral intervention, showed significant 
improvements in IQ, adaptive behavior, 
and autism diagnosis. Two years after 
entering intervention, the group on average 
improved 17.6 standard score points  . . . 
compared with 7.0 points in the comparison 
group . . . . Results of this study underscore 
the importance of early detection of and 
intervention in autism.” [From the abstract]
Dawson et al., 2009
CDC ASDs Home Page

Clinic Team

	 Speech and Language Pathologist 
	 Occupational Therapist 
	 Educational Consultant 
	 Social Worker
	 Behavior Analyst

           Psychiatrist 
	 The Child’s Family

Other Team Members

“We both wanted to thank you for all 
of your contributions to our son’s 

assessment last month. We just received the 
report yesterday and it was an impressively 
thorough document. We found the 
assessment humane and, most of all, useful 
to us in our continuing efforts to understand 
and help our son. Thank you for seeing him 
as an individual and for including us as team 
members.”

“I am writing to express my 
appreciation for your evaluation 

and recommendations. Both you and 
your staff are to be commended for the 
professionalism as well as the genuine 
concern you displayed throughout the 
evaluation process. Your recommendations 
are in the process of being implemented . . . 
We had been frustrated by the fact that we 
were unable to secure a multidisciplinary 
evaluation sufficient to develop individual 
developmental and educational objectives. 
Your efforts have allowed us to meet this 
objective. I commend you and your team 
for your remarkable work. We are most 
grateful.”

Clinic Contact Information
804-355-0300 * 800-649-8481

Fax: 804-355-0932

www.autismva.org

www.facebook.com/common-
wealthautismservice

Testimonials

Children for whom there is a question 
of an Autism Spectrum Disorder 

diagnosis can be referred for an 
assessment.  If it’s determined that a 
transdisciplinary assessment is needed, 
parents will be mailed questionnaires to 
gather the child’s developmental history.    

On the day of the assessment, the child 
and family spend about four hours at the 
Clinic. All children are administered the 
Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule. 
In addition, there is an evaluation by 
a speech and language pathologist, 
occupational therapist, and educational 
diagnostician.

In the final hour of the appointment, the 
team reviews information gathered in the 
assessment and arrives at a diagnosis for 
the child. The review includes a thorough 
discussion of child characteristics and 
how each led to the diagnostic decision. 
Recommendations are offered by the 
team and next steps are discussed with 
the child’s parents.

Approximately three weeks after 
the appointment, parents receive a 
comprehensive report detailing the 
assessment information, diagnostic 
decision, and recommendations. Team 
members are available individually for 
follow-up to assist families in pursuing 
implementation of the recommendations.


