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This study compared adolescents with Asperger syndrome (AS) with a group of adolescents with high-functioning autism (HFA) and a group with conduct disorder. The aim was to explore the relationship between early speech development and other aspects of functioning in autistic disorders. In addition, the social impairments in the autistic group (AS and HFA adolescents) and the non-autistic group (conduct disorder adolescents) were compared. All subjects were male adolescents or young adults within the normal range of intelligence. Early development (parent report) and current functioning (parent report, direct observation and IQ profile) were compared in the three diagnostic groups. The final sample consisted of 20 adolescents with AS, 13 adolescents with HFA and 290 adolescent with conduct disorder. All participants were between the ages of 11 and 19 years. Participants completed an intelligence test (either the Weschler Intelligence Scale for Children Revised or the Weschler Adult Intelligence Scale) and the Autism Diagnostic Observation Schedule. Further assessments of everyday social and psychiatric functioning and specific psychological deficits were assessed using the Social and Emotional Functioning Interview and a psychiatric interview. Parents completed the Autism Diagnostic Interview.
Researchers found that there were clear differences between the conduct disordered adolescents and the AS and HFA adolescents. The CD group did exhibit social impairments including family and school relationship problems and poor ability to share emotion and respond affectively to others. However, they did not show the pattern of difficulties in reciprocal communication and social behaviour seen in the AS and HFA groups. The IQ profile of the conduct disorder was also different than the profile of the AS and HFA groups.

In comparing the AS and HFA groups, the AS group tended to have less severe early behavioural abnormalities than the HFA group and were less unlikely to have early speech abnormalities. However, the AS and HFA groups both displayed similar communicative, social and restricted/repetitive behavioural difficulties. The main difference between the AS and HFA group in adolescence was that in a structured interaction, their conversation was better. The IQ profile in the AS group showed relative strength on verbal measures and both the HFA and AS groups demonstrated a strength on the Block Design subtest. 

The results indicate that in adolescence similar behavioural manifestations may arise in HFA and AS individuals despite differences in speech or other aspects of development. 
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