http://www.cnn.com/2011/HEALTH/05/09/autism.study/index.html
Today’s report was prepared by Chris Beatty, MD and comes from CNN, entitled ‘South Korean Study May Lead to Higher Autism Estimates’.

A new study conducted in South Korea that invited parents of all children ages 7-12 enrolled in the school system to participate by questionnaire followed by clinical evaluations for some of the children who screened positive has estimated that 2.64% of the population suffers from some form of autistic spectrum disorder (ASD).  This rate exceeds CDC estimates of about 1% of US children.  The CNN author remarks on several possible confounding influences, including a sampling bias or a higher rate of social and communication difficulties present in South Korean children given their highly structured school system. The screening tools used are not identified, which the journalist remarks were developed in English-speaking countries. Cultural bias of the tool as a potential confounder is not addressed. 
The CNN article does a very good job summarizing the important points of the study and discussing its limitations.  The sampling bias has the largest impact on the results given that it was in fact a survey study in which families could simply choose not to participate. The article tries to suggest that this is a potential problem by involving the opinion of many US experts.   However, it does not comment on the problem of including all children in the Disability Registry as ASD, even though only about half of them carry that diagnosis. This inclusion could artificially inflate the prevalence of ASD in South Korea.  

The author discusses the impact of the findings on screening tools and anticipated further epidemiological investigation of autism in other countries.  The potential impact of a vast increase in autism prevalence, with possible insufficient availability of services, is not addressed. Families reading this CNN article may not understand the limitations in the study design methodology or how this differs from US or other studies, and that replication will be necessary.  A potential risk at taking this report at face value is that many more parents may worry about their child’s risk for autism, and possibly seek superfluous evaluations or services in an already overstretched system. The following resources may be helpful:
Resources:

Shin Kim Y, et. al: Prevalence of Autism Spectrum Disorders in a Total Population Sample. American Journal of Psychiatry 2011; AiA:1-9.

http://www.autismspeaks.org/
