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Understanding GARS 3 Scoring: A Comprehensive Guide to Standard Scores

When professionals assess developmental and communication challenges in children and adolescents, the Gilliam
Autism Rating Scale Third Edition (GARS 8 a cornerstone tool. Developed by Dr. William Gilliam, GARS 3

offers a systematic, evidence based way to measure autism spectrum symptoms across multiple domains. While

the scale’s raw data provides a snapshot of a child’s strengths and weaknesses, it is the standard scoresthat
translate those observations into clinically meaningful information. This article delves into the nuances of GARS 3
scoring, explains how standard scores are derived, and demonstrates how they inform diagnosis, treatment
planning, and research. Whether you are a clinician, educator, or parent, understanding these scores will help you
interpret results with confidence and precision.

What Is GARS 3 and Why Are Standard Scores Important?

The GARS 3 is a parent report questionnaire designed to assess autistic traits in children aged 5 to 21 years. It
contains 112 items that cover six core domains:

¢ Social Interaction — skills related to reciprocal communication and relationships.

e Social Communication — verbal and non verbal communication patterns.

* Repetitive Behaviors — rigid routines, restricted interests, and sensory sensitivities.
e Sensory Processing — responses to sensory input.

¢ Language/Communication — language development and usage.

e Executive Functioning — planning, organization, and flexibility.

Each domain is scored on a 4 point Likert scale, generating raw totals that reflect the severity of symptoms.
However, raw scores alone are not directly comparable across ages or genders. Standard scores—derived  from
normative data—allow clinicians to determine where a child falls relative to a representative sample of peers.
These scores are expressed as a mean of 100 with a standard deviation of 15, aligning with other widely used
assessment tools (e.g., IQ tests, achievement tests). Standard scores thus provide a universal metric for
interpreting the child’s profile and tracking progress over time.

How Standard Scores Are Calculated in GARS 3

The calculation of GARS 3 standard scores follows a multi step process that mirrors the methodology used in many
psychometric instruments. Below is a concise overview of each step:

Step 1. Raw Score Collection

Parents complete the questionnaire, rating each item from 0 (never) to 3 (often). The responses are summed for
each of the six domains, producing six raw domain scores. Additionally, a total raw score is calculated by adding all
domain scores together.

Step 2: Age and Gender Specific Norms

GARS 3 includes separate normative tables for boys and girls across several age ranges (5 6, 7 8,9 10, 11 12, 13 14,
15 16, 17 18, 19 21). These tables provide the mean raw score and standard deviation for each domain and for the



total score. The norms are derived from a large, representative sample of typically developing children and
adolescents, ensuring that the standard scores reflect typical developmental trajectories.

Step 3: Convert Raw to Standard Scores

The conversion uses the following formula for each domain and the total score:

Standard Score = 100 + 15 x ((Raw Score — Mean Raw Score) + Standard Deviation)

Because the mean raw score is set to correspond to a standard score of 100, a child scoring exactly at the mean
will receive a standard score of 100. Scores above 100 indicate higher symptom severity relative to peers, while
scores below 100 suggest milder symptoms.

Step 4: Calculate Percentile Ranks

Percentile ranks provide an intuitive way to understand where a child stands in comparison to the normative
sample. The percentile rank is derived by determining the proportion of peers who scored lower than the child. For
example, a standard score of 115 typically corresponds to the 84th percentile, meaning the child scores higher than
84% of peers in the normative group.

Step 5: Generate Composite Scores

While domain scores are valuable, GARS 3 also offers composite scores that aggregate related domains. The two
primary composites are:

¢ Social Communication Composite — combines Social Interaction, Social Communication, and Language/
Communication scores.

* Repetitive and Sensory Composite — merges Repetitive Behaviors, Sensory Processing, and Executive
Functioning scores.

Composite scores are calculated using the same standardization process, providing a broader view of symptom
clusters.

Interpreting GARS 3 Standard Scores

Once you have the standard scores, the next step is interpretation. The GARS 3 manual outlines clear guidelines
that help clinicians translate numbers into actionable insights. Here’s a quick reference:

90-110 — Typical range; symptoms within expected limits for age.

111-120 — Mild to moderate concern; may warrant monitoring or early intervention.

121-140 — Moderate to severe concern; likely requires comprehensive assessment and targeted intervention.
141 and above — Severe concern; strong indication of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) or related conditions.

It's important to remember that GARS 3 is a screening tool, not a diagnostic instrument. Scores should be
interpreted in conjunction with a full developmental history, clinical observation, and additional assessments (e.g.,
ADOS 2, ADI R, IQ testing). The standard scores serve as a guide to prioritize follow up and allocate resources
effectively.

Domain Specific Interpretation

Each domain offers unique clinical insights. For example:

¢ A high Social Interaction score may indicate difficulties in forming peer relationships, suggesting a need for
social skills training.



e Elevated Repetitive Behaviors and Sensory Processing scores may point to sensory integration challenges,
prompting occupational therapy referrals.

¢ Low Language/Communication scores can guide speech language pathologists to focus on pragmatic
language skills.

By examining the profile across domains, clinicians can develop individualized, multi disciplinary intervention plans
that address the child’s specific strengths and needs.

Using GARS 3 Standard Scores in Practice Settings

GARS 3 standard scores are versatile, serving various roles across educational, clinical, and research
environments. Below are some practical applications:

Educational Planning

School psychologists can use domain scores to inform Individualized Education Plans (IEPs). For instance, a child
with a high Social Communication score may benefit from a social skills group, while a low Executive Functioning
score might warrant additional support in organization and time management.

Clinical Intervention Tracking

Because standard scores are norm based, they provide a reliable metric for measuring change over time. By
re administering GARS 3 at regular intervals, clinicians can determine whether interventions are producing
meaningful improvements in symptom severity.

Research and Program Evaluation

Researchers use GARS 3 standard scores to quantify treatment efficacy in clinical trials. The scale’s strong
psychometric properties—high internal consistency (; > .90) and good test retest reliability (r "H .85)—make it a robust
outcome measure for autism intervention studies.

Common Misconceptions About GARS 3 Standard Scores

Despite its widespread use, several myths persist. Clarifying these misconceptions ensures that scores are used
responsibly and ethically.

Myth 1: GARS 3 Scores Are Diaghostic

While GARS 3 can flag potential ASD symptoms, it is not a stand alone diagnostic tool. Diagnosis requires a
multi method assessment, including direct observation and clinical judgment.

Myth 2: Higher Scores Always Mean Worse Outcomes

Standard scores reflect symptom severity relative to peers, not overall functioning. A child with a high Social
Communication score may still exhibit strengths in other areas, such as mathematics or art.

Myth 3: Scores Are Fixed

Standard scores are dynamic; they can change with intervention, development, or even changes in the normative
sample. Regular re assessment is essential for accurate monitoring.

Tips for Accurate Scoring and Interpretation

Ensuring the integrity of GARS 3 data is essential for reliable outcomes. Here are best practices for scoring and
interpretation:



1. Follow Administration Guidelines — Ensure parents complete the questionnaire honestly and fully. Missing
items should be avoided or imputed carefully.

2. Use Updated Norms — Always refer to the latest normative tables. Norms are periodically revised to reflect
demographic shifts.

3. Double Check Calculations — Manual calculations are error prone. Use the official scoring software or a
verified spreadsheet to minimize mistakes.

4. Contextualize Scores — Pair standard scores with qualitative data (e.g., classroom observations) for a holistic
view.

5. Document Interpretation — Clearly record how scores informed decisions in the report to maintain
transparency and accountability.

Case Study: Interpreting GARS 3 Scores in a Real World Scenario

Consider 9 year old Maya, who completed the GARS 3 with her parents. Her raw scores were:

Social Interaction: 25

e Social Communication: 30
Repetitive Behaviors: 15

¢ Sensory Processing: 20
Language/Communication: 12
e Executive Functioning: 18

Using the normative table for 9 year old girls, the standard scores were:

e Social Interaction: 118

e Social Communication: 123

* Repetitive Behaviors: 107

e Sensory Processing: 112

e Language/Communication: 95
» Executive Functioning: 105

Interpretation:

e Maya’s Social Interaction and Social Communication scores fall in the “moderate concern” range, indicating
potential social and communicative challenges.

« Repetitive Behaviors and Sensory Processing scores are within the typical range, suggesting these domains
are less problematic.

¢ Language/Communication scores are slightly below average, pointing to a need for targeted speech language
support.

e Executive Functioning is in the typical range, indicating no major planning or organizational deficits.

Based on these findings, the educational team recommended a social skills group and speech language therapy,
while monitoring Maya’s progress over the school year. Subsequent GARS 3 re assessment showed a decrease in
Social Interaction and Social Communication scores, reflecting improvement.

Future Directions and Ongoing Research

While GARS 3 remains a gold standard, research continues to refine its application:

« Digital Administration — Online platforms streamline scoring and reduce human error.
e Cross Cultural Validation — Expanding normative data to include diverse populations enhances global
applicability.
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