Are you aware of the issues our
students with Autism encounter in
school?

What is an Autistic Spectrum Disorder? (ASD)
An Autistic Spectrum Disorder is a lifelong development condition
which affects the way a child/adult communicates and relates to
those around them.
This developmental disorder is described as a spectrum because the
main areas of difficulty can vary from being mild to severe. The main
diagnoses given are Autism and Asperger’s syndrome.
There are no medical tests for ASD although there are diagnostic
tools such as the Autism Diagnostic observational Schedule (ADOS),
and specific questionnaires that can examine the significance of your
child’s social and communication difficulties on the daily functioning.
Recent figures suggest that Autism is more common in boys than
girls.
Students with an ASD seem to find it very difficult to become ‘tuned
into’ language, both verbal and non-verbal. In turn this makes it
difficult to try and make sense of the world around them.
They may have a limited range of words/phrases; or a range of
vocabulary that appears older than their age. When they speak they
may lack in intonation (the normal ‘ups and downs’ in our voice
when we speak).

What difficulties may they encounter at school?
They may find it difficult to understand what is said by others.
Take literally what is said. For example, ‘can you close the door
please?’ ‘yes’
They may avoid eye contact or stare at you or other students.
They may not understand gestures or facial expressions. They may
be in your personal space because they do not understand distance.
They struggle listening to others or taking it in turns during
discussions and conversations.
They may find it difficult expressing how they feel and when asked
how they feel may appear blank or over exaggerate feelings relative
to the situation.
While they may feel their own emotions very strongly, they may
have difficulties putting a "label" on their feelings and also
identifying how others may be feeling.
They may find it difficult recognising another person’s needs, desires,
and feelings which can make them seem insensitive.
They can have a lack of empathy, lack of embarrassment, little desire
to make others happy.
They may prefer their own company
They may be too friendly and not understand who to talk to or have
physical contact with (stranger-danger vulnerability)
They may struggle to manage typical fall outs and disagreement and
working things out if they are being teased / bullied.

How can we help students with ASD in our school?
ASD students cannot cope with change, so try to keep routines the
same, e.g. furniture layout.
Time is an abstract concept and can be hard to understand ‘soon’,
‘next', so be specific how long a student has to complete a task or
when you want to see them. They may also find it difficult to
anticipate future events so a clear structure as to what is happening
and when can be very helpful.
Some ASD children may take longer to put ideas on paper and prefer
more factual subjects such as Maths and science, so please be
patient.
Some ASD students may be over sensitive or under sensitive in one
or more of their senses. All of these can affect mood, anxiety levels,
behaviour and communication. So warn the students if they are
going to see a bright light or hear a loud noise or touch something.
Or think about where a student with ASD will sit the place with the
less stimulation, e.g. noise and light.
Some people don’t like the feel of clothes against their body. They
may not want to wear a tight fitting apron or put on a PE kit.
Some ASD students find it difficult to feel comfortable about using
the toilet. Some of our ASD students have an exit pass. Please don’t
question them about why they are out of class and just ask to see
their pass.
Some students may have high levels of anxiety and worries. And may
become aggressive, destructive, run away, self-injure and display
socially unacceptable behaviour. Please again be patient and
understand they are not being ‘naughty’. Try to work out what is

leading the student to behave in a certain way. For example they
may become distressed if you suddenly stop a task they are doing. So
let them know how long they have left before they need to pack up.
ASD children may be able to focus on a task for a long period of time.
They may prefer learning visually and excel in subjects such as art
and music.
They may become very engrossed in particular activities that they
have a strong preference for. They may then find it difficult to cope
when that activity is not available or is terminated abruptly.
They can be good at learning how to do something when they see
someone else doing it.
Please don’t be sarcastic with an autistic student, they don’t
understand, try to be clear what you want and give them time to
process what has been said to them.
Give them a visual aid for them to use if they are stuck. They won’t
ask for help verbally.
Be clear in your instructions. Give one at a time instead of several at
once.
Some students may display dangerous behaviour (jumping off
furniture) or repetitive movements. This is a way of de-stressing for
them. Try to encourage exercise to burn off some energy.
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