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Glows and Challenges?

What comes to mind when you think 
of students with Autism?

What is Autism?
 A brain-based, spectrum disorder 
characterized by social and communication 
challenges, restricted repetitive behaviors, 
activities, and interests, and sensory 
processing differences.
 

CD

CDC states that 1 in 59 students has autism 

There is often nothing about how people with 
Autism look that sets them apart from other 
people, but people with Autism may 
communicate, interact, behave, and learn in ways 
that are different from most other people. 
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The learning, thinking, and problem-solving 
abilities of people with autism can range 
from gifted to severely challenged. Some 
people with autism need a lot of help in 
their daily lives; others need less.

Person First Language 

A disability does not define the child, it helps give us a better 
understanding of how they learn.  Always put the student before 
the disability.

● “I have an autistic kid  in my class” 

Instead: “ I have a student with autism in my classroom” 

● “He is a biter”

Instead: “When he gets upset or a peer takes his toy he will bite” 

What do we know about individuals 
with Autism Spectrum Disorders?

Individuals with ASD typically often have:

∗ limited or disrupted speech/language

∗ difficulties with transition and changes

∗ difficulties with social situations

∗ sensory issues

Speech/Language  Difficulties

• Doesn’t respond to name being 
called

• Unable to follow multi-step 
directions

• Low tolerance for reciprocal 
conversation

• Only wants to talk about his 
preferred topics

• Difficulty modulating voice volume
• Odd intonation



Transition/Change Difficulties

• Difficulty shifting focus
• Withdraw
• Off-task behavior
• Meltdowns/refusal

Difficulties w/Social Situations

• Issues with perspective taking
• Too literal
• Rigid thinking
• Unable to sustain play with 

peers when he’s not driving the 
agenda

• Unable to accept losing a game

Sensory Issues
• Hypersensitive to touch
• Cafeteria smells make him gag
• Sensitive to loud sounds
• Engages in self-talk, singing, or 

humming
• Flaps hands/hops when excited
• Poor body awareness

Other Issues
• Difficulties with 

generating writing
• Illegible handwriting
• Dyslexia
• ADHD
• Other co-occuring 

disorders include anxiety, 
dyspraxia and dyscalculia



∗ Provide a visually clear environments.

∗Use evidence based support strategies. 

∗ Train others to provide support strategies.

What can schools do to help 
people with Autism?

∗ Create procedures and practice them (i.e.  Arrival routine, 
Coming to the carpet routine, etc.); procedures help add to 
the predictability of the room.

∗ Rely on visuals supports such as checklists  and schedules 
to teach changes to the schedule of activities.

Structure the Classroom

Visual Supports

Create a picture/text supports to go with each 
activity and to teach behavior expectations.

Visual Schedules/Procedures/Routines

Children with autism often have a difficult time processing 
and understanding what we say to them.   

Children with autism also have difficulty with changes in 
their schedule.  And changes happen!  

Schedules show our students what is going to happen in a 
way they understand.  Visual schedules will show the 
schedule in a way that can be easily processed!
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Reasons to Use Visual Supports

∗ Improves predictability - 
students know what is 
coming next
∗ Provides clear expectations
∗ Reduces behavioral 

difficulties

∗ Universal language

∗ Reduces anxiety
∗ Establishes trust
∗ Creates structure to 

environments that are 
often confusing
∗ Promotes independence

∗ Take Digital Pictures of your actual classroom 
∗ The Allen ISD Website: 
∗ Allen Behavior Support Team (BST)
∗ Social Skills 
Other Websites:
∗ www.victoriesnautism.com
∗ Social Stories from ABA Resources

Where can I access Visual Supports?

Visual Voice Meters

https://www.allenisd.org/Page/47809
http://www.allenisd.org/Page/47804
http://www.victoriesnautism.com/schedule-activity-and-task-cards.html
https://www.abaresources.com/social-stories/
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Visual Procedures/Routines  Visual Supports for when Things Go 
Wrong

Steps to Teaching Procedures, 

1. EXPLAIN.  State, explain, model and demonstrate the 
procedure.

2. REHEARSE. Practice the procedure under supervision.
3. REINFORCE. Reteach, rehearse, practice, and reinforce 

the classroom procedure until it becomes a student habit 
or routine.

* Give a copy of class procedures to your SPED staff too!

Procedures Answer Questions

∗What to do when the bell rings
∗What to do when the pencil breaks
∗What to do when you finish your work
∗What to do when you have a question
∗What to do when you need to go to the bathroom
∗What to do when you enter the room
∗What to do when you need help
∗What to do when a neighbor is talking to loud
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1. Review the entire schedule at the start of the 
day/activity.

2. Cue the next activity by referring back to the 
schedule.

3. Remind students that _______ is finished, and 
________ is next.

4. Pre-teach schedule changes (i.e. smiley face visual 
support)

How to use schedules  Classroom Schedules

These are samples of mini-schedules within the 
context of a larger daily schedule.  Mini-schedules 
specify the certain activities within a time block.

∗Expressive – Production of language
∗Receptive – Understanding of language
∗Articulation -  Pronunciation
∗Pragmatics – Social use of language

Components of Language
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Supporting Receptive Language
∗ Maintain close proximity, provide 

tactile cues, and secure visual 
attention before giving directions.

∗ Provide praise and reinforcement 
for listening and respond the first 
time.

∗ Provide visual supports, gesture 
cues, and checklists that show the 
expected behavior.

∗ State what you want the 
student to do (i.e. “Walk 
like me” vs. “Don’t run”)

∗ Don’t assume the student 
knows how to respond 
appropriately, teach the 
skill.

Wait Time

Giving students an extra 3-5 seconds to 
process verbal information before expecting a 
response can increase on-topic responses 
and behaviors. 

Supporting Expressive Language

∗ Provide visual supports, gesture cues  & choices
∗ Use augmentative communication if needed
∗ Model expected responses 

∗ Emergency 
Chat App 

Supporting Pragmatic Language and Social Skills

∗ Anticipate and pre-teach
∗ Use visual supports and 

templates -
∗  Autism Teaching Strategies

∗ Use Video Modeling - 
∗ What should group work 

look like?

• Remember – skills must be directly taught.  Don’t assume 
the student knows (or should know) the expectation.

Introducing Yourself

Taking Turns
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∗ Many people with autism tend be visual learners.  Social stories 
are helpful for them because they are written down and 
illustrated.  

∗ Social stories present information in a literal, concrete way, 
which aides understanding. 

∗ Social stories can help with sequencing, planning, and 
organizing - difficulties experienced by many people with 
autism. 

∗ Providing information about what might happen in a particular 
situation and some guidelines for behavior can reduce anxiety.

Social Stories

Social Stories help 
individuals with 

autism understand 
how to behave or 

respond in particular 
situations and 

settings.

Supporting Sensory Issues

∗Flexible Seating in the 
classroom
∗Headphones during noisy 

environments
∗Designated safe place in 

the classroom and the 
school for panic attacks 
or meltdowns

∗2 or more recesses daily
∗Play music in the 

classroom
∗Consistent routines and 

visual supports
∗Frequent movement 

breaks

Flexible Seating



Environmental supports include:

∗ Physical Structure

∗ Picture/Text Visual Supports

∗ Well-developed routines/procedures

∗ Transitions cues

Other Environmental Supports Other 
Environmental 

Supports

The writing process involves skills in language, organization, motor 
control and planning, and sensory processing: four areas that are 
problematic for many individuals with ASD. We must consider how each 
of these areas may be affecting a student’s aversion to the writing 
process.

Writing demands can have a major impact on student behavior as 
students with ASD often express extreme frustration because it’s too 
hard to put their ideas on paper.  Challenges may lead to refusal, negative 
behavior, or even a meltdown. 

Writing Tasks and Autism

∗Consider all four areas of potential difficulty: 
language, organization, motor control and 
planning, and sensory regulation. 
∗Set the student up for success by implementing 

strategies to support each of these challenges.

How can a teacher help?
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“He has great ideas.  However, when it’s time to write he 
can’t think of anything to say!”

Problem 1: Language

Solution:  Narrow the choices and use pictures.  Instead of, 
“Write about your favorite season.” Show the student 
pictures representing the 4 seasons and ask, “Which one do 
you like best?”  Then ask, “Why”.  As the student talks, write 
down a list of keywords.  Then have him write one sentence 
for each of his ideas.

Solution: Create a visual-support timeline facilitated by an adult.  Draw a long 
horizontal line on a sheet of paper.  Ask the student what he knows about the topic.  
As the student talks, the adult draws simple pictures (or writes keywords) 
representing the ideas along the straight line.  The adult  arranges the pictures in a 
logical order during this process.  Then, the student reads the assignment to the 
adult using the pictures or keywords as prompts.  The verbal rehearsal helps the 
student hear the logical flow of the language.  The student then completes the 
assignment using the timeline as a visual support.

Problem 2: Organization

“His writing is so disorganized.  His paragraphs look like a laundry list of 
facts with no sense of order or sequence.”

Solution for younger students: Provide hand-over-hand 
support for the first written word.  When the student 
begins to write, slowly fade your hand.

Solution for older students: Lightly tap the paper at the 
spot the student is to start writing.

Problem 3: 
Motor Control and Planning

“He can’t get started.  When asked to write, he just sits there.”

Solution: Have the student do a movement break before the 
starting the writing task.  Then, intersperse fun movement breaks 
into the writing task (i.e. write 5 sentences, do 5 minutes of brisk 
activity, and then 5 more sentences).  Movement breaks provide 
positive reinforcement for working, and stimulate the vestibular 
system to help regulate sensory integration.

Problem 4: Sensory Regulation

“Every time he’s asked to write something, he has a meltdown!”



∗For younger students – Create a checklist of all the 
details necessary for a drawing a detailed picture or 
writing a detailed sentence.  Have them check off 
each item as they add it.

∗For older students – Create a checklist for all of the 
necessary elements in a paragraph or full paper.  Have 
students check off each item as they complete it.

Quality Work Checklists Autism and Behavior

First

Behavior

Then

Finished

Next

Kahoot

Classroom management is not 
ONLY about having the right 

rules…

...It’s about having the right 
relationships. 

Houston, we have a problem……the dreaded meltdown

Autism and Behavior



∗Intervene immediately – as soon as you notice a 
trigger or agitation offer one of the following:

1. For the student to take a quick break by running an 
errand or going to get a drink of water.

2. Direct the student to their cool down place either a 
quiet space in the classroom or in the special 
education room.

What can staff do? Weaken the power of the meltdown
During a meltdown – 

∗Stay calm.  Lower your voice.  Speak slowly.
∗Allow the student to work through the meltdown until they are calm enough to 

comply.
∗Do not engage with your student during a meltdown, supervise in close 

proximity.
∗Praise other students for doing what’s expected and ignoring the meltdown.
∗Ensure safety – Escort student to a “calm down space”.
∗When the child is calm, follow through with the demand/direction/consequence.

Conduct a meltdown autopsy:
1. Debrief with the student:
2. Use a visual template to discuss what happened.
3. Trouble shoot better behavior alternatives.
4. Develop a procedure for next time.
5. Communicate the procedure for all adults involved.  

∗Make sure you know the triggers for the problem behavior, and 
the procedure for dealing with it.  Consider what “skill” you need 
to teach your student so the behavior doesn’t occur again.

Made it through the meltdown.  What 
about next time?

Kahoot

https://play.kahoot.it/#/?quizId=c07e5001-a80e-40b2-bf9f-49659b19607d


∗Organization for Autism Research; 
http://www.researchautism.org
∗National Professional Development Center for 

Autism; http://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/
∗Positive Behavior Intervention Supports; 

http://www.pbisworld.org
∗The Autism Helper; http://www.autismhelper.org

Resources

http://www.researchautism.org/
http://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/
http://www.pbisworld.org/
http://www.autismhelper.org/

