
 

Autistic Spectrum Disorder 

All students who attend CoPASS have a diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder and a Statement of 

Educational Need. (Soon to be replaced by Education 

Health Care Plans) 

How we define autistic spectrum disorders 

We see it as an umbrella term that includes: 

 Autism 

 High functioning autism 

 Asperger syndrome 

 Pervasive developmental disorder 

 Autistic traits 

 

The main characteristics were commonly described as a triad of impairments. These impairments 

affect: 

 Communication-language impairment, which may include speech, intonation, gesture, body 

language and /or facial expression. 

 Social interaction-difficulties such as lack of empathy and perception, lack of interest 

/avoidance of others and social contact may be a major source of stress. 

 Flexibility of thinking and behaviour-rigid ways of thinking, a need for routine and 

predictability and it may include obsessional, ritualised and repetitive behaviours. 

 

Autistic spectrum disorder is now described as a Dyad of Impairment affecting- 

 Communication and social interaction 

 Flexibility of thinking and behaviour. 

There are common additional difficulties and these may include:  

 Hyper or hypo sensitivities  

 Attention difficulties 

 Fine and gross motor difficulties 

 Poor organisational skills 

 

Key Characteristics 

Our students may typically have some of the following characteristics. 

Problems with: 

 Eye contact /people 

o Find it hard to make eye contact 

o Treat people as objects 

o Wanting to interact but getting it wrong 

o No interest in pleasing 

o Preferring to be solitary 

o Social interactions 

o Find it hard to keep friends  

o Find it hard to interpret body language and facial expressions 

 The bigger picture 

o Attends to the detail of situations and does not see the wider issues 

 

 



 

 Meaning 

o Difficulty understanding, jokes, idioms and metaphors 

o Imagine slights or challenges where none are intended 

o Difficulties with language and may parrot what others say 

 Auditory information 

o Follow any instruction verbally 

o Slow to process auditory information 

o Feel overloaded by too much auditory input 

 Creativity 

o Inability to think in abstract terms 

o Become obsessively interested in hobbies 

o Literal recall/representation of situations or things 

Strengths with: 

 Things 

o Good understanding of concrete objects 

 Detail 

o Can recount situations in great detail 

 Rote recall 

o Very good recall of facts and information 

 Visual information 

o Good attention to visual information 

o Responds well to visual instructions 

 Following routines 

o Follows rules 

o Good application of  functional routines  

Support Strategies we find useful: 

We apply some of the key principles of TEACCH™ as we believe 

it helps our students to: 

 Understand 

 Be calm 

 Engage 

 Structure =prosthetic device that enables them to achieve 

independence 

 Structure = behaviour management 

 

The key components of the structured teaching approach are:  

 

 Physical structure 

o Clear physical and visual boundaries 

o Minimal visual and auditory distractions 

 Daily schedules 

o To provide information 

o To provide order, predictability and organisation 

o To teach flexibility 

 Work systems  

o Provide information about what is to be done 

o The order in which it is to be done 

o Defines ‘finished’ and what comes next 



 

 Visual structure 

o Organises 

o Instructs  

o Clarifies 

 

We use Social Stories™, Comic Strip Conversations™ and video clips to 

develop understanding of social situations. 

Social Stories™ were created by Carol Gray in 1991. They describe a 

situation, skill or concept in terms of relevant social cues, perspectives and 

common responses in a specifically defined style and format. The goal of the 

Social Story™ is to share accurate social information in a patient and 

reassuring manner that is easily understood by its audience. 

 

Comic Strip Conversations™, also created by Carol Gray, are simple visual representations of the 

different levels of communication in conservation. They could show: 

 The things that are actually said in a conversation 

 How people might be feeling 

 What people’s intentions might be? 

Both social stories and comic strip conversations use words, pictures, drawing or symbols to visually 

represent information. 

There are a range of video clips available on the internet that describes different social situations that 

some of our students relate well to. 

We use some of the key principles of SCERTS™ to support our student’s social communication and 

emotional regulation. The SCERTS™ Model was developed by Prizant, Wetherby, Rubin & Laurent in 

2007. 

The acronym ‘SCERTS’ refers to the focus on: 

‘SC’ –Social communication-the development of spontaneous, functional communication, emotional 

expression, and secure and trusting relationships with children and adults; 

‘ER’-emotional regulation-the development of the ability to maintain a well regulated emotional state 

to cope with everyday stress, and to be most available for learning and interacting; 

‘TS’-transactional support-the development and implementation of supports to help partners to 

respond to the child’s needs and interests, modify and adapt the environment and provide tools to 

enhance learning(e.g. picture communication, written schedules, and sensory supports).  

We use PECs™ to support early communication skills.           

PECs™ is an approach that develops early communication expressive skills using pictures. It can be 

used anywhere that someone communicates as it is a portable system. It can be very 

effective with our students as it focuses on communication that is relevant and 

motivating to the individual child. It has a clear program to follow, divided into six 

phases. Staff in our school are PECs™ trained and it’s predominant application is in 

EYFS and key stage 1. 

To support reading and writing we currently use a range of computer software programs. 

Communication in Print™ enables us to produce symbolised transactional support in the form of 

schedules and routines.  To develop early reading skills we use the symbols to support text to help 

develop understanding and reading for meaning. Write Online™ and Clicker6™ are word processing 

software packages that support writing skills by offering predictive text and picture/symbol/word banks 

for composing. 



 

These are some of our communication top tips to support students with autism: 

 Modify your language 

o Say less 

 Simplify what you want to say 

 Shorter sentences 

 Bite size chunks of information 

 Organise-know what you want to put across and get to the point 

o Stress 

 Empathise key words 

 Repeat or otherwise highlight key points (using the same words) 

o Go slow 

 Speak slowly 

 Pause (to allow for take and processing) 

o Show 

 Provide visual cues-real objects, actions and gestures, pictures and writing 

 Use signing or gesture to back up key words 

o Use build ups and breakdowns 

 Say each part of the sentence –then put the bits together (“Book”. “Peter”. “Take 

the book to Peter”.) 

 Say the whole sentence,  then break it  down into parts 

o Follow his focus 

 Children in the very early stage of language development may not realise that 

things have names or that speech has meaning. You may need to follow his focus 

of attention, offering labels or very short comments on the things he is paying 

attention to. 

 Helping the child to become an active listener 

o Help him put on his “listening head” 

 Try to manage his stress so that he is able to focus 

 Pay attention to physical structure, positioning and the listening environment 

 Make sure he knows what is coming next 

 Help him know where the current task fits in-create links to previous experience 

/knowledge 

o Catching- and keeping-his attention 

 Focus his attention 

 Use his name 

 Use gesture 

 ‘Highlight’ what you want him to pay attention to 

 Give advance warning of key points 

 Match the time that he is expected to spend listening to his attention span –then 

extend gradually 

 Reward any efforts to stay focussed 

o Teach, prompt and reward use of the ‘listening rules’ 

 Stop what you are doing 

 Look in  my direction 

 Use your ears 

 Think  

 Ask  

o Prompt and encourage him to help himself 

 Repeating things back 

 Using games to practice remembering progressively longer lists, to carry out 

sequences of instructions or take messages 

 Asking for help or clarification-he may need a visual cue to help him request help 

Use picture or 

cartoon cues to 

remind 



 

 Providing visual support 

o Teaching key words 

 Pre-teach specialist vocabulary 

 Visual cues/ picture dictionaries or glossaries for key words 

o ‘Translating’ and supporting 

 Decide on the key points/objectives you want to get across 

 Create visual supports as you go-mind maps, cartoons, sketches, diagrams if you 

can 

 Where a task involves several steps create a task list or mini-schedule that you tick 

off as you go 

 Add extra visual cues to help focus the child’s attention on any materials or when 

organising his response 

o Model 

 Teach imitation(poor imitation skills are a recognised area of difficulty for many 

youngsters with ASD-some children need to be taught how to do this) 

 Show the child what he is expected to do by doing it yourself 

 Prompt him to watch other children 

 When the going gets tough 

o Do’s not don’ts 

o Keep it short, simple and direct 

o Don’t get personal 

o Forget about eye contact 

o Don’t waste your sarcasm 

o Ask yourself – should I be talking at all at this 

moment!!! Give take up time (thanks Philip 

Whitaker.) 

 

These are our top tips to support social interaction: 

 

 Monitor the youngster’s interaction with others: 

o High vulnerability to being bullied 

o May also bully/victimise 

o Important to manage the child’s contact with others 

 Work with the class to build social support: 

o Circles of friends 

o Helpers/buddies 

o Understanding the nature of the difficulty 

 Reduce exposure to unstructured social situations: 

o Offer structured activities at lunch and break times 

o Sanctuary/oasis at breaks and lunchtimes 

o Avoid corridor crushes/ queues 

 Classroom arrangements: 

o Consistent seating plans 

o Reducing youngster’s  involvement in group work 

o Structuring group work-designated jobs/roles 

 Developing social skills and understanding: 

o Making rules and expectations explicit 

o Providing scripts for specific situations 

o Role play and rehearse social scenarios 

 

 



 

 

These are our top tips to support flexibility of thinking and behaviour: 

 Structuring lessons: 

o Seating plans 

o Consistent routines and lesson formats 

o Advance notice-lesson objectives and plans 

o If you say you’ll do it, make sure you do it!!! 

o Add structure to group work – or avoid like the plague 

o Advance warnings of transitions 

 Structuring the day: 

o Personalised visual timetables 

o Advance warning of changes 

o Preparation for the unfamiliar 

o Systems to manage possessions, folders etc. 

 Structured tasks: 

o Closed and factual easier than open-ended, imagination 

o Clear beginnings-prompts for steps in-between 

o Visual highlighting to clarify what’s needed  

o Help to see progress to the final outcome 

 Managing anxiety: 

o Recognised and acknowledging it 

o Help them to learn to recognise and manage 

o Build in ‘down time’ –maybe including obsessions 

o Exit strategies and a safe place 

 

Remember – ASD is for life: we can’t fix it: 

 We need to: 

o Work round the autism-avoiding weaknesses 

o Work with the autism-using strengths 

 Skills can be taught: 

o But tend to be ‘clunky’ 

o Need to learn specific strategies for specific situations 

 Focus on prevention: 

o Provide an autism-friendly environment 

o An autism friendly environment  starts in your head 

o What is good for children with ASD is good for lots of others 

At CoPASS we are trained in TEAM TEACH™. Key principles are outlined in another document 

Strategies to support the sensory needs of our students are also outlined in another document. 

Useful links: 

Asperger’s Syndrome Foundation : www.aspergerfoundation.org.uk  

Autism Society (USA) : www.autism.org 

Autism Independent UK: www.autism.com  

Clicker6™ and Write Online™: www.cricksoft.com  

Communication in print™ : www.widgit.com  

National Autistic Society: www.nas.org.uk  

OASIS and MAAP(USA): http://aspergersyndrome.org  

Online Asperger Syndrome Information and Support: www.oaasis.co.uk 

Parents for early prevention of Autism in Children: www.peach.org.uk  

PECs™ : www.pecs-unitedkingdom.com  

http://www.aspergerfoundation.org.uk/
http://www.autism.org/
http://www.autism.com/
http://www.cricksoft.com/
http://www.widgit.com/
http://www.nas.org.uk/
http://aspergersyndrome.org/
http://www.oaasis.co.uk/
http://www.peach.org.uk/
http://www.pecs-unitedkingdom.com/


 

SCERTS™: www.scerts.com  

Social Stories™:  http://www.thegraycenter.org 

TEAM TEACH™: www.team-teach.co.uk  

TEACCH™: http://teacch.com  

http://www.scerts.com/
http://www.thegraycenter.org/
http://www.team-teach.co.uk/
http://teacch.com/

