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What is ASD? 
 
Autism spectrum disorder is a neurobiological disorder affecting social interaction and communication.  Other 
characteristics associated with ASD are engagement in repetitive activities (routines that are not always functional) and 
stereotypical movements, resistance to environmental change or change in daily routines, and unusual responses to sensory 
experiences.  Students with ASD are generally honest, naïve and compliant when they understand what to do. 
 
You may notice: 
 
Cognitive: average to above average 
 
May have excellent memory for high interest areas 
 
May make erroneous or faulty associations 
   
Concrete thinking, difficulty understanding abstract 
concepts 
 
Obsessed with unusual topics 
 
Rigid and inflexible thinking 
 
Rule bound 
 
Difficulty with transitions/changes and prefers 
sameness and order 
 
Difficulty generalizing information/knowing when 
to apply what 
 

Language skills: may be highly 
developed 
 
 Voice may lack a range of emotion 
 
May lecture on topics of interest 
 
 One-sided conversations/may dominate 
conversation 
 
  May perseverate on a topic of interest 
 
  Problems with speed, volume or tone 
 
  Challenges in talking about others’ interests 

Social skills: lacking in basic social 
interaction skills 
 
  Difficulty with problem solving 
 
  Odd or unusual social interaction(s) 
 
  Difficulty understanding of humor/irony 
 
  May make socially inappropriate comments or 
   questions     
 
  Difficulty in picking up on non-verbal   
  communication 

Unusual responses to sensory 
information 
 
  Difficulty regulating attention 
 
  May under react to sensory stimulus 
 
  May over react to sensory stimulus 
 
  May make unusual or repetitive physical 
movements 
 
 May have difficulty with gross or fine motor 
coordination 
 
 May look at objects from unusual angles 
 
May walk on toes 
 

 



THINGS TO REMEMBER 
 
Visual processing is a strength: 
 

• Be conscious about presentation of information and directions; when in doubt make it more visually concrete. 
 

• The student with ASD may need additional processing time; provide a visual cue –something on which to reflect. 
 
 
The hidden curriculum is not always known: 
 
The hidden curriculum is the set of rules everyone knows (ex: teacher expectations, teacher-pleasing behaviors, personal 
space and eye contact, students who make good friends, students who are likely to get you in trouble, behaviors that attract 
positive attention, behaviors considered negative or inappropriate), but no one is directly taught. 
 

• Students with ASD may not have learned some of the hidden rules. 
 

• Always assume that instead of being “naughty” the student with ASD does not know the social rules around the 
situation. 

 
• Try direct instruction for the situation first; teaching “whys” and “how’s” in a step-by-step manner. 
 
 
Self-esteem: students with ASD are susceptible to low self-esteem, even more so than their 
typical peers: 
 

• These students often make social faux pas because they don not always understand how to fix it.  This can 
result in an astronomical number of “no’s” and negative feedback in one day.  It is our priority to ensure all 
students have positive social experiences in school. 

 
• It is very important to catch students doing things right, and provide positive and specific feedback (“Thank 

you for raising your hand”). 
 

• Ideas to promote self-esteem: 
 

§ Be generous with concrete compliments and praise 
 

§ Provide more opportunities for positive experiences vs. negative ones  
 

§ Put the student with ASD in a helping role 
 

§ Have him/her teach others a skill they have mastered 
 

§ Pair him/her with peers who are sensitive and patient 
 

§ Recognize strengths and emphasize them 
 

§ Provide books where the hero has overcome great difficulties 
 
 
 
 



Students with ASD often present with an array of challenges and teachers often struggle to understand and support students 
in the classroom.  The following support strategies may benefit the whole class, but are especially helpful for students with 
ASD. 
In each of these four areas there are two columns of helpful information.  The “what” column lists of strategies for teachers 
to support all students.  The “why” describes areas of difficulty being addressed. 
 
 

Behavioral Supports  
___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
What teacher does:     Why it works: 
 
Use social supports such as peer buddies and   Lowers anxiety and clarifies task 
Clear visual expectations to prepare students 
Before high anxiety activities 
Give specific feedback on desired behaviors   Reinforces desired behaviors and builds 
And avoid giving attention to inappropriate   self-esteem 
behaviors. 
Tell the student what to do instead of what   Helps the student to link consequences directly 
not to do       to the behavior/student learns that they are in control 
       of outcomes 
Provide a very clear structure and set daily routine  Provides predictability within routines/reduces anxiety 
 
Reward more often; use “first/then” language for   Reinforces desired behaviors/increases motivation to 
tangible rewards      complete tasks 
Give advanced warning for transitions; using a timer  Allows processing time and gives a clear start and stop 
if necessary   
 
Speak in a neutral, matter of fact tone/be concise  Reduces sensory stimuli and allows the student to 
       Process verbal input 
 

Schedule breaks or create a break routine Gives their brain a break, reduces stress and allows 
processing time 

 
 

Social Supports 
 
What teacher does:     Why it works: 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Social stories or scripts (ex. At school, we raise  Teaches “expected” behaviors in each specific situation 
Our hands when we want to talk)    giving the student a repetitive list of responses 
     

Comic strip conversations     Help a student process other perspectives and alternative  
       behaviors 
 
Limit number of times a student can bring up  Allow student to address issue so they can move on to 
A perseverative topic     other tasks 
     

Coach peers on how to include and help the student  Builds self-esteem for both typical peers and student with 
       ASD 



Academic Supports 
 

What teacher does:     Why it works: 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Offer strategies in problem solving    Encourages flexible thinking 
(Specific choices) 

Provide outlines for note-taking or     Helps to highlight relevant information 
Highlight key words 
 
Use graphic organizers for reports and concept   Teaches strategies for organizing the details 
development 
 
Provide opportunities for cooperative learning with   Gives specific directions on how to participate 
clearly defined students’ roles    in the group 
 

Break directions into simple steps, write them  Teaches how to organize and sequence steps to a task/ 
down on checklists     helps student know where and how to start 

Allow additional time     To produce and process the information 
 
Shorten assignments     Keep core lesson but reduces 

Provide organizational systems for daily   Teaches strategies for breaking down large tasks 
assignments      and managing materials 
 
Before giving an instruction, make sure you have  Student may not realize the instruction given includes 
Gained his/her full attention    him/her 
 
 

Environmental Considerations 
 
What teacher does:     Why it works: 
___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 
Visual cues (rules, schedules, checklists)   To clarify expectations and reduce verbal overload 
     

Seat placement      Allows students to receive help if needed, reduces 
       Distracting factors, utilize peer buddy/role model 
 
Provide/allow fidget objects    Some students attend better when fidgeting 

 
 
 
 
 
 


