
 

Strategies for supporting students with ASD 

Autism challenges the traditional or generic ways in which we educate, 

care and support people because of the triad of impairments, specific 

cognitive differences and sensory issues. In order to best support pupils 

with autism we need to ensure we adopt specialist approaches to the 

education and care we provide. 

The primary characteristics of pupils with ASDs are as follows: 

 Difficulties in non-verbal and verbal communication. 

 Social understanding and social behaviour. 

 Social interaction. 

 Flexibility of thought. 

 Sensory processing and integration. 

 Anxiety and stress sometimes leading to challenging behaviour. 

The sum of these difficulties impacts on the pupils’ ability to learn as well 

as their day to day life. This step will allow you to look at how you might 

plan your continued support for students with autism in your setting. 

Consider the individual needs and possible triggers of your students and 

the strategies you currently use by reflecting on the notes you recorded 

from the previous step and look at how the following suggested strategies 

could be adopted to support your current practice. Use the ‘Triggers and 

strategies’ section of your workbook, to record the triggers and 

behaviours that challenge your students and the strategies you might want 

to apply to your current practice as a result of your learning. 

A range of suggested strategies: 

Social interaction 

People with autism often have difficulty recognising or understanding 

other people’s emotions and feelings, and expressing their own. This can 

make it more difficult for them to fit in socially. Many children and young 



people with autism will want to be sociable, but have difficulty with 

initiating and sustaining friendships. 

Strategies to reduce social interaction distress and anxieties: 

 Provide opportunities for paired work/group work in lessons. 

 Plan for opportunities to extend learning to outside the 

classroom and also to invite visitors into school (departmental 

trips and visitors, spiritual, moral, social and cultural 

development days, camps). To help ease any anxieties, show 

pictures of destination or visit it online first so that the child has 

a visual of where they are going. 

 Provide opportunities for pupils to choose how they spend their 

leisure/social time and provide a range of activities to suit the 

varying needs (e.g. quiet room for board games and iPads, 

physical activities, stimulating sensory activities like music, 

small group activities). 

 Provide a range of after-school activities that develop 

opportunities for social interaction in school and in the local 

community. 

 Reciprocity, the give and take of an interaction, is a critical 

social skill necessary for developing a relationship. To create 

true reciprocity, it is important to engage a student on his terms 

and interests, not just expect him to engage on yours. 

Appropriate social behaviour requires social understanding; 

build foundations and scaffold skills in appropriate 

developmental sequence, expecting growth through supports, 

practice and direct teaching (e.g. Lego therapy). 

 Be aware that unstructured times are the most difficult times 

for children with autism; think about how to impose structure 

on activities e.g. Make clear the rooms and activities available 

and encourage pupils to choose one to attend. Pupils are able to 

change form one activity to another during social time. 

 Recognise that a student with autism is likely to have anxiety 

before, during and after social situations, which can result in 

avoidance or inappropriate response. Make clear the end/ 

transition of an activity in plenty of time, use the classroom 

clocks to indicate end of session or particular activity. 



 Reinforce what the student does well socially—use behaviour-

specific praise and concrete reinforcement if needed to shape 

pro-social behaviour e.g. award house points in recognition of 

something that has been done well. 

 Break social skills into small component parts, and teach these 

skills through supported interactions (e.g. Lego therapy). 

 Celebrate strengths – Many pupils with autism have a 

particular strength or interest. 

 Model social interaction; turn taking through games and 

conversation, reciprocity with other staff and with pupils, you 

can do this by showing pupils how to shack hands to great 

someone. 

 Identify peers with strong social skills and pair the student with 

them so he has good models for social interaction. 

 Support peers and student with structured social situations with 

defined expectations of behaviour (e.g. first teach the necessary 

skill, such as how to play Uno, in isolation, and then introduce it 

in a social setting with peers). 

 Use resources during small group or 1:1 situations to teach 

empathy and reciprocity, (emotion cards, emotion Bingo) In 

order to engage in a social interaction, a person needs to be able 

to take another’s perspective and adjust the interaction 

accordingly. This can be taught by making a student aware — 

and providing the associated vocabulary — through 

commentary and awareness of feelings, emotional states, 

recognition of others’ facial expressions and non-verbal cues. 

 Use social narratives and social cartooning as tools in describing 

and defining social rules and expectations. A ‘social story’ 

describes a situation, skill, or concept in terms of relevant social 

cues, perspectives, and common responses in a specifically 

defined style and format. For more information please consult 

the ‘See also’ section at the bottom of the page. 

Social communication 

Children and young people on the autism spectrum may have difficulties 

with both verbal and non-verbal communication. Some may have a very 



literal understanding of language, thinking people always mean exactly 

what they say, or find it difficult to express themselves emotionally and 

socially. 

Whilst some may be non-verbal and choose to use alternative means of 

communication, others may have good language skills but find it hard to 

understand the give-and-take nature of conversations. They may repeat 

what the other person has just said (known as echolalia) or not recognise 

when the other person is bored. 

Therefore we try to reduce social communication distress and anxieties 

by: 

 Promote active listening skills both in lessons and social 

activities. 

 Begin instructions and questions with the pupil’s name (do not 

demand eye contact form the pupil as this may be something 

they struggle with, suggest pupil repeats instruction to ensure 

they have heard/understood). 

 Give instructions that are short, clear and given slowly 

(chunked where appropriate). 

 Use of visual supports. 

 When there is a need to repeat an instruction, use the same 

language. 

 Avoid the use of metaphors. 

 Allow processing time. 

 Use self/peer assessment. 

 Encourage pupils to vary the tone, pitch and volume of their 

voices in different situations, (eg drama, role play). 

 Develop imagination and flexibility of thought. 

 Bridge lesson objectives to everyday life where appropriate. 

 Work with other professionals e.g. Speech and Language, to 

develop specific language and communication skills. 



Developing social communication skills through Lego therapy 

Lego-based therapy is a social development programme for young people 

with autism spectrum disorders or related social communication 

difficulties. Young people work together to build Lego models and through 

this have the opportunity to develop social skills such as turn taking, 

collaboration and social communication. Opportunities for developing 

social competence are facilitated by the trained teacher. For further 

information on this, you can find the link in the ‘See also’ section at the 

bottom of this page. 

Social Imagination 

Social imagination allows us to understand and predict other people’s 

behaviour, make sense of abstract ideas and to predict and adapt to 

change. Difficulties with social imagination must not be confused with a 

lack of imagination. Many children and young people on the autism 

spectrum can be very creative. Difficulty with social imagination means 

that people with autism can find it hard to: 

 Understand and interpret other people’s thoughts, feelings and 

actions – pupils can develop understanding during 1:1 

mentoring and Speech and Language sessions. During 1:1 

session, a focus for pupils could be to try to understand a given 

situation, their actions and the actions of others. 

 Predict what will or could happen next – incorporate and 

strengthen this skill by building the question, ‘what might 

happen next?’ into lessons plans or as part of a Speech and 

Language learning programme. 

 Engage in social imaginative play and activities - children with 

autism may appear to be taking part in imaginative play, but 

could be repeatedly acting out scenes- Performing Arts allows 

pupils to engage in imaginative activities. 

 Prepare for change - ensure pupils are prepared for changes to 

the school day. When possible inform pupils of known/planned 

changes this might require a phone call home at the end of the 

day if last minute changes have been made once pupils have left 

for home. 

 Cope in new or unfamiliar situations – when pupils with autism 

are planning to visit a new place, where appropriate, they 



should be prepare for these e.g. research on-line, look at 

pictures, discuss travel and what the day might look like. 

 Sequence and processing events – In lessons, clear, step- by step 

task instruction help pupil understanding of their learning 

process, these can also be support by pictorial references. 

Practice of sequencing and processing events should be part of 

speech and language programmes. 

Environment 

Many pupils with autism have sensory difficulties which can result in 

unusual or uncomfortable perception of sound, sense, sight and smell. This 

means that many children are unable to focus on teaching activities and 

are distracted by noise and visual or other stimuli affecting their ability to 

learn and impacting behaviour. 

Sensory Sensitivities: 

 A person might be overly sensitive (Hypersensitive) or under 

sensitive (Hyposensitive) to certain stimuli. 

 Could involve each of the five well known senses, sight, sound, 

smell, touch and taste, and two less well known senses, 

vestibular and proprioceptive, which are related to muscles, 

joints, balance, coordination and body awareness. This area is 

not always addressed effectively. 

 Sensory sensitivities are often described by people with autism 

as a cause for real pain and discomfort. 

 They may result in; swinging and rocking, punching and 

banging, spinning and twirling, making vocal sounds, blocking 

ears etc. 

 They can lead to; outbursts, disorientation, clumsiness, anxiety 

and perceived over reactions. 

Pupils with autism also have difficulties with flexibility and require clear 

visual support to understand routines and expectations. Therefore we try 

to reduce environmental anxiety and distress by the following: 

 Providing an environment which is calm, distraction free and 

has a low level of visual and auditory stimulus (e.g. clear of 



displays around whiteboards, clutter-free rooms, calming 

background music, manage the level of noise – how many people 

talking at once). 

 Developing sensory tolerances in Food Technology – handling 

some food types with gloves for example. 

 Ensuring headphones are available in noisier learning 

environments such as product design rooms and that these 

rooms are cleaned and freed of dust each day. 

 Ensuring windows are opened in learning rooms such as a 

science Lab to reduce smells. 

 Provide pupils with a high degree of visual and physical 

structure (eg. Symbols denoting rooms/lessons, lesson structure 

displayed, labelled cupboards and drawers). 

 Provide pupils with a choice of preferred seating/working area 

in class (back of class, near door). 

 Provide pupils with a means of requesting withdrawal to a chill-

out area (safe-space) when their levels of anxiety become 

realised. 

 Communicate any environmental changes to a pupils’ 

routine/structure (room/lesson/change) by providing a visual 

reference to support the management of change (timetable). 

 Allow the student to leave the class a little earlier so that they 

can reach their next classroom before the lesson change-over to 

avoid the unpredictability of this time and the noisy and 

crowded environment. 

Don’t forget to consider the individual needs and possible triggers of your 

students and the strategies you currently use, reflect on the notes you 

recorded from the previous step and look at how the following suggested 

strategies could be adopted to support your current practice. Use the 

‘Triggers and strategies’ section of your workbook, to record the triggers 

and behaviours that challenge your students and the strategies you might 

want to apply to your current practice as a result of your learning. 
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