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WHAT IS ASD?

ASD is  the abbreviated term for Autism Spectrum Disorder. This is  the umbrella term given to 
students  with differing disorders, most commonly Autism and Aspergers  Syndrome. Other, less 
common disorders include: Childhood Disintegrative Disorder, Rett’s Disorder and Pervasive 
Developmental Disorder.

One of the most important things to remember, is that these students  are not intellectually 
impaired, they just respond differently to the world around them. However, no two students  with 
ASD are guaranteed to react the same way.

In order to differentiate between a student with ASD and a student without ASD, many factors 
should be taken into consideration. For example, a student who is  simply shy or anti-social 
would not automatically identify as having ASD.

In Australia, we use the Australian Scale for Aspergers Syndrome, among other tests, which 
require a parent or teacher to fill in a questionnaire style form that looks at social and emotional 
abilities, communication skills, cognitive skills, specific interests, movement skills and other 
characteristics.
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While all students with ASDs will all be different, there are still three factors which they will all 
have in common, this is referred to as the Triad of Impairments, pictured above.

At the top of the Triad is Social Interaction. Due to an inability to empathize with others, students 
with ASD will often be unable to respond as  expected to most social situations. While many 
students  will attempt to imitate usual social behaviour, this attempt to duplicate the behaviour can 
also frequently be observed as appearing unusual. While these students are able to mimic certain 
social interactions, they are often unable to distinguish when, where and with whom these 
interactions are appropriate.
This can present the following problems to teachers:
1. Students with ASD become more susceptible to bullying.
2. It can lead to seemingly irrational behaviour in the classroom.
3. Group work can be difficult to instigate and maintain.

Triad of Impairments 1
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Language and Communication is a challenge for the majority of students with ASD. This  includes 
vocabulary, tone and gesture. Students with ASD are visual thinkers, this means that they are less 
inclined to use verbal communication. When they do communicate, however, at least 3/4 of 
children with ASD will use echolalia speech, which is a repetition of the vocalisation of others. As 
teachers, we need to be aware of this issue and compensate in our classrooms accordingly. 
Things to think about in the classroom:
1. How teacher-student communications can be built.
2. How to be sure that the student understand you.
3. How students can effectively communicate with peers.

Triad of Impairments
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The last point on the triad is Rigidity of Thoughts  and Behaviour. Essentially, this means that 
students  with ASD are less flexible than other students, and are extremely susceptible to change. 
Students with ASD will thrive on routine, and any alterations to their patterns, from something as 
minor as a casual teacher or as  big as a full school fire drill, could trigger an emotional meltdown 
and challenging behaviour. Students with ASD are also predisposed to obsess over a particular 
interest making subject transitions difficult. 
How to incorporate routine into the classroom:
1. Make sure you have a routine in place in your classroom
2. Make sure students are prepared for alterations to routine in advance
3. Incorporate the students special interest into their learning

Triad of Impairments

Color coded schedules are a great way to maintain routine.
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Students with ASD are still unique, 
individual students, who will all have 
their own learning style.

“I am first and foremost a child. I have 
autism. I am not primarily ‘Autistic’.”

Children are made up of many different 
qualities, ASD is just one of many things  that 
make that child who  they are. Students  with 
ASD are not suffering, they simply respond to 
the world differently, and this is part of what 
makes them unique.

“My sensory perceptions are disordered.”

Students with ASD are particularly sensitive, to 
the point where some sounds and smells that 
are not usually noticed can be frustrating and 
perhaps even painful.

“Please remember to distinguish between I 
won’t (I choose not to). And I can’t (I am not 
able to).”

Always ensure that when giving instructions to 
students, you are giving directions specifically 
to a student with ASD and are clear in the 
instructions you are giving.

“I am a concrete thinker. This means I 
interpret language very literally.”

Say what you mean. Metaphorical language, 
allusions and sarcasm, even common sayings, 
confuse students with ASD.

Ten Things Students with ASD Want 
You to Know 3
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“Please be patient with my limited 
vocabulary.”

Sometimes students with ASD are unable to 
communicate how they are feeling with words, 
so it is important to be alert for body language 
and other forms of communication. Be aware 
that responses may often be nonsensical, as the 
student may be mimicking something they 
have seen elsewhere.

“Because language is so difficult for me, I 
am very visually oriented.”

Regardless of age, visual representation of 
schedules and tasks are always going to be 
preferred by students with ASD. This helps 
them to better manage their time, responses 
and output in regards to certain activities.

“Please focus and build on what I can do, 
rather than what I can’t do.”

Criticism, even constructive criticism, can be 
discouraging to students with ASD. Try to 
encourage and compliment them, and revise 
things that need work. Positive reinforcement 
works well with many different learning styles, 
and allows students to work, play and learn in a 
positive and nurturing environment.

“Help me with social interactions.”

Students with ASD struggle making friends and 
communicating effectively with peers.It is 
important for teachers to attempt to assist them in 
this  process. This  can be done by prompting 
other students to include them, and assisting 
them with correct responses.

“Try to identify what triggers my meltdowns.”

All students with ASD will have different things 
that set them off and trigger particular responses. 
By monitoring the particular circumstances that 
trigger these meltdowns in particular students, 
the classroom can be better managed, and the 
student feel better prepared and supported.

“Finally three 
words:

Patience. 
Patience. 

Patience.”
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Strategies for Including 
Students with ASD

The following is a selection of strategies which can be implemented in 
your classroom that can help you include students with ASD.
While much of the research undertaken into ASD reflects strategies that 
can be implemented at a primary level, these strategies can be followed 
through to the high school level as well.

Visual Learning
Because students  with ASD are visual thinkers, it is important that we implement visual teaching 
into the classroom. While this strategy was invented to assist students with ASD, it can be used for 
any student in need of extra support. I has  the ability to aid learning, increase comprehension, assist 
in managing behaviour, facilitate communication and assist in creating routine, assist in transitions, 
help to explain difficult concepts, reduce confusion and anxiety, build interaction, and increase the 
child’s ability to express themselves.

                        The best way to implement this is to replace other
        information with pictures where possible. For example, 

                   when tackling maths problems, pictures can replace . 
              numbers. An example of this can be seen below: 

           
              

    
 
E . D               
      

              
     

4 5 6 7
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Teach from the Beginning
Testing prior knowledge is important with all students, but with students  that have ASD it is 
essential. This includes teaching appropriate ways to behave in your classroom, by, for example, 
establishing a set of class rules at the beginning of term, this also promotes inclusion within the 
class environment. Within this, it is also important to teach one skill at a time: trying to get a student 
to understand multiple concepts will leave them understanding nothing, so make sure to break it 
down and remember: practice, practice, practice. Focus on single concepts  separately, that may have 
otherwise been integrated.
An example could be: separating the teaching of simile and metaphor, despite the fact they would 
usually be congruent concepts.
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Model Behaviour
It is important that as teachers of students with ASD we model the behaviour we expect from all 
students. First and foremost, we must respect students if we want them to respect us, this includes 
talking to the student and not about the student. It is  also important that we keep other factors of the 
student in mind, for example their cultural and socio-economical backgrounds and structure the 
classroom accordingly. 
For example: if a student has done well on an activity, tell the student instead of telling their parents, 
and encourage the student to communicate this with their family, this  can also be achieved by 
something like a ‘communication book’, even in a high school setting.

Understanding your student is 
the first step to understanding the 

best ways to teach them. 
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RESOURCES FOR INCLUDING 
STUDENTS WITH ASD

RESOURCES FOR INCLUDING 
STUDENTS WITH ASD

RESOURCES FOR INCLUDING 
STUDENTS WITH ASD

Autism Spectrum Australia
Helping children with Autism 
reach their full potential

www.autismspectrum.org.au/

Australian Advisory Board on 
Autism Spectrum disorders 
Advice and Media Releases 

www.autismadvisoryboard.org.au/

Positive Partnerships
Supporting school aged children 
on the Autism Spectrum

www.autismtraining.com.au/

Autism Awareness
Helping families across 
Australia

www.autismawareness.com.au/

Autism Association
of Western Australia

www.autism.org.au/

Learning Links
Disabilities and learning support 
needs	   

www.learninglinks.org.au/

Visual Schedule
A daily visual schedule is a 
critical component in a structured 
environment.

www.specialed.us/autism/
structure/str11.htm

Sue Larkey
Website of teacher, Author and 
Autism Specialist.  	   

www.suelarkey.com/
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