
When a child has been able to complete a task, it does not mean they
should be able to do it the next day, it is learnt and memorised and now
they can move onto the next stage.

How much inner effort did it take that child to get to be able to do that
task in the first place?

Think 'brain-drain' and let them have some time out. This can also help
them process what they have learnt on a deeper level.
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There is no need to insist on eye contact.   For many autistic
children, making eye-contact makes them feel highly
uncomfortable. It is possible they may have a sensory
overwhelming feeling, or they just cannot focus on looking and
listening at the same time.  It is not a sign of disrespect.

They may find it beneficial to look away, look at the top of your
head, out of the window or hold a fidget toy, all while listening.
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If a student is getting agitated over three or four tasks, then try
reducing it to one or two. This may reduce anxiety and any
emotions they are experiencing and promote confidence.  

It is not unreasonable to wonder what is gained from insisting the
pupil engages in an exercise that undermines their self-esteem
and creates negative feelings. Help promote their mental wellbeing
so they are in a place to learn. 
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"She can’t be autistic – she plays so well with her friends.”
“She can’t be autistic – she is so well-behaved in school. We see no problems.”
“She can’t be autistic – she adapts well to sudden changes.”
“She can’t be autistic – she looks into my eyes when she’s talking.”

Autism does present differently in females, as generally girls are thought to
instinctively be more nurturing and social, and this can be a barrier to attaining a
diagnosis. Their mental health can be affected by masking (trying to fit in).

www.nasen.org.uk has a checklist of how autism can present itself in girls, with
information on how schools can help and support.
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http://www.nasen.org.uk/
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Many autistic students process their thoughts at a conscious level, which
takes an enormous amount of energy and is extremely mentally draining
for them. Their brain can get overwhelmed, as they are unable to rapidly
process a vast amount of information at any one time. This can result in
them becoming disorganised and the student may ‘switch off’. If we see
this, we can adapt – reassure them they need a ‘brain break’ and possibly
help to prevent a meltdown. 

We need to respect the times they are overloaded, allow the student to
process at their own pace and break down tasks where necessary.
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We all use visual structure. We look at menus in a restaurant and check the
prices, helping us decide if it is too expensive and following assembly
instructions for flat-pack furniture. These visual structures help us organise
our life, make a choice, communicate with others or accomplish a task.

Autistic students are visual learners and we need to focus on this strength.

By using pictures or writing lists and putting them in the correct order, will
give the student a greater understanding of what the task will involve, and
what will come next. Knowing what comes next can help the student be less
anxious.
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Allow a student time to answer your questions.  All instructions
you give should be very minimal, as many students are only
picking out certain words and using these to put into their context.
It can be easy for them to misinterpret. 

Give their brains chance to process and answer.  Some students
may not be able to answer a question, without the whole
sequence running through their mind first.
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Many autistic people do not have a filter for sounds, so certain noises that other people
can ignore or block out can be unbearably loud or distracting, which in turn can cause
anxiety or physical pain. Some would say that several sounds around them are at the
same high pitch (eg., a person talking, aeroplane overhead, buzzing sound from
fluorescent lights, doors opening and closing etc.,).

This can be very distracting in a classroom setting and some students could benefit from
ear plugs/ear phones. 

The National Autistic Society have a YouTube clip on the experiences of what autistic
people may experience: Autism TMI Virtual Reality Experience.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DgDR_gYk_a8

"If I get sensory overload then I just shut down; you get what’s known as fragmentation ....
it’s weird, like being tuned into 40 TV channels at once.”
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Classroom seating can have a great impact on an autistic student. 
 Ask them what would their preference be. Some may like the
further corner at the back, due to possible worries over what the
person behind them is doing.  Some may like to sit right at the
front with less distractions and other's may like to be seated
nearer the door for a quick exit, if necessary.

"When you've met one person with autism, then you've met one
person with autism."  Dr.Stephen Shore.
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Autistic children have a very strong sense of ‘right and wrong’ and can
struggle to understand the grey area that can occur in certain situations.
Validating their feelings, patience and social stories can help them come
to terms with these. Sometimes punishments can only increase anxieties
and impact mental health where they may think they are being penalised
for being autistic.

It is important that you understand any issues a student may have, and
where appropriate, make adjustments to accommodate. Teaching and
discussing will have a far greater and positive impact.
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Do not use a student's interest as a reward at the end of a task, as it
can undermine something that is important and passionate to them –
use it to aid their learning; it is a great tool to help their
understanding.

Student X loves dinosaurs but struggles with Maths. Use dinosaurs to
add and subtract.  Older students may have difficulties in
understanding bank accounts and debits/credits. Again, use their
interests (eg. love of animals? Create a Vet Bank instead. Make
incoming payments for treatment and outgoings as medicines to
buy/staff wages). 
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The term 'masking' is where an autistic person strives to fit in on a social level - it is a type
of survival instinct where they feel they cannot be their true selves. They may mask to feel
safe, and to avoid being seen as different.  They may force themselves not to talk about a
favourite topic, stop stimming (which makes them feel comfortable) or forcing themselves
to make eye contact.

Masking can happen to both boys and girls and they can 'mask' for the whole of the
school day. On many occasions they will meltdown at home, which can be traumatic for
the young person and their families.

Masking can lead to a later diagnosis of autism, mental health issues, anxiety and
depression. If you have an autistic student who you think 'does ok in school', then try to
ensure they have some brain breaks throughout the day so that they do not become
over stimulated -  because inside they may not be ok.

Susan Harvey



Autism in Education 13/13

Looking for the positives in autistic students can enable them to flourish;
Read through their individual profile, help them refine their strengths and
watch them grow and develop. We need to see neurodiversity as a
strength and help convey a more positive outlook.  

Microsoft has already tapped into the unique way neurodiverse individuals
work, with innovative thinking.  They have developed offices to suit so they
can work to their full potential.  

What are your students strengths?
How can you make their environment better for them?
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