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Triad of Autistic Impairment 

Impairment of 
language and 
communication 

Impairment 
of social 

interaction 

Impairment of 
flexibility of thought 

and behaviour 

Sensory Impairment 



Four areas of difference 

Difference in social 

communication 

Difference in social 

understanding 

Difference in information 

processing and interests 

Difference in 

sensory processing 



Very 
autistic 

Not very 
autistic 

No 
language Too much 

language 

Learning 
difficulties Very 

bright 



In addition to autism…. 

• ADHD – attention Deficit and 

hyperactivity Disorder 

• OCD – obsessive compulsive disorder 

•  PDA – pathological demand avoidance  

 

and other things…. 



Is there a cure? 

No, it is a lifelong disorder, a 

developmental disability affecting 

the brain and there is, therefore no 

cure.   

 Much, however, can be achieved with 

the appropriate and support. Life can 

be improved for the child and the 

family.  With prayer and the experience 

of God’s presence there are no limits 

to what can happen…   



 Difficulties with  Communication 

  

• Poor quality eye-contact 

• Restricted repertoire of gestures. 

• Pedantic speech 

• Odd intonation. 

• Inappropriate communication to social context 

• Literalism - little understanding of jokes etc. 

 

may include: 



Autism affects the understanding 

of common phrases, idioms or 

metaphors 

You can say that again! 



  Other possible features of 

communication impairment: 

•  attention problems 

• poor auditory skills 

• difficulty in interpreting instructions 

• hiatus between hearing and 

processing information 

  



How can we help at Trekkers or 

Trailblazers? 

• understand that apparent lack of 

attention/understanding is probably not 

deliberate 

• provide visual cues and symbols 

• be ready to repeat or explain instructions 

• simplify language and reduce sentence size 

• Be able to use PECS if the child carries a 

PECS book 



 Difficulties with social interaction 

• a lack of attention to people 

• not responding when addressed in a group 

• needing personal space, but not understanding that 

others have personal space 

• little comprehension of emotions 

• reluctance to engage interactively with other children. 



How can we help at Trekkers? 

• Allow times for being in a separate 
place when necessary 

• Don’t take rudeness personally 

• Don’t ‘tell off’ for socially inappropriate 
words or actions – distract and model 
correctly 

• Praise appropriate social interaction 

• Consider the use of social stories... 



 Lack of flexibility of thought 

• theory of mind  - finds difficulty in empathising    

• difficulty with generalisation 

• rigidity - difficulties with change/having to get to the end. 

• Lack of central coherence - is likely to see the individual tree 

rather than the wood. 

• may refuse to undertake a task if its purpose is not understood. 

• underlying fears and coping mechanisms…... 

 



Impaired imaginative skills and 

empathy 

• problems with certain concepts – whilst they often excel at 

learning facts and figures, people with autism find it hard to think 

in abstract ways. 

 

• This can cause ideas within the gospel will be difficult to 

communicate.  That is why it is important that the love of Jesus 

is communicated in everything our children encounter here at 

St. Saviours and by the presence of the Holy Spirit 



How can we help at Trekkers? 

• Use of visual cues to communicate the 
structure of what is happening 

• Give advance notice of changes in 
routine if at all possible 

• If distress occurs as a result of 
unexpected change, acknowledge the 
reason for the distress.   



A look at some of the reasons why 

challenging behaviours occur and 

some strategies to try …….. 



What life is like for the ASD 

child…… 

For people with ASD life is a daily 

struggle, whether in school, shopping, 

being at home, going on holiday or 

going on a car journey - or coming into 

the  church centre… 



Autistic children in  struggle as a result of the following: 

• Not understanding the social interactions going 
around them. 

• Over-stimulation due to large numbers of people and 
constant background noise. 

• Having to conform to adult direction, but not 
understanding why. 

• Being expected to carry out tasks, but not 
understanding why. 

• Being frightened and disturbed by the unpredictable 
behaviours of the children around them. 

• Living in a constant state of heightened anxiety. 

 

 

 



One or more of these factors will be 

responsible for the presented 

behaviours.  

Understanding 

where the behaviour 

is coming from is 

half the battle! 

 

 



RITUAL BEHAVIOURS 

Anxiety can reach a level where it triggers the 

body’s automatic systems.  Ritual behaviours 

generally occur under mild stress  e.g. 

insecurity, uncertainty….    

Pupils with autism are under a level of mild 

stress at all times when they are around other 

people. 



Perceptual difficulties 

Difficulty predicting 

the outcome of events 

Feelings of anxiety and 

stress 

Adoption of familiar 

behaviours 

Stress reduction 

Return to comfort 

zone 

The function 

of ASD 

related 

behaviours: 



Working with Ritual Behaviours 

As we know that ritual behaviours are a strategy for coping 
with anxiety, then stopping them is likely to cause even 
more stress and may lead to more challenging behaviour. 

 

We can use them as a motivator.. 



The ‘I am working for’ 

board 
 

• Like working on the machines in the gym! 

• Break each task down into a set of very small 

targets. 

• Flexible rewards including those associated 

with ritual behaviours 

Freemantles School 

I am 

working for 



The importance of knowing what 

children like i.e. motivators 

• Motivators are very helpful in managing 

behaviours successfully 

 



A child tries to ‘run away’ or 

becomes generally distressed 

• Do try and find a 

small separate 

space where they 

can feel secure 

• Don’t physically 

touch or grab unless 

for safety reasons 

• Never chase – it 

soon becomes a 

ritual 



A child uses aggressive or rude 

language 

• Ignore the language 

• Distract and use 

positive language 

• Don’t ‘tell off’ 

• Don’t let the child 

see that you are 

rattled or upset – 

this makes them feel 

unsafe and causes 

the behaviour to 

escalate 



A child tries to hurt another child 

• Whilst steering the 

child away, don’t tell 

off 

• Distract and steer 

towards a separate 

space 

• Use something you 

know the child likes 

 



Some general rules to remember: 

• Keep language to a minimum – use visuals 

• Try not to tell off or say no, or call the child naughty 

• Do not confront head on – distract and steer away 

• Do not use unnecessary physical contact 

• Be sensitive to when a child needs space 

• Get your communication right! 

• Be positive – let the child know that you like them and 
that they are approved of and accepted 
unconditionally for who they are – just as God 
accepts all of us 

 



Don’t expect strategies to work 

overnight.  They require staying power 

– it may take up to a year before you 

see the results.    

•Keep at it 

•Share your successes and disappointments with the 

team 

•Remember that most ASD children like to please – 

difficult though it is to believe, these behaviours are 

not deliberate  - hang on to that! 


