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GLYNE GAP SCHOOL 
 
Curriculum Guidelines No. 24 
 
Teaching the pupil with an autistic spectrum disorder (ASD) 
 
Contents: A Understanding Autism 
  B The Triad of Impairments i)   Social Interaction 
        ii)  Social Communication 

iii) Imagination 
  C Behaviours 
  D How Thinking Impacts on Learning 
  E How cognition impacts on learning 
  F Processing Information 
  G Social and Communication Skills 
  H Strategies for Learning  i)   TEACCH 

ii) PECS 
iii) SPELL 
iv) Higashi 
v) Lovaas 

Main Points: 
 
 Explanation of Triad of Impairments 
 Narrow focus- great intensity and clarity 
 Difficulties in making connections 
 Children with ASD are visual learners 
 Principle of structured routine applies to all pupils with ASD 
 Highlight relevant details, avoid over stimulation 
 Range of strategies described for teaching pupils with ASD 

 
A Understanding Autism 
 
Autism is a life long developmental disability that affects social and 
communication skills.  Children with autism often have accompanying 
learning disabilities but, whatever their general level of ability; they will 
share a common difficulty in making sense of the world in the way that most 
people do. 
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The following analogy can be helpful to those of us without autism in 
understanding the challenges facing those children who must find a way to 
live with this most pervasive and complex of development disorders. 
 
Imagine that those of us without autism perceive the world via a torch set at 
its widest beam.  The light it shines is not as bright or intense at this angle 
but it takes in a broad sweep of information.  Then imagine that a child with 
autism perceives the world via a torch set at its narrowest beam.  Everything 
is seen with great clarity and intensity but because of the narrow focus, it is 
hard to make connections in the environment or to perceive the inter-
relatedness of events. 
 
In general, we now talk of an autistic spectrum, rather than just one 
condition because of the variations in intensity and associated difficulties 
that can accompany the disorder.  This is usually referred to as ASD. 
 
Majority of children with ASD will have moderate or severe learning 
difficulties, and up to half may not learn to use spoken language, many 
children will have normal or occasionally exceptional ability and may use 
spoken language at an apparently sophisticated level.  It is the latter more 
able group that are often diagnosed as having ‘Asperger Syndrome’ and are 
frequently educated in mainstream schools, often with support. 
 
Most children with ASD are boys, with the ratio of boys to girls being 
around 4:1overall, however, the general imbalance is more extreme with 
more able children with the ratio becoming around 10:1. 
 
B The Triad of Impairments 
 
One of the key signs which usually emerge in the first few years of life are 
the triad of impairments in the areas of: 
 
 Social interaction 
 Social communication skills 
 Imagination 

 
These are often accompanied by limited, narrow repetitive patterns of 
behaviour and interests and sometimes challenging behaviour.  Other 
children may have one or more impairments in these areas, children with 
ASD will have impairments in all three areas. 
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i) Social Interaction 
 
A child with autism may 
 
 often appear aloof and indifferent to other people, especially other 

children, although some will enjoy certain forms of active physical 
contact; 

 passively accept social contact and even show some signs of pleasure in 
this, but will rarely make spontaneous approaches; 

 occasionally approach other people but in an odd, inappropriate, 
repetitive way, paying little or no attention to the responses of those they 
approach. 

 
ii) Social Communication 
 
A child with autism may 
 
 not appreciate the social uses and the pleasure of communication.  This is 

true even of those who have a lot of speech, which they use to talk ‘at’ 
others and not ‘with’ them; 

 not understand language is a tool for conveying information to others.  
they may be able to ask for their own needs but find it hard to talk about 
feelings or thoughts and will not understand the emotions, ideas and 
beliefs of other people; 

 not really understand the meaning of gestures, facial expressions or tone 
of voice.  Higher functioning, children do use gestures but these tend to 
be odd and inappropriate; 

 understand and use language very literally, with an idiosyncratic, 
sometimes pompous choice of words and phrases and limited content of 
speech.  Though some children are fascinated with words, they will not 
use them to initiate socially. 

 
iii Imagination 
 
A child with autism may 
 
 be unable to play imaginatively with objects or toys or with other 

children or adults; 



 4

 tend to focus on minor trivial things around them, for example an earring 
rather than the person wearing it, or a wheel instead of the whole toy 
train; 

 have a limited range of imaginative activities, possibly copied and 
pursued rigidly and repetitively; 

 miss the point of pursuits that involve words e.g. social conversation, 
literature, especially fiction and subtle verbal humour. 

 
C Behaviours 
 
Alongside the triad of impairments, the child will usually show repetitive 
activity or behaviour.  At a simple level, this might involve repeatedly 
involve  flicking  their  fingers  or  an  object  like  a  piece  of  string.   More  
complex signs might include an insistence on following an identical route to 
certain places, a lengthy bedtime ritual or the repetition of a sequence of odd 
bodily movements. 
 
The child may also form an intense attachment to particular objects for no 
apparent purpose, arrange objects in lines or patterns, or collect things like 
pebbles or plastic bottles.  They may become fascinated by certain topics, 
such electricity, astronomy, birds or train timetables; asking the same series 
of questions and demanding standard answers. 
 
Challenging Behaviour 
 
The child may also demonstrate challenging behaviour, such as running 
away, screaming, biting or kicking other people, grabbing things off 
counters in shops, socially unacceptable habits, or making naïve and 
embarrassing remarks.  For further information and strategies for managing 
challenging behaviour see Curriculum Guidelines No. 17 – Supporting 
Positive Attitudes and Good behaviour. 
 
Compulsive Behaviour 
 
If a child with ASD has compulsive behaviours, it is important that clear 
instructions are given as to when these behaviours can be indulged in.  It 
may be difficult to disengage the child from their compulsive behaviour, as 
you would need to find something that is more motivating for the child than 
their current behaviour.  However, it is possible to use their fixation to detail 
to an advantage, if you can build around it such as using a fascination of cars 
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for counting, alternatively, it can also be very positive if you can encourage 
them to fix on something you want them to. 

 
Special Skills 
 
About 10% of children with ASD have some special skill at a much higher 
level than the rest of their abilities, for example music, art, numerical 
calculations or jigsaw puzzles.  Some have a remarkable memory for dates 
and things that interest them. 
 
Every Child is Different 
 
In looking out for the signs, it is important to remember that features of the 
condition can vary widely from one child to another and there is no single 
feature that, if not present, excludes autism.  For example, a child with 
autism may make eye contact, speak with perfect grammar or put an arm 
around another child who is crying.  Occasional behaviour of this kind does 
not exclude autism.  It is the overall pattern that is relevant, not the 
intermittent flashes of ‘normality’. 
 
D How Thinking Impacts on Learning 
 
Children with autism will usually focus on far fewer details, with much 
greater intensity than their mainstream peers.  However, this can be turned 
into a strength if the focus can be directed on to the right thing.  They also 
find switching between different details very difficult. 
 
Children with ASD are likely to have problems making connections and 
relationships between details, or they may make different connections 
between details, due to having different thought processes.  This leads to the 
child having problems ordering and sequencing events, such as dressing or 
understanding the order of the day’s events as he is likely to focus on the 
specific details and not see the relationship between them, or how all the 
information is connected to form a whole. 
 
Often a child with ASD will have difficulty in understanding and deciding 
what is the most relevant detail, for example the child may give the 
appearance of looking at you, and listening whilst you are speaking, but he 
may be focussing intensely on your shiny earring and not actually listening 
to what you are saying.  Also moving the child from intense areas of detail 
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to other areas enhances the problems for the child on selecting relevant from 
irrelevant information. 
 
A child with ASD will often follow the literal meaning, but will have a 
problem interpreting the implied but unspoken meaning, which may make 
his actions seem absurd.  For example if a child is asked to “go to the 
kitchen and find our what is for dinner”, he may well go and ask, however 
he may not return with the reply, as the implied element of the instruction 
“then come back and tell me” was not understood. 
 
E How Cognition Impacts on Learning 
 
Children with ASD are visual learners, with aids such as symbols which give 
visual structure, concrete aids such as counting bricks and demonstrations of 
activities or physical prompts being very helpful.  There is a wide difference 
between auditory and visual learners.  A child with ASD may find the verbal 
instructions distracting, meaningless or confusing in relation to the visual 
cues around them. 
 
It is possible that the child with ASD may become over dependent on 
physical prompts, or on individual learning sessions.  This may be due to the 
prompts or the person they work with becoming part of the structure and 
routine of the activity or session, without which the child is unable to 
complete the task or lesson.  Therefore it is essential to develop the child’s 
use of visual cues such as symbols, as early as possible in order to increase 
their independence.  For the majority of children with ASD providing a 
visual structure increases their ability to work independently without 
intervention or interaction. 
 
Providing a structured routine which is meaningful to the child, that contains 
familiar elements and which allows for flexibility, helps the child with 
organisational and sequencing skills.  It also give scope for change which 
may be carefully planned or unavoidable, either kind of alteration may cause 
the child distress if they have not been given some kind of strategy in how to 
cope with impending change. 
 
By giving the child a means of understanding and using the concept of 
‘finished’, he has more structure, knowing that activities will come to an end 
and not go on indefinitely which can reduce anxiety and tends to have a very 
positive impact for most children with ASD.  This is a central concept in the 
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structured teaching programme TEACCH, which is described in more detail 
on page 6. 
 
F Processing Information and its affect on Learning 
 
Over stimulation can be caused by speech, touch and physical and visual 
clutter for example in a child with ASD, which can make the child become 
very anxious.  By physically structuring the classroom, and highlighting the 
most important areas, can help to reduce the visual clutter.  For some 
children using visual cues such as symbols and pictures highlighting the 
relevant details together with reducing the amount of speech, signs and 
gestures, may also help prevent over stimulation and help the child to focus 
on what is important. 
 
Children with ASD tend to like things in an orderly fashion, with everything 
in its place.  Again they may become anxious if furniture is moved around 
the classroom, or if they are asked to move places for example.  They are 
likely to become anxious and have difficulty coping with the change, or 
events that occur that are unpredictable, such as the bus breaking down. 
 
Often children with ASD have an inability to apply skills to other situations, 
i.e. they do not readily generalise skills they have learnt in one situation to 
another situation.  Therefore they are not understanding central principles in 
learned sequences and their applications. 
 
G Social and Communication Skills 
 
Children with ASD do not understand that communication is a tool for 
conveying information to others, or appreciate the social uses of 
communication.  They need to be taught how to communicate effectively.  
The most effective way is often to teach functional language through 
structure, developing individual communication systems using visual cues.  
For more detailed information see Curriculum Guidelines No. 20 – the 
communication policy. 
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H Strategies for Learning 
 
i TEACCH 
 
The TEACCH (Treatment and Education of Autistic and related 
Communications handicapped Children) approach originated in North 
Carolina.  The programme aims to maximise a child’s potential through 
improving skills, adapt the environment to be more conducive to learning 
and to provide opportunities for generalising skills to other situations and 
independence training.  The approach builds upon the strengths and interests 
of the child to compensate for the weaknesses rather than focussing on the 
child’s deficits.   
 
The general principles of structured teaching apply to children with ASD, 
however the key to its effectiveness is the use of these principles based on 
individual needs and skills of each child.  For example, structured teaching 
suggests that all students with ASD will benefit from having a daily 
schedule, but the way this schedule is set up, organised and implemented is 
based on individual skills and needs. 
 
As previously mentioned this approach is based on a child’s individual 
strengths and needs and then built around the child.  It is important that the 
child is assessed, looking at how the child processes information and his 
social and cognitive strengths and needs.  The Autistic Continuum is an 
assessment and intervention schedule for investigating the behaviours, skills 
and needs of children with autism or autistic spectrum difficulties which 
may be used to form a baseline. 
 
Structured Teaching 
 
 Physical Structure (where do I belong?) 

 
This is the environment, it needs to have clear physical and visual 
boundaries. It includes the organisation of the classroom including where 
materials and furniture are placed can help a child to focus on details and 
give cues to their purpose.  This requires clearly defined spaces and areas, 
such as a work area and a play area, quiet areas and a neutral transition area 
for a change of activity to go to, such as a table or notice board, to get more 
information about what is coming next. 
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 Individual Timetable –Schedule (where do I go?) 

 
The aim is actually to teach flexibility through a visual structure which is 
concrete.  The visual timetable represents what activities will be happening 
that day, in which order and will include a finish place.  The system needs to 
be meaningful for the child so that he can manipulate the timetable at each 
change of activity in some way.  The timetable may read from top to bottom, 
or left to right, depending on the individual child as will the choice of 
objects, pictures, words or symbols. It can be displayed in a full day, half 
day or just using now and next depending on the pupil’s needs. 
 
 Work Systems (what do I do?) 

 
The work system is a meaningful routine that answers 4 questions, what 
work, how much work, the concept of finished and what happens next. 
Types of work systems include working from left to right with trays or bags, 
colour or shape matching and following a written system. 
 
 Visual Structures (how do I do it?) 

 
This is the method of incorporating visual clues into the task itself, therefore 
the child does not need to rely on the teacher’s verbal or physical prompts in 
order to understand the task.  Visual structures increase the child’s ability to 
work independently without interaction or intervention by the teacher.  
There are three basic types of visual structure:  visual organisation, visual 
clarity and visual instructions. 
 
i) Visual Organisation – controls the situation by organising the 

materials and the space of the working environment.  For example 
placing materials in distinct containers and creating physical and 
visual boundaries to limit the size of the work area. 

 
ii) Visual Clarity – highlights the key materials and relevant concepts 

emphasising important parts of the visual instructions.  The child is 
prompted to focus on the significant details of the task when these 
details are highlighted through colours, pictures, numbers or words.  
At the most concrete level, visual clarity is achieved through limiting 
the materials to only what is needed to complete the task. 
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iii) Visual Instructions – show the student how to combine and organise a 
series of elements to obtain the desired outcome, they give the child a 
necessary information to put the parts or details of a task together in a 
systematic and meaningful way.  Once a child has learnt to look for 
and follow visual instructions, he will be able to use this to complete 
more complicated tasks independently.  There are different types of 
visual instructions ranging from the most concrete level through to 
written instructions. 

 
 Concept of Finish 

 
To reduce feelings of anxiety, the child with ASD will feel more in control if 
he understands how long an activity will last and when it is finished. 
 
ii The PECS System 
 
The PECS (Picture Exchange Communication System) gives children a 
means of communicating within a social context.  Children using PECS are 
taught to approach and give an object of reference/picture/symbol of a 
desired item to a communicative partner in exchange for that item.  By doing 
so the child initiates a communicative act for a concrete outcome within a 
social context.  From the beginning the child learns to initiate 
communicative exchanges rather than respond to prompts.  For further 
information on the PECS system see Curriculum Guidelines No. 20 – the 
school communication policy. 
 
iii SPELL – The National Autistic Society (NAS) Approach to 
Learning 
 
The educational approach by the NAS schools has concentrated on specific 
programmes to reduce the effects of the ‘triad of impairments’, together with 
an emphasis on structure, consistency, a reduction of disturbing stimuli and a 
high degree of organisation.  This is delivered through a carefully planned 
24 hour curriculum of education and care. 
 
The SPELL approach addresses the need for the child to have order and 
continuity in his life, enables the child to predict events and modifies the 
environment in order to reduce anxiety. 
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The SPELL approach is described as:- 
 
Structure 
Is Positive 
Is Empathetic 
S Low arousal  
And enables Links 
 
Providing structure makes the child’s world safe.  Positive approaches and 
expectations aim to enhance the child’s self confidence and self esteem,  
seeking to maximise and build upon strengths.  Seeing the world from the 
child’s unique viewpoint, and aiming to understand his perceptions demands 
empathy and skills in designing a differentiated programme which starts 
from the position of the individual child.  The classroom needs to be calm 
and focussed.  Clutter and distraction may be inhibiting and a low arousal 
setting is likely to be most reassuring.  Physical activity and relaxation 
techniques are  also widely used. 
 
iv Higashi – The Boston School of Higashi 
 
Higashi, Japanese for ‘Hope’, teaches a philosophy called ‘Daily Life 
Therapy’ which was pioneered in 1969 by Dr. Kiyo Kitahara in Tokyo.  The 
Higashi school in Boston opened in 1987.  It works on the principle that 
rigorous exercise which releases endorphins – natural exhibitors of anxiety – 
helps reduce hyperactivity, so physical education and jogging feature 
prominently.  The teaching is repetitive and relies heavily on the bond 
between teacher and child:  if a child learns that its behaviour is acceptable 
to its teacher, then it follows it will be acceptable elsewhere.  The school is 
described as having an atmosphere of  calm, order, structure and appropriate 
control, with the use of physical interventions and physical correction. 
 
v Lovaas 
 
The Lovaas method is named after its founder Professor Ivaar Lovaas, a 
Norwegian whose work has been implemented throughout the world.  It is a 
comprehensive approach to basic life lessons that is based in behaviourism 
(‘applied behaviour analysis’), but which has value for many areas of a 
child’s life and general learning.  Dr. Lovaas has spent many years designing 
programmes to help children with ASD develop language, improve their 
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play and social interactions, and learn other necessary life skills and self-
help skills. 
 
Dr. Lovaas has a strong, passionate belief in the potential of the individual to 
grow learn and heal, with a proportional belief in the rigors and intensity of 
the commitment involved in bringing about that change.  Dr. Lovaas 
advanced the notion of intensive individualised work, and stresses the 
overriding importance of a 40 hour a week teaching regime. 
 
Reviewed January 2005 


