Autism and Communication

Autism is primarily a neurodevelopmental disorder, not a behavior disorder.  If behaviors are interfering with academic and social development, we need to look more deeply to determine their cause.


Often, negative behaviors associated with individuals with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) relate directly to communication difficulties.

Development of Communication Skills 

At the earliest stages of (preverbal) communication, infants and young children begin with understanding.  They begin to interpret:

· The sound of someone’s voice

· Facial expressions

· Gestures

· Touch

· Movement

· Body language

· Objects or items that are part of the communication

· Specific words a person uses

· Vocal intonation patterns

If these are the foundation upon which all other communication skills are built, what happens to that system if these foundations are fragile or not present?

· Impaired comprehension

· Ineffective communicative intent

· Difficulty with social interactions

· Impaired expression

· Ineffective nonverbal communication

· Speech problems

· Language delays or disorders

How can we be more effective to assist students with language processing difficulties? 

1) Assume nothing – do not assume that the student understands.  Request re-iteration of directions given, or a summary of the request made (depending on what level of detail is needed).
2) Visualize!  Whenever possible, provide a visual support for an auditory message.  This includes demonstrations of what you want students to do, agendas of the day’s lesson, models of the finished product, graphic organizers (not just for writing but for studying too), checklists, etc.  Anytime you can anchor a transient message to something that is not going away, something a student can refer back to, it helps.

3) Use “joint attention” – When you are referring to an assignment, a piece of paper, a problem on the board, or some other “third party”, make sure there is joint attention to that object between you and the student.  Frequently, ASD individuals appear to be attending but are not focused on the item to which you are referring, and the visual reference is lost.
4) Use Nonverbals – Exaggerate your movements to draw attention to them.
5) Label Your Emotions – If you are upset/angry/proud/happy, etc. and it is important for the student to know it either before or while you are communicating your message, label it.  Tell the student what you are feeling so no misinterpretation is invited.  “I’m very angry right now because…” or “I’m feeling proud of you because…”

6) Slow your speaking pace – Research indicates that individuals with ASD actually process language at a reduced rate.  Being mindful of your rate of speech, at least when speaking 1:1 with a student, may assist in processing.
