Autism in the Classroom

Responding to Practical Strategies for General Education
Autism Teachers

Every student with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is
unique. They have their own strengths, interests, learning
styles, and support needs. While no single strategy works
for every student, creating a structured, predictable, and
supportive environment can help autistic students
succeed academically and socially.

Guidance
Education
Support

Remember:

If you’ve met one student with autism, you’ve met one student with autism.

The following strategies are practical tools that can benefit not only autistic students but many
learners in your classroom.

Communication

Use clear and concrete language.

Avoid sarcasm, idioms, slang, metaphors, or abstract questions whenever possible. Many
autistic students interpret language literally and benefit from direct, specific instructions.

Instead of:
“Can you get the ball rolling?”
Say:

“Please begin the assignment now.”

Check for understanding.

Do not assume that a student understands directions simply because they nodded, said they
understood, or remained quiet. Ask them to repeat the task back to you or demonstrate the
first step.

Allow processing time.
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After asking a question or giving directions, pause before repeating yourself or moving on.
Some students with autism require additional time to process new information and formulate
a response. WAIT. Count to 10 in your head. Then proceed.

Silence does not necessarily mean the student is refusing or not paying attention.

Instruction

Use visual supports whenever possible.

Many students with autism are strong visual learners. Written directions, pictures, checklists,
schedules, graphic organizers, and examples can improve understanding and independence.
Break large tasks into smaller steps.

Instead of presenting a complex assignment all at once, divide it into manageable pieces and
celebrate progress along the way.

Connect learning to interests.

Many autistic students develop deep interests in specific topics. Incorporating those interests
into instruction can increase motivation and engagement.

Focus on demonstrating knowledge—not just one method of showing it.
Whenever appropriate, allow students multiple ways to demonstrate understanding, such as
writing, speaking, creating visuals, or completing projects.

Transitions and Routine

Prepare students for changes.

Unexpected changes can create anxiety. Whenever possible, provide advance notice about:

« Substitute teachers

« Assemblies

« Testing schedules

« Field trips

« Changes in routine

Visual schedules or countdowns can make transitions easier.
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Use preparatory statements.
Give reminders before transitions.
For example:

“We have five more minutes of reading, then we’ll clean up and move to math.”
“Complete 3 more problems, then close your book and line up.”

Predictability reduces stress.

Group Work

Give the student a defined role.

During cooperative learning activities, assign a clear responsibility such as recorder, materials
manager, or timekeeper. Clear expectations reduce uncertainty and increase participation.
Behavior

Remember that behavior is communication.

Many challenging behaviors occur because a student is overwhelmed, confused, anxious,
frustrated, or lacking the skills to express their needs.

Instead of asking,
“How do I stop this behavior?”
ask,

“What is this behavior communicating?”

Avoid power struggles.

Clearly explain expectations and boundaries, and offer appropriate choices whenever possible.
Maintaining calm and consistency is more effective than forcing compliance.

Make classroom expectations specific.

Rules such as “Be respectful” or “Use good behavior” can be too abstract.
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Instead, define expectations clearly:

Raise your hand before speaking.
Keep hands to yourself.
Walk in the classroom.
Hang up your coat and backpack

Visual reminders can be especially helpful.

Sensory Supports
Consider the sensory environment.

Some students may be highly sensitive—or less sensitive—to sounds, lights, movement, touch,
or other sensory input.

Simple accommodations may include:

« Preferential seating

« Reduced visual clutter

« Access to noise-reducing headphones
« Scheduled movement breaks

e Quiet work areas

Small environmental changes can significantly improve learning.

Recognize signs of stress early.

A student who becomes withdrawn, restless, repetitive, or emotionally reactive may be
communicating that they are overwhelmed.

Reducing demands, providing a break, or offering a quiet space can often prevent escalation.

Collaboration

Consistency matters.

Students benefit when teachers, specialists, support staff, and families use similar
expectations, language, and strategies across settings.
Regular communication helps everyone work toward common goals.

Ask for help.
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You are not expected to know everything about autism. Collaborate with special education
staff, therapists, school psychologists, and the student’s family. They are valuable partners
and can provide insight into strategies that work best for that individual student.

Final Thought

The goal is not to make a student with autism fit into the classroom—it is to create a
classroom where every student has the opportunity to learn, participate, and succeed. Small
adjustments in communication, structure, and understanding can make a lasting difference.
The best accommodation is often the simplest: be clear, be predictable, be patient, and
presume competence.

For additional information about autism training, classroom consultations, or other services,
contact:

Responding to Autism Services

Phone: (509) 396-9230

Email: christine@respondingtoautism.net

Website: www.respondingtoautism.net
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