Information Sheet
Teaching a Student on the Autism Spectrum
This informa on sheet is designed for teachers who are suppor ng students on the au sm
spectrum in their classroom. It provides prac cal strategies that will help teachers to create an
eﬀec ve and suppor ve learning environment. The strategies outlined in this sheet can
support the learning of all students in your classroom. Updated June 2015

Ge ng started
Start by gathering informa on about the student
to understand how being on the au sm spectrum
may impact their school experience. Learning
more about au sm is important, but each person
on the spectrum is unique and it is essen al to
think about this in context.
Next, determine what addi onal supports the
student will require (e.g. an educa onal support
oﬃcer, allied health input, or specialised
equipment). If the student meets criteria, the
school can submit an applica on to the
Department of Educa on and Training for funding
through the Program for Students with
Disabili es, or the equivalent for Catholic and
Independent schools.
Try to establish a good rela onship with the
student’s parents/carers. The student will benefit
from consistency in their lives and this will require
collabora on between parents and the school.
Schedule regular mee ngs with the parents and
others such as the principal or deputy principal
(this is called a Student Support Group mee ng or
SSG). Consider using a communica on book to
keep everyone up to date.
Ask the student’s parents/carers if they would like
you to tell classmates about the diagnosis. There
are a number of books for children and young
adults that explain life on the spectrum and oﬀer
ps for eﬀec ve friendships. Contact the Amaze
Informa on Team on 1300 308 699 for more
informa on.
Amaze

It is good to set up a professional support system
which gives you access to knowledge and
exper se of other teaching staﬀ and allied health
professionals. Seek professional development
where possible.
Even if you do everything right, there will be
some mes tough moments. Try to remember
that the student is not trying to be diﬃcult, but
rather they see the world in a diﬀerent way.

Key points for success
1. Structure: designated learning areas, clear and
consistent rules, metables, checklists, and
structured ac vi es will help provide a secure
environment that will improve your student’s task
focus and ability to transi on between ac vi es.
2. Predictability/Rou ne: People on the
spectrum like predictability and rou ne because
they help provide stability and security. Changes
to rou ne can be diﬃcult and should be
introduced clearly with as much no ce as
possible. Your aim is to help teach your student to
be more flexible through small, planned changes.
Similarly, transi oning between ac vi es can be
diﬃcult. A simple and eﬀec ve strategy is to
provide a countdown warning before the
transi on e.g. “Tom, 5 minutes’ wri ng; then
maths”. A visual countdown mer will add extra
support.
3. Meaningful communica on: Students on the
spectrum will vary in their ability to communicate
and understand communica on. Some will
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respond best to keywords only and others will
understand more complex sentences. As people
on the spectrum may benefit from visual
supports, alterna ve communica on systems
such as signs and picture cards can assist in
ge ng your verbal message across. Use the
student’s name and use posi ve and explicit
language when giving instruc ons such as “Tom,
walk on the footpath” instead of “hey, don’t walk
on the grass”. As a general rule, keep your
communica on clear and concise.
4. Posi ve reinforcement: Students on the au sm
spectrum benefit from explicit and immediate
posi ve reinforcement. They may not respond to
your regular reward system or to verbal praise.
Find out what mo vates your student. Focus your
a en on on rewarding posi ve behaviour and
iden fying your student’s strengths.
5. Consistency: Ensure that all staﬀ members are
consistent in their approach and use of specific
strategies with the student. This is par cularly
important for behaviour‐related strategies. Use
your student’s Individual Learning Plan (ILP) as a
pla orm for sharing this informa on. Teachers
some mes make the mistake of withdrawing
strategies when the student is doing well. Be
consistent at all mes and do not remove or alter
strategies without considering the eﬀects. Even if
a child appears to be doing well, the supports may
s ll be necessary. Any change to supports or
rou nes should only take place following careful
planning.

Crea ng an au sm‐friendly classroom
Physical environment
Create designated learning areas that are
clearly labelled and set up with relevant
equipment.
Many people on the au sm spectrum have
diﬃculty processing sensory informa on.
Noise and visual s muli can be distrac ng,
resul ng in frustra on and oﬀ‐task
behaviour. Minimise background noise and
visual s muli, including wall and hanging
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displays. Consider allowing the student to
use headphones or earmuﬀs at mes.
Choose the student’s sea ng posi on
carefully, thinking about access to
equipment, who they will sit next to, and
ways to reduce visual distrac ons.
Provide a 'quiet space’ (such as the reading
corner).
Display a class metable and refer to it at
each transi on. Your student may prefer a
smaller version at their desk or a picture
version where lessons/ac vi es can be
marked oﬀ when finished.

Learning environment
Your student should be working towards
the same learning goals as other students,
but ac vi es may need to be modified or
presented diﬀerently to give them be er
access and support e.g. fewer words and
more visuals, templates for structure, clear
start and finish points, use of an iPad or
other assisted technology device.
Break ac vi es into manageable and
sequen al steps.
Diﬀeren ate between independent
ac vi es (easy/manageable) and supported
ac vi es (diﬃcult/new).
Incorporate your student’s favourite topic
or special interest as a means of mo va on.
Refer to your student’s ILP and incorporate
opportuni es for them to achieve these
individual goals throughout the school day/
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week.
People on the spectrum have diﬃculty
generalising skills. This means they may not
automa cally transfer skills and
informa on learned in one context to
another context. The context includes the
place (e.g. home, classroom or
playground), people (e.g. parent, regular
teacher or casual teacher), and materials
(e.g. work book or iPad). You may need to
reinforce or re‐teach certain skills where
relevant.
Your student may require ‘rest or reward
breaks’ during or at the end of lessons,
depending on their ability to sustain
a en on and mo va on. It is be er to
schedule these breaks beforehand, rather
than wai ng for oﬀ‐task behaviour to
occur. Ensure that your student knows
when a break is coming and how long it will
last for (using a visual cue such as a
checklist or visual mer). This strategy can
be eﬀec ve in extending a student’s
a en on to task because you can slowly
increase the work me between breaks.

ques on starters to check your student’s
level of understanding.
When checking if your student
understands, ask them to rephrase
instruc ons in their own words. Do not
assume your student has understood if
they repeat the instruc on word‐for‐word.
People on the au sm spectrum have
diﬃculty with problem‐solving so your
student may not spontaneously ask for
help when required. Teach them context‐
appropriate ways to ask for help. Some
students may find it easier to use a visual
cue such as a sign that hangs oﬀ their desk/
table edge. Teach your student that, even
a er asking, they might need to ‘wait’ for
your help as you might be busy. A student
who finds it diﬃcult to ‘wait’ should know
what they can do while wai ng (such as sit
quietly and look at a book). Be vigilant if
your student uses a visual cue to ask for
help, keeping them wai ng too long may
result in nega ve behaviour/loss of
mo va on.

Communica on environment
Be sure you have your student’s a en on
before giving instruc ons or asking
ques ons.
Allow me for informa on to be processed
(your student may need thinking me
before responding to ques ons).
Use language that is simple, clear, and
appropriate to your student’s ability.
Use gestures and modelling to help
understanding.
Avoid giving mixed messages (o en our
non‐verbal cues and verbal cues do not
match; this is confusing for people on the
spectrum).
Use Who, What, When, Where and How to
establish context. These are also great
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Social‐emo onal environment
Many people on the spectrum experience
anxiety. The way this presents in the
classroom is o en misinterpreted as
misbehaviour. The following examples can
indicate distress: talking repe vely about
the same topic, repeatedly asking the same
ques on for reassurance, an increase in
repe ve motor movements like spinning
or hand‐flapping, complaining about
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tummy pain, or trying to block out the
outside world (either by withdrawing, or
making enough noise to drown other things
out). Be mindful of your student’s stress
indicators (parents/carers can help you
iden fy these).
People on the spectrum can have diﬃculty
managing their emo ons and reading other
people’s emo ons. This can result in
inappropriate responses, which in a
classroom se ng can impact your student
socially. Teach your student how to iden fy
and respond to common emo ons. It may
be necessary to seek support from a
psychologist or speech pathologist.

To learn more about crea ng an au sm‐
friendly environment, visit
www.educa on.vic.gov.au/au sm

_____________________________________
©2015 Amaze (formerly Au sm Victoria).
Permission is granted for the content of this
informa on sheet to be reproduced in its en rety,
provided Amaze is acknowledge as the source. Content
is provided for educa onal and informa on purposes
only. Informa on about a therapy, service, product or
treatment does not imply endorsement and is not
intended to replace advice from your doctor or other
registered health professional.

People on the au sm spectrum find social
rules diﬃcult to understand. Support your
student in making and sustaining
friendships. Whole‐class lessons about
friendship and role‐playing common social
situa ons are helpful.
Recess is a diﬃcult me for students on the
spectrum due to the core diﬃcul es of
social interac on and sensory processing.
They may be unsure of how to join a game
and how to follow the rules. They may also
have trouble with all the chaos, noise and
movement in the schoolyard. Structuring
recess into part supported social play and
part independent play/rest can reduce
uncertainty and anxiety. You may like to
oﬀer a choice of ac vi es and play partners
(using a visual choice board) for your
student to choose from before each recess.
This is also a great strategy for ensuring
your student tries a range of ac vi es and
plays with diﬀerent students.
‘Check in’ with your student a er recess.
Allowing me to discuss experiences (both
posi ve and nega ve) will mean your
student is less likely to dwell on them
throughout the day. It also highlights
poten al teaching opportuni es. This is
useful for all students so why not try a
whole‐class debrief a er recess?
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