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CLINICAL TEAM

DEVELOPMENTAL DISABILITY 

ADMINISTRATION - REGION 3

Autism

Spectrum 

Disorder (ASD)

DSM-5

ÁAutism Spectrum Disorder  (299.00)

ÁDSM-IV-TR (Autistic Disorder, Aspergerôs 

Disorder, Childhood Disintegrative Disorder, 

& RettôsdisorderðPDD-NOS is in the NOS 

count)
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Autistic Disorder
Á 4 to 5 times more common in males

ÁAn observable key feature is the continuing 

problems with social communication and social 

relationships

ÁLimited, repetitive and stereotyped behaviors, 

interests, and activities

ÁOnset of problems prior to age 3 years

ÁLimit or impair everyday functioning

3

Autistic Disorder 

observable behaviors
Restricted, repetitive behaviors, interests, or activities, 

currently or in the past.

Á ,ÉÎÉÎÇ ÕÐ ÔÏÙÓȟ ÆÌÉÐÐÉÎÇ ÏÂÊÅÃÔÓȟ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÉÎÇ ÏÔÈÅÒ ÐÅÒÓÏÎȭÓ ×ÏÒÄÓ ÁÎÄ 
statements

Á Simple and repeated behaviors, strict routines, verbal & non-verbal 
rituals (things must be done the same way, over and over)

Á Highly fixated interests with strong attachments/preoccupation 
involving unusual objects, such as a spaghetti strainer or a part of a toy or 
a door handle.

Á Extreme sensory related issues such as indifference to pain/temperature, 
negative response to specific sounds or textures, excessive smelling or 
touching of objects, and fascination with lights or movements
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Autism Spectrum Disorder is diagnosed only when the characteristic 

problems with social communication are occurring with excessive 

repetitive behaviors, restricted interests, and insistence on doing the 

same things over and over. An example is lining up toys in a certain order, 

again and again.

Intellectual Disability (Intellectual Developmental Disorder) 

is characterized by difficulties with general mental abilities, 

such as reasoning, problem solving, planning, abstract 

thinking, judgment, academic learning, and learning from 

experience

In a number of cases Autism Spectrum Disorder and 

Intellectual Disability can occur together

Autism can occur in individuals of normal or even superior 

intelligence
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Autistic Disorder

ÁRestricted, Repetitive and Stereotyped Behaviors, 
Interests, and Activities

ÁPreoccupation with one or more stereotyped and 
restricted patterns of interest that is abnormal either in 
intensity or focus. An example would be holding a toy 
car in his or her hand and spinning one specific wheel 
every time he or she plays with a toy car. 

ÁApparently inflexible adherence to specific, 
nonfunctional routines or rituals

ÁPersistent preoccupation with parts of objects
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What Autism Is Not

Autism is not the result of poor parenting

Children with Autism are not unruly kids 

with ñjust a behavior problemò

Most are not ñsavantsò (ex. Rain Manò)

People with Autism do have feelings and 

emotions
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How Do Persons With 

Autism Think?

Thinking in pictures, not words

Have difficulty with long sentences

Canôt think of 2 things at one time

Use or pay attention to only one sensory experience at a time

Have difficulty generalizing ïalmost everything has a specific 

meaning

Thinking is like playing a video in their minds, taking time to 

retrieve
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Adjusting for Persons with 

Autism in our Lives

Create a welcoming environment

Understand that their behavior is a form of communication

Give them information through visual means whenever possible

Donôt take misbehaviors personally

Provide consistent routines ïit helps avoiding anxiety 

Provide a clearly structured environment ïit provides feelings of 

safety

Autism and Intellectual  Functioning

Á 75% of individuals are assessed to have intellectual disabilities

Á 50% have IQs in the severe-to-profound range of intellectual 

disabilities

Á 25% test in the mild-to-moderate IQ range (i.e., IQ of 50 to 70)

Á Remaining people display abilities in the borderline-to-average 

IQ range

Á Better language skills and IQ test performance predicts better 

lifetime prognosis
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Fragile X Syndrome

ÁFragile X syndrome is the leading known 
genetic cause of autism, accounting for about 
5% of cases

ÁThose with fragile X syndrome have 15 to 60% 
concurrence with autism spectrum disorder

ÁIndividuals with fragile X syndrome have 
difficulties in forming friendships, those with 
fragile X syndrome and autism spectrum 
disorder characteristically also have difficulties 
with reciprocal conversation with their peers

ÁA greater language deficit and lower IQ is 
observed as compared to children with only 
fragile X syndrome
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Fragile X 

Syndrome
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32 TIPS FOR SUPPORTING 

PERSONS 

WITH AUTISM   

Adapted from:
TEACHING TIPS FOR PERSONS WITH AUTISM Temple Grandin 

Ph.D.
& TREATMENT TIPS: A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF COMMON 
PROBLEMS AND FIXES
Stephen M. Edelson Ph.D.

1. Many People With Autism Are 

Visual Thinkers.

Á They think in pictures, not in language. 

Á Pictures are their first language, words are a second language. 

Á Thoughts are like videotapes running in their mind.

Á Nouns are the easiest words to learn because they are pictures in the 
mind. 

Á Demonstrate to learn words like "up" or "downñ, example: take a toy 
airplane and say "up" as you make the airplane take off from a table. 
Some persons will learn better if cards with the words "up" and "down" are 
attached to the toy airplane.  The "up" card is attached when the plane 
takes off. The "down" card is attached when it lands. 
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2. Avoid Long Strings of Verbal

Instructions.

ÁMany people with Autism have problems with 
remembering sequences. 

Á If the person can read, it is often best to write instructions 
down on a piece of paper.

ÁRemembering phone numbers can be difficult because 
the person cannot make a picture of the numbers in their 
mind. 
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3. Many Persons With Autism Are Good at 

Drawing, Art and Computer Programming.

ÁThese talent areas should be encouraged. 

ÁThere needs to be much more emphasis on developing 

the person's talents.

ÁTalents can be turned into skills that can be used for future 

employment.

16



9

4. Many Autistic Persons Get Fixated On 

One Subject Like Tractors or Maps.

ÁThe best way to deal with fixations is to use them to 
motivate learning. 

ÁIf the person likes tractors, then use tractors to teach 
reading and math. 

ÁRead a book about a tractor and do math problems 
with tractors. 

ÁFor example, calculate how long it takes for a tractor 
to go between the barn and the field 2 miles away. 
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5. Use Concrete Visual Methods to  Teach 

Number Concepts.

ÁTempleôs parents gave her a math toy that helped her to 
learn numbers. 

Á It consisted of a set of blocks which had a different length 
and a different color for the numbers one through ten. 
With this she learned how to add and subtract. 

ÁTo learn fractions her teacher had a 

wooden apple that was cut up into four

pieces and a wooden pear that was 

cut in half. From this she learned the

concept of quarters and halves. 
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6. Many Autistic People Have Problems

With Motor Control in Their Hands.

ÁNeat handwriting is sometimes very difficult to 

do. This can totally frustrate a person. 

ÁTo reduce frustration and help the person to 

enjoy writing, let them type

on the computer. Typing is 

often much easier. 
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7. Some Autistic People Learn Reading

Best With Phonics, Others By 

Memorizing Whole Words.

ÁTempleôs mother taught her the phonics rules and then had 
her sound out words. 

ÁChildren with lots of echolalia will often learn best if flash 
cards and picture books are used so that the whole words 
are associated with pictures. 

Á It is important to have the picture and the printed word on 
the same side of the card. 

ÁWhen teaching nouns the child must hear you speak the 
word and view the picture and printed word simultaneously. 

ÁAn example of teaching a verb would be to hold a card that 
says "jump," and you would jump up and down while saying 
"jump."
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8. People With Autism Need Protection

From Sounds That Hurt Their Ears.

ÁThe sounds that often cause the most problems are barking 
dogs, school bells, PA systems, buzzers on the score board 
in the gym, and the sound of chairs scraping on the floor. 

Á In many cases the person will be able to tolerate the bell or 
buzzer if it is muffled slightly by stuffing it with tissues or 
duct tape. 

ÁScraping chairs can be silenced by placing slit tennis balls 
on the ends of the legs or installing carpet. 
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8.  Continued

22

ÁThe fear of a dreaded sound can cause challenging 
behavior.  A person may fear a certain room because of the 
fear that he may be suddenly subjected to squealing 
microphone feedback from the PA system. If a person 
covers his ears, it is an indicator that a certain sound hurts 
his ears. 

ÁSometimes sound sensitivity to a particular sound, such as 
the fire alarm, can be desensitized by recording the sound 
on a tape recorder or CD. This will allow the person to 
initiate the sound and gradually increase its volume. 

The person must have control

of playback of the sound.
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9. Some Autistic People Are Bothered by 

Visual Distractions & Fluorescent Lights.

ÁThey can see the flicker of the 60-cycle electricity. To avoid 
this problem, place the person near the window or try to 
avoid using fluorescent lights. 

Á If the lights cannot be avoided, use the newest bulbs you 
can get. New fluorescent bulbs flicker less, and the newest 
LED lights do not flicker at all. 

ÁThe flickering of fluorescent lights can also 

be reduced by putting a lamp with an old-fashioned 
incandescent light bulb or LED light bulb near the person.
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10. A Weighted Padded Vest May Help

Calm a Hyperactive Autistic Person.

ÁSome hyperactive autistic persons

who fidget all the time will often

be calmer if they are given a 

padded weighted vest to wear.

ÁPressure from the garment helps to calm the nervous 

system. 

ÁFor best results, teach the autistic person how to adjust 

(tighten and loosen) and to put on and remove the vest, as 

they prefer.  
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11. Swinging May Improve Eye Contact

and Interaction.
ÁSome individuals with Autism 

will respond better and have 

improved eye contact and 

speech if the support person 

interacts with them while they 

are swinging on a swing. 

ÁSensory input from swinging sometimes helps to improve 
speech. 

ÁSwinging should always be done as a fun game. It must 
NEVER be forced. 
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12. Singing or Whispering May Facilitate 

Communication.

ÁSome people with Autism can sing 

better than they can speak. 

ÁThey may respond better if words

and sentences are sung to them.

Á Some people with Autism respond better if you

speak to them in the third person. 

ÁSome Autistic people with extreme sound    sensitivity will 
respond 

better if others talk to

them in a low whisper. 
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13. Some People With Autism Cannot 

Process Visual and Auditory Input

at the Same Time.

ÁTheir nervous system is not able to process simultaneous 

visual and auditory input. 

ÁThey are mono-channel. 

They cannot see                  and hear 

at the same time. 

ÁThey should not be asked to look and listen at the same 

time. 

ÁThey should be given either a visual task or an auditory 

task. 
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14. For Many Autistic Persons, Touch is 

Their Most Reliable Sense.

Á It is often easier for them to feel. 

Á Letters can be taught by 

letting them feel plastic letters. 

ÁThey can learn their daily schedule by feeling 

objects a few minutes before a scheduled activity. 

ÁFor example, fifteen minutes before lunch give the person a 

spoon to hold, or Let them hold a toy car a few minutes 

before going in the car. 
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15. When Using A Computer, Keep 

The Screen Close to the Keyboard.

ÁSome people with Autism

will learn more easily if the

computer key-board is 

placed close to the screen. 

ÁThis enables the individual to simultaneously see the 
keyboard and screen. 

ÁSome individuals have difficulty remembering if they have to 
look up after they have hit a key on the keyboard. 
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16. Many Individuals With Autism Have

Difficulty Using a Computer Mouse.

ÁAutistic persons with motor control 

problems in their hands find it very 

difficult to hold the mouse 

still during clicking. 

ÁTry a roller ball (or tracking ball) 

pointing device that has a 

separate button for clicking. 

30
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16. Continued.

ÁSome Autistic individuals do not 

understand that a computer 

mouse moves the arrow 

on the screen. 

ÁThey may learn more easily

if a paper arrow that looks           EXACTLY 

like the arrow on the screen 

is taped to the mouse. 
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17. Use Photographs and Keep Words

and Pictures Together.

ÁNonverbal Autistic persons 

often find it easier to associate

words with pictures if they see

the printed word and a picture              

on a flashcard.

ÁSome individuals do not 

under-stand line drawings, so                 VAN

it is recommended to work with      

real objects and photographs first. 

ÁThe picture and the word must be on the same side of the 
card.
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18. Some Autistic Persons Do Not Know 

That Speech is Used for Communication.

Á Language learning can be facilitated if language exercises 

promote communication. 

Á If the person asks for a cup, then give him a cup. If the 

person asks for a plate, when he wants a cup, give him a 

plate. 

ÁThe individual needs to learn that when he says words, 

concrete things happen. 

Á It is easier for an individual with autism to learn that their 

words are wrong if the incorrect word results in the incorrect 

object. 
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19. Some People With Autism Have 

Difficulty Hearing Consonants.

ÁSome people with Autism have a hard time differentiating 
between hard consonant sounds such as 'D' in dog and 'L' 
in log. 

ÁEven though the person may have passed a pure tone 
hearing test he may still have difficulty hearing hard 
consonants. 

ÁPersons who talk in vowel sounds are not hearing 
consonants.

ÁHelp them to learn to hear these sounds by stretching out 
and enunciating hard consonant sounds. 

34



18

20. Closed Caption Feature on TVs 

Helps In Learning to Read.

ÁSome persons with Autism are able to read the captions 

and match the printed words with spoken speech.        

ÁRecording a favorite program with captions is helpful 

because the recording can be played over and over again 

and stopped. 
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21. Flat Panel Display Monitors May

Work Better For Autistic Persons.

ÁPersons with visual processing

problems often can see flicker

on older CRT TV type computer

monitors. 

ÁThey can sometimes see better 

on laptops and flat panel 

displays that have less flicker.
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22. Autistic persons Who Fear Escalators 

Often Have Visual Processing Problems.

Á They fear the escalator because 

they cannot determine when to 

get on or off.

Á These individuals may also not

be able  to tolerate 

fluorescent lights. 

Á The Irlen colored glasses may be helpful for them. Irlen colored glasses 
may also make reading easier. 

Á Individuals with visual processing problems often find it easier to read if 
black print is printed on colored paper to reduce contrast. Try light tan, 
light blue, gray, or light green paper. Experiment with different colors. 
Avoid bright yellow--it may hurt the individual's eyes. 
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23. Teaching Generalization is Often a

Problem for Persons With Autism.

ÁTo teach an Autistic person to generalize the principle of not 
running across the street, it must be taught in many different 
locations. 

Á If he is taught in only one location, the Autistic person will 
think that the rule only applies to one specific place.

38
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24. An Autistic Person May Use the Toilet 

Correctly at Home But Refuses to Use

it Elsewhere.
ÁThis may be due to a failure to recognize the toilet.

An autistic person may use a small 

non-relevant detail to recognize 

an object such as a toilet. It takes 

detective work to find that detail. 

Á In one case a boy would only use the toilet at home that had 

a pink seat. His parents and teacher were able to get him to 

use the toilet at school by covering its white seat with pink 

tape. The tape was then gradually removed and toilets with 

white seats were now recognized as toilets.
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25. Sequencing is Very Difficult for 

Individuals With Severe Autism.

ÁSometimes they do not understand when a task is 
presented as a series of steps. 

ÁPutting on shoes can be taught in the following manner: 

ĞThe teacher should puts her hands on top of the childôs 
hands and move the childôs hands over his foot so he 
feels and understands the shape of his foot. 

ĞThe next step is feeling the inside and the outside of a 
slip-on shoe. To put the shoe on, the teacher guides the 
childôs hands to the shoe and, using the hand-over-hand 
method, slides the shoe onto the childôs foot. This enables 
the child to feel the entire task of putting on his shoe.

40
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26. Fussy Eating by an Autistic Person May

Be Related to Being Fixated on a Detail 

That ñIdentifiesò a Certain Food.

ÁOne child only ate Chiquita bananas because he 
fixated on the labels. Other fruit such as apples and 
oranges were readily accepted when Chiquita 
labels were

put on them. 
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27. A Challenging Behavior Occurs In

One Place and Not In Another.

Á A person with Autism may exhibit a challenging behavior at work but not 
at home, or vice versa.  The residential support person may have 
already developed a strategy that has resulted in a cessation of the 
behavior at home, but the vocational support staff are unaware of this 
effective strategy. 

Á It is important that residential support staff and vocational support staff 
discuss the personôs  challenging behaviors since one of them may have 
already discovered  the meaning behind the behavior and has 
developed a solution strategy that has made the behavior irrelevant and 
has resulted in the cessation of the challenging behavior. 
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27. Continued

Á Two possible causes, are cleaning solvents and florescent classroom 
lighting. 

Á Often powerful chemicals are may be 

gone by the next day, the chemical 

residue may still be in the air and on surfaces. Breathing these 
chemicals affects sensitive people. During the day students often place 
their hands and faces on tables and floors, and these chemicals can 
eventually wind up in the childôs mouth and  alter brain functioning and 
behavior. 

Á When studentsô desks were wiped with a

natural cleaning solution & water prior to 

class each morning, teachers reported 

remarkable improvements in the 

studentsô behaviors.
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27. Continued

Á Florescent lighting, which is the most common lighting used in 
classrooms, may also affect behavior. Many adults with autism report 
that florescent lights bothered them greatly during their school years.  In 
addition, U.C.L.A.  researchers observed more repetitive, self-
stimulatory behaviors under florescent lighting compared to 
incandescent lighting. 

Á Try turning off the florescent lighting in the classroom for a few days to 
see if  there is a decrease in behavioral problems 

for some or all of the students. 

Á During this trial period, use 

natural light from the windows  

and incandescent or LED lights.
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28. Difficulty With Expressive Language.

Á Challenging behavior may also be due 

to difficulties in expressive language. 

In fact, many researchers feel strongly 

that the majority of  behavioral problems are 

simply due to poor expressive communication skills. 

Á There are numerous communication strategies, such as the Picture 
Exchange Communication System and Simultaneous Communication 

(using speech and sign language

at the same time) which can be 

used to teach expressive 

communication skills.
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28. Difficulty With Receptive Language.

Á Another possible reason for challenging behavior may be difficulties in  
receptive language. Autistic individuals often have poor auditory 
processing  skills.  As a result, they often do not understand what people 
are saying to them (i.e., they hear the words but they do not understand 
what the words mean). 

Á The personôs lack of understanding can lead to confusion and 
frustration, that can 

escalate into challenging behavior .

Á Visual communication systems can 

be useful in teaching and in informing 

individuals of what is planned and

what is expected of them.
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