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Strategies for managing
Autism at school 
Social Communication
Individuals with autism find it difficult to communicate, but that doesn’t mean they don’t want to. Sometimes we need 
to teach how to play; how to ask questions, how to react when things don’t go the way they are expected to go.

Support needs to be in place in a nursery or school setting around break, lunch and other unstructured times. 
Friendships are a key area and should be supported and encouraged.

‘Communications clubs’ have been proven to be invaluable for children and young people with social communication 
difficulties. Many schools now have these in place, where children can learn in a safe, structured and welcoming 
environment how to develop friendships and other social skills. There are a number of programmes on the market with 
session plans for various ages and settings.

Because a lot of people on the autistic spectrum can understand much more from a picture, it’s a good idea to use 
visual aids to support learning. A picture doesn’t continually change shape like language seems to, and it stays in the 
mind for longer.

It’s better to use a child’s name before giving an instruction rather than afterwards, e.g. ‘Susie, put your coat on’, rather 
than a flurry of language containing the words ‘coat’ and ‘Susie’ somewhere in the middle.  

Keeping your language clear and uncluttered will be vital to avoid misunderstanding.

Allow processing time; this is true for all pupils but those affected by autism will generally need more time to process 
information.

‘Concrete’ thinking
The expression itself is an example of what can be very unhelpful for someone who is very literal! Metaphors and 
expressions will need to be taught with their real meaning. Use idioms, puns, metaphors and sarcasm sparingly. 

Be careful what you say as that is what will be expected to happen.

Single mindedness (also seen as stubbornness) can be viewed as a great strength of mind as it won’t be easily 
changed. However, the ability to be flexible in appropriate situations needs to be specifically taught and valued.
Social stories are a valuable tool in helping pupils with autism to alter or broaden their thinking in many areas.

Boat metaphor; the rigid thinking of an individual on the autistic spectrum can be likened to the manoeuvrability of a 
cruise liner. You need to begin to turn long before your ship will be facing a new direction. In the same way anticipation 
of change, and plenty of cues to prepare the child will help to allay anxiety and distress.
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Strategies for managing
Autism at school 
Transition
This needs to be carefully managed and supported at every level. This means giving plenty of warning about changes, 
whether between activities on a regular day or larger changes such as changing class or school.

All changes are best supported by preparation using clear explanations of what the child/ young person will be 
transitioning to. Use visual supports such as photographs, video, visual timetables and objects of reference to support 
the child or young person. For all changes but particularly larger ones such as a change of class or school, photographs 
or video of the new setting followed by carefully planned visits are vital to reduce stress and anxiety. Be aware of 
sensory issues; use the sensory profile to help flag up and avoid specific areas of difficulty.

Clearly new staff need to be made aware of any supporting information in enough time to enable the easiest transition 
possible for individual pupils.

See also the information sheet on ‘The impact on learning for pupils living with Autism’.


