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What is Autism?

A working definition?
“Autism is a pervasive disorder that leads to distorted,
rather than merely a delayed pattern of development.
This causes difficulty wherever learning is organised
into hierarchies. Assumptions underlying progression
do not hold when one looks at children with Autism”.
Prof. Rita Jordan
‘The aims, objectives and teaching methodology for
learners with autism must centre around the way
autistic children think and learn.’
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What is Autism?

‘The aims, objectives and teaching methodology for
learners with autism must centre around the way
autistic children;
•
•
•
•
•
•

think and learn
interact with others
interact with the environment
form and maintain relationships
experience the world around them
make sense of the world/problem solve/self-regulate
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What is Autism?

“Autism describes someone who has found something in
life more interesting than social interaction and social
activities”.
Prof. Tony Attwood
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addressing the challenges to learning
In 2002, Scottish schools were required to prepare and
implement accessibility strategies that improve access
to education for pupils with additional support needs.
Education (Scotland) Act 2002

That expectation is still there and schools are required
to review and improve these on a three year basis.
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shared philosophy

• Do we believe that we need to compensate for the autism?

or
•

Do we believe that new skills and strategies can be taught?
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a view from an OFSTED inspector

“If you have identified a pupil with Special Needs,
we would expect you to do something about it.
The expectation is that this intervention makes a
difference; it is expected that this difference will be
evaluated”
“There should be a strong focus on learning rather
than engagement and keeping busy.”
“And a focus on the development of communication,
literacy and numeracy”
Charlie Henry, HMI National Lead for Disability and SEN
February 2014
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challenges specific to Autism…or Strengths?
• Communication differences
• Social Communication differences
• Sensory differences (visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory)
• Perceptual differences (of light, shade, colour, movement)
• Executive function differences
(personal organisation, predicting and planning)
• Central coherence differences
(arranging the details/making connections)
• Differences in thinking styles
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Karl Rogers
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‘‘

‘‘

“If he can’t learn the way you teach,
can you teach the way he learns?”

so what will make all the difference

• A contemporary understanding of autism
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A contemporary understanding of Autism?

• A belief that that people with Autism can continue to
learn new skills
• A focus on learning and thinking styles and on
strengths instead of behaviour issues and
‘impairments’?
• Does the school have ambition? Does it match the
ambition of the pupil?
• How do you know that? Evidence?
• An ethos of teaching, challenging and attaining not
managing, protecting and containing?
• A shared responsibility for improving quality of life?
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so what will make all the difference

• A contemporary understanding of autism
• Addressing the Autism
• Understanding the learning style
• Understanding the strengths and capabilities
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How does he/she learn? What do we
need to prioritise?

• Environment
• Content
• Teaching style/delivery/connections/relationships
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environment

• Does the environment directly address learning
styles of Autistic pupils or add to the barriers?
• Does the pupil experience the environment the
way you intended?
• Does the learning environment actively promote
independence?
• Does it take into account the sensory issues?
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Theo Peeters

‘‘

‘‘

“Autism is a drive to create order out of chaos.”

content

• How do we make learning meaningful and have
a clear purpose?
• Making use of pupils’ interests/strengths/motivators
• Strong focus on learning rather than engagement
• Content that focuses on communication and the
development of social skills and understanding
• The need to teach those skills that other pupils learn
intuitively
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teaching style/delivery/relationships

• What are you doing that is measurably and significantly
different?
• What is needed to make the connection with each pupil?
• How do you make yourself the type of professional that
Autistic pupils enjoy being with? And learning with?
• Can it be fun? How do we make the school, the class, a
place where Autistic pupils feel safe and where
they want to spend time?
• Does Autism still inspire/delight/engage you?
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Ensuring good outcomes for all children
•

Predictability

•

Purpose and meaning

•

Language

•

Preparation/priming

•

Social Stories

•

Pace and timing

•

Processing time

•

Learning/progress/value
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Moving forwards
• A shared and agreed understanding of Autism
• Accessibility Strategy
• How shall we address the autism? What are we
prioritising?
• Environmental audit
• Curriculum audit. How are we maximising the ‘Autism
Advantage’?
• What makes us good learning partners/good
communication partners for each individual?
• The autistic student’s voice? Are we listening?
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