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THE BASICS 

 

 
What is Autism Spectrum Disorder? 

A condition with onset in early childhood and defined by persistent impairment in reciprocal social 
communication and social interaction, and restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or 
activities. (DSM-V) 
 
How severe are these students’ educational deficits? 

With appropriate supports, many of these students often excel in the general education classroom, 
demonstrating that they can manage many of this condition’s most challenging characteristics. Consistency 
across settings and communication between teachers and parents is extremely important in ensuring these 
exceptional students’ success. 
 

 

THE LUCKY 13: REMINDERS FROM A CHILD WITH AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDER 

 

 
1. Please distinguish between won't do (I choose not to) and can't do (I'm not able to).  

I have trouble understanding what others are saying to me sometimes. Much of what people ask of me 
requires receptive and expressive communication (not just language) skills and the ability to regulate 
auditory input (voices vs. other sounds in the room). I often have difficulty with these aspects of 
communication, so it helps if you speak directly to me in plain words. 

2. Structure helps ease my anxiety. 

I feel much calmer when I know what’s happening next, who that involves, and when it will occur. I 
appreciate routines and consistency, so my environment feels more organized and activities, more 
predictable. When changes occur, I often feel overwhelmed, but providing structure to my day eases 
such transitions. Although I appreciate structure, my own organizational skills are often not very strong, 
so I may need to be reminded to check my planner or the class schedule and to return my folder to the 
class bin before leaving. 

3. I need direct instruction in how to do things. 

I often do not pick up on incidental learning opportunities or cues from the environment about what I 
am supposed to do or how I am supposed to behave. It helps when someone gives me explicit directions 
or teaches me a set of rules about how to act in a certain situation.  

4. I need different kinds of reinforcement to be motivated. 

I may not be intrinsically motivated to please others or to act in ways that solicit social praise (e.g., 
making good grades). Thus, I may respond more consistently to extrinsic reinforcement, such as earning 
computer time or getting out of something I do not like to do. The best way to figure out what makes me 
“tick” is to ask me or to observe the activities in which I engage when I have free time.  

5. Visual supports help me understand better. 

“Speak” to me through visual supports, rather than just with words. It helps me understand when 
someone shows me how to do something (e.g., provides visual examples) or uses objects, photos, or 
drawings to make a point. Sometimes, even writing out information so that I can read it to myself, is 
helpful. I appreciate patient repetition until I know just how to do it because I want to get it right! 
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6. I have trouble regulating sensory input.  

I may be over- or under-sensitive to input from my environment. Thus, a situation such as walking into 
a crowded hallway between classes with people talking, shoulders touching, lockers slamming, lights 
flickering, and colognes mixing, may send me over the edge! I may become upset or shut down entirely 
in an effort to make sense of it all. On the contrary, I may seek out sensory input, like bumping into 
others, making funny sounds to myself, or turning my head to look at things from different angles.  

7. I am a concrete thinker, often interpreting things very literally. 

Before providing me directions, imagine how I might interpret them. Often, the words you use (idioms, 
clichés, etc.) don’t make sense to me. I often don’t get sarcasm and jokes. I work best with very specific 
instructions delivered in a straightforward fashion. 

8. Help me with social interactions. 

Because I often don’t know what to say or how to act (e.g., how close to stand to another person, when 
to stop talking, how to respond to jokes), social situations are particularly difficult for me. My 
confidence in social situations is best established by nurturing flexibility, motivation, self-esteem, and 
an awareness of nonverbal communication.  

9. Please focus on my strengths instead of my weaknesses. 

I have MANY strengths…they just may be different than those of others my age, and it may be more 
difficult for me to integrate and generalize, so they’re harder for others to recognize. My learning style is 
usually very visual. Like anyone met with constant, even constructive, criticism, I become frustrated 
when I can’t do something, so help me succeed with new tasks, so I will be motivated to try again.  

10. Help me communicate my needs and feelings when I get upset. 

I may not communicate my feelings in the usual ways. Instead, look for signs that I am not acting like 
myself. I might become more or less active, join in or withdraw from a situation, or act out 
inappropriately. Please try to help me show others what is upsetting me. Sometimes I don’t know what 
words to use when I just have a question about the homework or am confused about an announcement. 

11. Please help me learn to soothe myself. 

I may not have learned how to calm myself down yet. Thus, it helps when others give me suggestions 
about things I can do to regulate my feelings, like taking a break from the situation or activity, breathing 
deeply, or drawing a picture.  

12. Help me learn to be more flexible. 

I may appear rigid or rule-bound and have trouble adapting to new routines or others’ ways of doing 
things. Sometimes the anxiety that overtakes me when things are not the way I think they should be 
(e.g., a late bus results in my getting to school late) prevents me from moving forward. Taking a break or 
spending time with a trusted adult often helps me feel better. When possible, introducing new routines 
or expectations gradually and with support helps me learn to respond more flexibly.  

13. If you work with me, please be patient with me…and understand that I am often aware of 
(and sensitive about) my differences. 

The start of a new school year is overwhelming for many students, but even more so for me. Please be 
patient as I learn the routine of new classes/teachers (and maybe even a new school!). Although I 
sometimes need extra assistance, I am often typical of other children my age in that I get embarrassed 
when the teacher draws undue attention to my special needs. I usually respond best when the teacher is 
discreet in supporting my exceptionalities. 


