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Who am I?

• Jason Rahn 

• Program and Policy Analyst with the Department of  
Children and Families (DCF) in Madison

• Early Childhood Special Education Teacher for 12 years

• Family Advocate and Trainer with the organization ARC 

• Was a parent of  a child with a disability



Our Agenda

• What is Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
• The facts so far
• The importance of  understanding child development
• Putting a definition to autism
• Areas of  challenge and common characteristics

• Strategies for Supporting Children with ASD
• Interventions and best practices



My Goals

• Provide you with factual information and 
resources about autism so you can:
1. Answer questions and help educate providers,

2. Feel better prepared to provide consultation to providers 
who care for a child with autism, and

3. Have some functional strategies in your toolbox to help
a provider support the needs of  a child with autism.



Autism

• A few words of  wisdom before we start:
• “If  you’ve met one person with autism, you’ve met one person with autism.”  

Dr. Stephen Shore
• “Autism offers a chance for us to glimpse an awe-filled vision of  the world that 

might otherwise pass us by.” 
Dr. Colin Zimbleman

• “This is a FOREVER journey with this creative, funny, highly intelligent, 
aggressive, impulsive, nonsocial, behavioral, often times loving individual.” 
Parent of  a child with Autism



Autism



Autism Spectrum Disorder
- Some Facts

• Effects an estimated 1 in 59 children in the U.S.  (1:37 Boys  &  1:151 Girls)

• Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is an umbrella diagnosis that includes:

• Asperger Syndrome

• Pervasive Developmental Disorder-Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS)

• Autistic Disorder

• Childhood Disintegrative Disorder  

Info gathered from:

https://www.autismspeaks.org/



Autism Spectrum Disorder
- Some Facts cont.

• It’s called Autism SPECTRUM Disorder, meaning it 
will affect individuals differently and to varying degrees 

Autistic 
Disorder

Impaired Social 
Interaction

or
Impaired 

Communication
or

Restricted repetitive and 
stereotyped patterns or 
behaviors, interests and 

activities

Impaired Social 
Interaction

and
Impaired 

Communication
and

Restricted repetitive and 
stereotyped patterns or 
behaviors, interests and 

activities

Impaired Social Interaction
and

Normal
Communication/language 

development
and

Restricted repetitive and 
stereotyped patterns or 
behaviors, interests and 

activities

PDD-NOS           Autistic Disorder      Asperger's Syndrome



Autism Spectrum Disorder
- Some Facts cont.

• Signs of  autism emerge as early as six to 12 months

• A diagnosis of  key indicators can be made by age 2
• New study: Autism diagnosis reliable in young toddlers (14 months) 

• But the average age of  diagnosis is typically after the age of  4

IMPORTANT: Early diagnosis and intervention has shown improved outcomes for children with autism 



Common Characteristics or Signs of  Autism
- Activity

“Child with autism.”  
• Take the next 3-5 minutes to write down and/or discuss what comes to mind 

when you hear the above words.



Did you come up with any of  these?
Inappropriate 

laughter or crying 

Lack of  
awareness of  

Danger

Over-sensitivity or 
under-sensitivity to 

sound

Difficulty handling 
changes in routine Difficulty or inability to relate to 

children or adults

Unusual attachment 
to objects

Over-sensitivity or 
under-sensitivity to 

touch

Unusual, inappropriate 
and/or repetitive play 
with toys or objects

Little or no language; 
may use gestures to get 

needs met

Lack of  eye contact

Hyperactivity or 
passiveness



Understanding Child Development
- Milestones and Red Flags

• Children develop at their own pace, but there are age-specific milestones we 
use to measure a child’s developmental progress
• 7 months – enjoy face-to-face play, will respond to own name

• 12 months – try to imitate sounds, use simple gestures (pointing)

• 24 months – point to named picture/object, begin simple make-believe

• 36 months – sort objects by shape and color, show interest in group play

• 48 months – understand counting, tell stories, name some colors

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/milestones/index.html
http://www.collaboratingpartners.com/wmels/

https://resources.autismnavigator.com

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/serve-return-interaction-shapes-brain-circuitry/

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/actearly/milestones/index.html
http://www.collaboratingpartners.com/wmels/
https://resources.autismnavigator.com/
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/serve-return-interaction-shapes-brain-circuitry/


Understanding Child Development
- Why it’s important

• It allows you to see a child’s skills and behaviors within the context of  
their age and stage

• It allows you to know what skills and behaviors are appropriate for the 
children in your care (age/stage vs developmental ability)

• It helps you to know how best to scaffold learning opportunities to meet a 
variety of  differences (what skill comes before or after)



Autism Spectrum Disorder
- Medical vs Educational Definition

• Medical –
• Definition detailed within the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of  Mental Disorders (DSM-5)

• Comprehensive diagnostic evaluation conducted by a qualified healthcare professional (e.g., Child 
Psychiatrist, Child Neurologist, Developmental Pediatrician, etc.)

• Educational –
• A school does not diagnose a child with autism; instead, a child meets specific criteria that 

qualifies them for services under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA)

• Assessment and testing performed by school psychologist and/or autism specialist

• Educational criteria looks at whether the child’s characteristics or behaviors impact their ability to 
learn in a school setting



Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
- Medical Definition (DSM-5)

A. Persistent or ongoing deficits in social communication and social interaction across 
multiple contexts or settings

B. Restricted, repetitive patterns of  behavior, interests or activities

C. Symptoms must be present in the early developmental period

D. Symptoms cause clinically significant impairment in social, occupational, or other 
important areas of  current functioning

E. These disturbances are not better explained by intellectual disability or global 
developmental delay

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/hcp-dsm.html

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/hcp-dsm.html


Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)
- Areas of  Challenge

• Both the medical and educational definitions agree that the main areas of  
challenge for children with autism center around:
• Social and Emotional Skills

• Deficits in developing relationships and understanding social contexts, emotions and affect

• Speech and Communication 

• Deficits in verbal and nonverbal communication (eye contact, body language, etc.)

• Behaviors

• Engage in stereotyped or repetitive movements, play, speech, etc.

• Insistence on sameness, inflexible adherence to routine, and ritualized patterns



Autism Spectrum Disorder
- Common signs or characteristics

• Social/Emotional

• Little or no response to their name

• Difficulty understanding, recognizing or talking about feelings

• Limited use and understanding of  non-verbal communication (e.g., eye contact, 
facial expressions, gestures)

• Difficulty engaging in basic social interactions or back and forth interplay 
(e.g., returning a smile, playing peek-a-boo, waving, responding to question, etc.)

• Won’t follow another persons finger point (e.g., pointing to picture in book)

• Trouble participating in pretend play (e.g., using a block as a phone)

• Unaware of  social norms (e.g., sharing, personal space, etc.)

As we go through each area, keep in mind the perspective of the provider.



Social/Emotional
- A Closer Look

https://resources.autismnavigator.com/asdglossary/#/section/10/sharingIEA


• Language/Communication
• No speech or delayed speech 

• Tend to name items or objects instead of  using language to interact

• Echo or repeat words or phrases, often times in place of  normal language (Echolalia)

• May use you as a tool to get needs met instead of  using words

• Appear to be unaware when people talk to them

• Often times won’t respond or reciprocate another persons social initiation

• Difficulty expressing their needs using typical words or motions

• Difficulty or inability to understand the meaning of  words or sentences

Autism Spectrum Disorder
- Common signs or characteristics



Language/Communication
- A Closer Look

https://resources.autismnavigator.com/asdglossary/#/section/36/languageImpairment


• Behavioral
• Difficulty adapting to change (e.g., daily schedule, the order things 

are done, how a toy should be played with, etc.)
• Reliance on routines, rules and repetition
• Engage in repetitive behaviors 

(e.g., hand flapping, spinning, rocking, making sounds etc.)
• Persistent preference for solitude
• Often appear to be unaware or “in a world of  their own”
• Unusual or intense reactions to sensory input 

(e.g., touch, sounds, smells, tastes, textures, lights, etc.) 
• Inappropriate attachment or fixation on objects
• Highly restricted interests

Autism Spectrum Disorder
- Common signs or characteristics



Behavioral
- A Closer Look

https://resources.autismnavigator.com/asdglossary/#/section/25/extremeDistress


Now that we know some of  the challenges and 
characteristics of  autism….

Let’s look at some strategies or interventions for 
supporting those needs.



Autism Spectrum Disorder
- Negative Strategies 

• Negative or Aversive Strategies – Strategies, such as punishment, that are 
demeaning or painful to the child (e.g., spanking, yelling, etc.)
• NOT a recommended strategy (if  this is happening we need to educate and 

guide the adult in learning practices that are positive and appropriate)
• Tends to be a response to the way you’re feeling at that moment
• Research shows that it actually increases aggressive behavior 
• Provides a model for undesirable behavior
• Puts significant strain on the child/provider relationship (trust, respect and safety 

are significantly decreased)



Autism Spectrum Disorder
- Positive Strategies 

• Positive Strategies – Interventions that are designed around the purpose
or reason for the behavior
• Individualized to each child (unique needs, personalized to their interests, etc.)
• Focus on increasing the behaviors you want to see (make sure you are working 

with the family to ensure you’re on the same page)
• See the whole child (respect them for the skills they have, honor the hard work 

they put toward learning and always see their full potential)
• Remember that the reason behind most behaviors is……Communication

• What are they trying to tell you or get you to understand?



Tantrum vs Meltdown

• Write down a few words 
that define each term.

• Is there a difference 
between these two things?

• What do they look like?

Understanding the reason behind behavior
- Activity



* “Want” directed

* Purposeful/goal driven

* Need/want audience

* Aware of  your presence

* Use protective/safety factors

* Resolves if  goal is accomplished

Age: 1 to 5 years

* Reactive mechanism

* Not goal dependent

* Due to being overstressed / 
overwhelmed / dysregulated

* Continues without attention

* Safety may be compromised

* May require assistance to gain control

Age: Through adulthood

These two things may look the same….. 

Understanding the reason behind behavior
- Activity
Tantrum Meltdown

but would your response be the same?



ASD Strategies for …. 
Meltdowns

• Meltdowns usually end because: 1) fatigue or 2) a change in sensory input 
• Sensory Diet – A set of  strategies put in place to help a child 

regulate their bodies and minimize their daily stress and anxiety
• Touch/Deep Pressure – fidgets, bear hugs, burrito wrap, back scratches, 

weighted blanket, heavy work activities, exercise ball, etc.

• Movement/Proprioception – swinging, rocking, jumping, running, spinning, etc.

• Listening/Auditory – listen to music, humming, white noise, quiet place, wear 
headphones, etc.

• Looking/Vision – look at mobiles, colored lights, wear sunglasses, picture book

• Smell/Taste/Oral – chew gum, appropriate chewy’s, essential oils, eat sweet or sour 
foods, crunchy or chewy snacks, blow bubbles, scented lotion, etc.



ASD Strategies for ….
- Strong Reactions (especially to change)

• Validate the child’s concerns or emotions
• Their reaction may not make sense to you, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t real for them

• “I can see that you are angry that our schedule has changed.”
• Describe how you know they are angry (mad face, crying, trying to hit, throwing things, etc.)

• Give them words to use when they are struggling (naming their emotions)

• Help them to see what’s going to happen
• First, Then board, visual timer, give reminders, etc.
• Use pictures if  language is too much

• Show pictures of  different emotions so they can show you how they are feeling
• Let them point to a picture of  something that will help them calm down 

(e.g., a fidget, quiet space, etc.)



ASD Strategies for ….
- Strong Reactions

• Teach self-regulation and de-escalation strategies
• The Incredible 5-Point Scale

• The Alert Program – How does your engine run?

• Tucker Turtle

• Deep breathing, counting to 10

• Provide choices

• Teach social skills
• Create social stories to explain expectations and build skills and awareness

• Act out scenarios or model appropriate behavior



Strategies for Strong Reactions
- A Closer Look

https://resources.autismnavigator.com/asdglossary/#/section/51/pbs


ASD Strategies for ….
- Difficulty Performing Skills

• Pre-teach skills you (and the family) want the child to learn
• Teach functional/life skills: Following new routines, playing appropriately with 

peers or toys, trying new things, taking turns, etc. (generalizable)

• You can’t expect a child to do something they don’t understand or know how to do
• Break the skill into smaller, more achievable parts 

(e.g., task analysis, scaffolding, etc.)

• Provide multiple means for the child to learn the skill 
(Universal Design for Learning)

• Use prompting and fading strategies (modeling, imitation, etc.)

• Use the child’s strengths and interests to your advantage 
(motivational strategies)

• Allow for flexibility or choice, but within certain parameters



ASD Strategies for ….
- Difficulty Communicating

• If  behaviors tend to stem from the inability to communicate, 
then figuring out how to meet this need is critical

• Use what you know about the child (e.g., their interests, favorite toy) 
to develop a functional and effective way for them to communicate

• Use what works (combinations are ok) - Visual supports, sign 
language, gestures, approximations, assistive devices, etc.

• Make it generalizable and functional across a variety of  settings (e.g., 
child care, home, in the community, etc.)

• Develop and use visual schedules
• Helps organize the child’s day (or individual activities) into smaller, 

more manageable, steps or chunks of  time
• Helps to reinforce expectations you have for the child within 

activities or routines (e.g., we keep our hands to ourselves, etc.)



Strategies for Communicating
- A Closer Look

https://resources.autismnavigator.com/asdglossary/#/section/63/visualSupports


ASD Strategies for ….
- Inappropriate Behavior

• Teach a More Appropriate Replacement Skill
• Replacement skills need to serve the same function as the challenging behavior

• Instead of  hitting to get out of  a difficult task, the child requests a break 

• Replacement skills need to get the reinforcement to the child reliably and effectively  
• Usable by anyone (can’t be complicated) 

• Can be used and reinforced across settings

• Replacement skills need to be quick and easy to access 
• The way a child would request a break needs to be available immediately

• If  it’s easier to hit than find the break card or a communication device, then that’s what the 
child will do



ASD Strategies for ….
- Appropriate Behavior

• Recognize and acknowledge the good stuff  they do
• “I’m really proud of  how you stayed in control when you didn’t get to color 

with your favorite green crayon.”  (pair this with a picture of  “proud”)

• It’s ok to reward good behavior, especially when it is linked to a skill or 
expectation you’ve been working on

• Maybe they get to color a second picture using their green crayon

• Maybe they get an extra break 

• Maybe they get to choose to do a favorite activity

• If  they are working toward something, maybe they get a token



Let’s Wrap This Up

• What we learned:
• Autism is a spectrum disorder which means it affects individuals differently and to 

varying degrees (If  you’ve met one person with autism….) 

• Characteristics of  autism occur early, are ongoing, restrictive, repetitive, and significant  

• Autism impacts three main areas of  development:
• Social/Emotional

• Speech/Language/Communication

• Behavior

• Positive strategies look for and address the meaning (or the “why”) behind a behavior 



Final Words

THANK YOU



Resource Page
Autism Spectrum Disorder

ASD Toddler Initiative (Learning Modules) 

• https://asdtoddler.fpg.unc.edu/learning-modules.html 

CDC – Autism Spectrum Disorder

• https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/index.html

Autism Focused Intervention Resources & Modules (AFIRM)

• https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/node/137

Autism Navigator

• https://autismnavigator.com/

https://asdtoddler.fpg.unc.edu/learning-modules.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/index.html
https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/node/137
https://autismnavigator.com/


Resource Page
Autism Spectrum Disorder

Social Stories

• https://vkc.mc.vanderbilt.edu/assets/files/tipsheets/socialstoriestips.pdf

• http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/resources/strategies.html (includes other social emotional strategies)

• https://www.autismparentingmagazine.com/social-stories-for-autistic-children/

• https://www.andnextcomesl.com/2017/03/how-to-write-social-stories.html

• https://www.pbisworld.com/tier-3/social-stories/how-to-make-a-social-story-fact-sheet/

Task Analysis – Breaking a Task into Smaller, More Manageable Steps

• https://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/sites/autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/files/TaskAnalyis_Steps_0.pdf

• https://www.verywellfamily.com/teach-self-care-skills-to-children-with-special-needs-4128821

https://vkc.mc.vanderbilt.edu/assets/files/tipsheets/socialstoriestips.pdf
http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/resources/strategies.html
https://www.autismparentingmagazine.com/social-stories-for-autistic-children/
https://www.andnextcomesl.com/2017/03/how-to-write-social-stories.html
https://www.pbisworld.com/tier-3/social-stories/how-to-make-a-social-story-fact-sheet/
https://autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/sites/autismpdc.fpg.unc.edu/files/TaskAnalyis_Steps_0.pdf
https://www.verywellfamily.com/teach-self-care-skills-to-children-with-special-needs-4128821


Resource Page
Autism Spectrum Disorder

Challenging Behaviors 

• https://www.autismspeaks.org/sites/default/files/2018-08/Challenging%20Behaviors%20Tool%20Kit.pdf

• http://blog.brookespublishing.com/10-ways-to-support-the-behavior-and-learning-of-students-with-asd/

• http://blog.brookespublishing.com/10-modifications-for-learners-with-sensory-issues/

• http://blog.brookespublishing.com/19-tips-on-supporting-positive-behavior-social-skills-calendar-giveaway/

• https://ibcces.org/blog/2016/07/15/behavior-strategies/

• https://challengingbehavior.cbcs.usf.edu/index.html (pyramid model)

Sensory 

• https://www.sensorysmarts.com/sensory-diet.pdf

• http://www.asensorylife.com/sensory-meltdowns.html

https://www.autismspeaks.org/sites/default/files/2018-08/Challenging%20Behaviors%20Tool%20Kit.pdf
http://blog.brookespublishing.com/10-ways-to-support-the-behavior-and-learning-of-students-with-asd/
http://blog.brookespublishing.com/10-modifications-for-learners-with-sensory-issues/
http://blog.brookespublishing.com/19-tips-on-supporting-positive-behavior-social-skills-calendar-giveaway/
https://ibcces.org/blog/2016/07/15/behavior-strategies/
https://challengingbehavior.cbcs.usf.edu/index.html
https://www.sensorysmarts.com/sensory-diet.pdf
http://www.asensorylife.com/sensory-meltdowns.html


Resource Page
Autism Spectrum Disorder

Visual Supports

• http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/modules/module3b/handout2.pdf (challenging behavior)

• https://www.ctdinstitute.org/sites/default/files/file_attachments/TnT-News-VisualSupports-Oct12.pdf (toddlers)

• https://fpg.unc.edu/sites/fpg.unc.edu/files/resources/presentations-and-
webinars/Take_a_look_visual_supports_for_learning.pdf

Universal Design for Learning

• http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html#.XQjkGOaWyUk

Developmentally Appropriate Practice

• https://www.naeyc.org/resources/topics/dap/3-core-considerations

http://csefel.vanderbilt.edu/modules/module3b/handout2.pdf
https://www.ctdinstitute.org/sites/default/files/file_attachments/TnT-News-VisualSupports-Oct12.pdf
https://fpg.unc.edu/sites/fpg.unc.edu/files/resources/presentations-and-webinars/Take_a_look_visual_supports_for_learning.pdf
http://www.cast.org/our-work/about-udl.html#.XQjkGOaWyUk
https://www.naeyc.org/resources/topics/dap/3-core-considerations
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