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Introduction
Every child is different and this is just as true for a child or young
person who has a visual impairment and autism. This leaflet is
designed to offer suggestions that may overcome some of the
difficulties faced by those with dual diagnosis but the success of
each strategy will vary. If you are a parent, you may have a good
understanding of what will help your child. A professional working
with a child or young person will need to get to know them well in
order to recommend the best methods to adopt to promote access
to learning, communication, social understanding and independence.
Many of the difficulties faced by young people with autism overlap
with those encountered by those with little or no vision. These
include problems with social interaction, language development and
sensory processing.
However, many of the approaches used with sighted children who
have autism, rely heavily on vision. Such methods aren’t always
suitable for children who have little or no sight. Likewise, some
of the teaching approaches used for children who have visual
impairment may not be suitable for those who also have autism.
The following pages will provide some insight as to how teaching
methods should be adapted to meet these challenges.
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Diagnosing Autism
The most up to date approach to diagnosing a young person with
autism looks at what is know as a dyad of impairments. The two
areas that are considered when making a diagnosis are:
Social and communication, including difficulty with
body language and verbal communication, reciprocal
conversation, emotional and social reciprocity and
managing structured parts of the day;
Thought flexibility, including difficulty with hyper- or
hypo-sensitivity to sensory input, routines, repetitive
behaviours and rituals.
Previously, medical practitioners divided these difficulties into three
criteria which were: inflexibility of thought (including preoccupation
with certain interests), difficulties with social interaction and
difficulties with language and communication.
Although this Triad was used for some time, practitioners are
now more aware of the processing difficulties faced by people
with autism, including sensory processing and the processing of
language.
Diagnosis is made through a multi-disciplinary diagnostic
assessment – that is, an assessment by a team of professionals.
The team might include, for example, a paediatrician, a speech and
language therapist and a specialist psychologist.
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Adapting Our
Approach
Many of the approaches used with sighted children who have
autism, rely heavily on vision. Such methods aren’t always
suitable for children who have little or no sight. Likewise, some
of the teaching approaches used for children who have visual
impairment may not be suitable for those who also have autism.
Adapting How You Use Language
Adults use a good deal of spoken language when working with most
young people who have visual impairment. However, young people
with autism have difficulty understanding spoken language, so if
they also have visual impairment, parents and professionals need to
simplify and reduce their spoken language.
For example: Supporting adults sometimes provide a verbal
commentary about who else is in the room, and what is happening.
In young people, where there is a significant difficulty with processing
language, this needs to be abbreviated.
Practitioners often re-phrase their spoken language when a young
person who has visual impairment doesn’t understand something but
re-phrasing language is not appropriate for young people with visual
impairment and autism: if they fail to understand, it is important to
repeat what was said in exactly the same form as the original using
simple words or, where appropriate, symbols or a combination of
both.
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In addition, it is important to break instructions down into simple
steps. With young people who are print users, this can be done
visually, using a schedule. This lists the steps to be taken, one step
at a time. This can be done using simple words or, where appropriate,
symbols or a combination of both. A similar list can be prepared for
Braillists.
Below is a schedule for getting ready for school:

Each instruction can be mounted on card and attached to the
schedule using Velcro. This allows the recipient to remove each
card as the instruction has been completed. However, children and
young people with profound visual loss who have not reached a
stage where they can read a Braille schedule, may benefit from using
objects of reference.
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Adapting Our
Approach
Objects of Reference
An object of reference is any object which is used systematically
to represent an item, activity, place, or person.
These may include:
A real object, for example a toilet roll to represent going to
the toilet or a plastic fork to represent lunch time
Part of a real object, for example part of a towel to
represent bath time
Miniature objects, for example a toy desk to signal time to
work or, in the case of a serve profound visual impairment,
a real object that is meaningful e.g. a seatbelt for
hometime.
Abstract objects, for example a silk scarf to represent a
particular person.
In generally, it is best to start with real objects. As a young
person’s understanding increases, it may be possible to move
further down the list and, in some cases, the real objects can be
re-placed with 3-D representations.
This approach can be implemented by teachers and support staff
and family members, ideally working with a Speech and Language
Therapist who can provide support to set up a programme.
Aside from using objects of reference to provide visual timetables
(thereby signalling a change of activities) and schedules, they can
also help to increase understanding of the spoken word as well
as providing a means for the child or young person to
make and signal choices.
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Receptive and Expressive language
Learners with ASD will often express themselves using what
appears to be age-appropriate language. This is deceptive and
does not reflect their understanding of the words and phrases they
use or their ability to receive and process the language of others.
Sometimes, an adult may match the language style of the young
person, unaware that they are not being understood. It is useful to
have a language profile of the child and this should be done by a
qualified speech and language specialist.
Learners with profound visual loss are often echolalic (repeating
back words and phrases they have heard) and this is also very
common with ASD.
Young people with ASD may use idiosyncratic language possibly sounding older than their years - as they try to mimic the
language of adults. They may also have words which they really
love the ‘feel’ of, and use these repeatedly, whilst avoiding those that
don’t ‘feel’ nice.
Using word banks may broaden the chosen vocabulary. Providing
lists of words for writing about a particular topic is particularly
beneficial. This may be especially important with descriptive words
as learners with ASD may prefer ‘concrete’ language which relies on
nouns. Sometimes they might not see the value of adjectives and
adverbs and will require a great deal of modelling to help them begin
to use the appropriate sentence structures.
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The following diagram summarises
the approach needed in working with
children and young people with autism:

Adapting Our
Approach

Keep language simple
Use only one key word, increasing
this as receptive language develops
Pre-teach key vocabulary
Use real objects / object of reference
Allow time for language to
be processed
Link previously known vocabulary
Use vocabulary banks
Sort words or objects categories
Check comprehension

7

ELI LEAFLET.indd 7

11/03/2020 13:39

Sensory Processing
People with autism experience difficulty in a number of areas
relating to sensory processing.
Hypersensitivity
People with ASD are frequently sensitive to sounds, smells,
textures and tastes. As young people with severe or profound visual
impairments rely on these senses for their mobility, it is important to
reduce this hypersensitivity as far as possible.
Measures that may help include:
Gradually introducing different textures, tastes, sounds
and smells to reduce sensitivity
Providing ear defenders for especially noisy situations,
gradually handing over responsibility to the young person
Giving the child some control, e.g. allow them to ring the
bell; if they hate the smell of the toilet, letting them choose
an air freshener or perfume that can be sprayed before
they arrive
Installing a Soundfield System in school to reduce the
need for teachers to raise their voices
Providing a sensory diet throughout the day
Although practitioners working with students with profound visual
loss sometimes use the same perfume to aid recognition, this may
not be appropriate when a child has ASD.
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Sensory
Processing

Tactile Learners
A child who is likely to be a tactile learner will need to develop
tactile awareness and will need very gradual introduction of different
textures; if they are ASD, they are more likely to be tactile defensive.
This will affect their ability to explore their environment and their
willingness to try different foodstuffs. Strong smelling foods may
also be harder to tolerate.
The key is to introduce new sensory experiences very gradually.
For developing tactile exploration, start with dry substances such
as rice or pasta, moving on to sand. Once these textures are
accepted, begin to introduce wetter substances such as spaghetti
and softened rusk
A similar approach needs to be tried with feeding, slowly building
up a range of tastes and textures that are acceptable to the child.
Activities such as Magic Bowl, that take place outside meal times,
allow the child to explore different food stuffs without any pressure
to eat which is motivating. It is important to move children from
wanting to eat only smooth textures as soon as possible, as chewing
develops the muscles needed for speech.
Rewarding the child with praise and, possibly, a favourite activity
will encourage them to keep trying different things. They need to be
rewarded for trying, even if at first they don’t succeed.
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Hyposensitivity
People with autism have difficulty processing sensory information
and this affects their vestibular and proprioceptive awareness.
The vestibular system helps us to balance. Balance is a skill which is
also linked to our vision. (Try balancing on one leg… then close your
eyes.) Therefore, visually impaired young people who have autism
may find balance and coordination especially difficult. Proprioception
helps us feel where we are in space. The way that we can tell that
an arm is raised above our head, even when our eyes are closed,
is an example of proprioception. Other examples may include your
ability to feel the ground beneath you, even when you are not looking
down. Lack of these two senses can make a young person feel
unsettled and unfocussed. For young people who also have reduced
vision this can have a significant effect on their mobility. Activities
that increase sensory feedback can help them to achieve a calm
alert state.
The Importance of an appropriate sensory diet
Providing a sensory diet will help the child/young person to:
Tolerate sensations and situations that are challenging
Regulate emotions, alertness and increase attention span
Reduce unwanted sensory seeking and sensory
avoiding behaviours
Handle transitions with less stress
Find it easier to focus on tasks (become less distractible)
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Sensory
Processing

Sensory Circuits / Exercises
These need to be tailored to an individual’s needs.
Some children/ young people need a series of tasks that make them
more alert but others require a sensory diet that is designed to calm
them and reduce their hyperactivity.
Ideas for sensory activities include:
Movin Sit Cushions
Heavy work
Trampolines
Sensory /Movement breaks
Star jumps
Stepping on and off a bench
Lying on your front whilst having a gym ball roll over your
back, arms and legs (compressions)
The appropriate sensory activities need to form part of a regular
diet with elements being introduced throughout the day. For a
school-aged child this could be first thing, after break, after lunch
and before home time but short activities can be introduced at any
point when the learner needs re-focussing.
There are a number of sensory diet checklists on the internet.
This is an example:
https://www.sensorysmarts.com/sensory-checklist.pdf
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Fine and gross motor skills
Children with autism experience delay in developing motor skills. In
school, there are a number of activities which can be introduced to
aid their development.
The following table gives an indication of some programmes or
strategies which might be introduced including for a child who is
visually impaired:

Funky Fingers / Finger Gym
Beam
Fizzy
Write Dance
Pencil Grip
Pre-Braille Activities
For a child with a profound visual impairment, activities which include
running or jumping down from a surface will need to be adapted so
that the speed or height is initially reduced and more time is spent
on developing the necessary confidence along with the techniques
needed to achieve them.
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Social Interaction
Young people with autism struggle to understand social norms.
This can lead to problems involving:
Sharing and turn taking
Inability to read / see facial expression and gesture
Inability to hear /interpret tone of voice
Failure to understand idiom (figures of speech) or sarcasm
Respecting personal space
Being unaware when a comment or question is aimed
at them
Difficulties with varying volume of voice to match
social situations
Blaming the other person for not understanding
Inability to repair conversational break down
Perception of bullying due to social misunderstanding
Many of these difficulties are exacerbated by visual impairment.
However, there are strategies which can help.
Social stories can be introduced to help the young person deal with
a particular problem they are having difficulty with. (See appendix for
an example.) It is important that only one problem is dealt with at a
time and that each story is specifically written for the young person it
is intended for.
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Social communication programmes are designed to gradually
develop social communication skills over a period of time. They also
focus on one key aspect at a time and tend to work best with small
groups. For example, they usually include exercises that build on
awareness of personal space and regulating volume of voice. Where
appropriate, these can also be reinforced with modified visual cues.
(See Appendix.)
As there will be difficulty understanding figurative language and
ambiguity, it is important to avoid this by stating facts explicitly.
Sometimes an idiom can be used and then explained.
For example: “It’s raining cats and dogs Gary! That means it is
raining very heavily.” It is helpful for adults and peers to use the
young person’s name before speaking to them so that they know
they are the one being spoken to.
When social misunderstandings occur, comic strip conversations
are an effective way of unpicking what happened and can help to
develop a better understanding of the other person’s point of view.
There are a number of ways of using comic strips. For example, the
child draws what happened and the adult talks through what each
person did, helping the child to add speech or thought bubbles.
(See appendix.) The pair then discuss why they think things went
wrong and how to resolve the situation and prevent the same thing
happening again. When drawing is not an option, due to the level
of visual impairment, the adult may talk through what each person
did and said, making notes so that they can then talk through the
incident with the child.

14

ELI LEAFLET.indd 14

11/03/2020 13:39

Anxiety
Many young people with autism experience acute episodes of
anxiety. These can result in ‘melt downs’ during which they
become agitated or even violent. Some of the methods already
discussed may eventually prove helpful, however, it is important
that they are given time to cool down before these are tried. There
are a number of methods, designed to aid the cool down process,
including The Incredible 5-Point Scale.
The 5-point scale can be used to help teach the person with ASD
to recognise different levels of stress and anxiety. The scale visually
breaks down a person’s responses to stress by labelling each level
with what the behaviour looks like, what the level feels like, and what
stress reduction exercises can be used to reduce the stress level.
The person with ASD is encouraged to think in terms of ‘being at’ a
level 1, 2, 3, 4, or 5 using the scale as a visual prompt. After much
practice, they can be prompted to bring their stress level down from
a 4 to a 2 using the scale as a guide. The 5-point scale is a cognitive
behavioural method of teaching that attempts to teach the student
how to recognise their own internal emotional states and then to
practice successful responses to those emotions. The scale and
materials to support it are readily available to purchase online. It
is easily adapted to a Braille version using clear adhesive labelling
sheets (DL11) available from RNIB to create Braille labels that go over
the sighted text.
Some young people need a safe place to go, to be alone after a
stressful episode and, when this happens in school, they benefit from
having an arranged safe place and time out cards that tell an adult
where they are going.
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Other calming methods
Much is made of the value of fiddle toys to help children to focus or
become calm. However, it is important that these are used in the
right way or they may become distractions in their own right. The
best fiddle toys require the person to squeeze so that they increase
sensory feedback. Toys which spin or rotate can increase excitement
so should be used with caution. Making a cool down box with the
child is a helpful approach. It can contain adhesive putty, a stress
ball, a picture of a favourite pet and some soft material that can be
squeezed or stroked. Talk about when the box should be used and
allow the child to personalise it by decorating the lid and adding their
name. This method can be used at home or in school.
Giving the young person a task to do which involves heavy work can
also be useful, both as distraction from the anxiety and in producing
a calmer more alert state as they derive sensory feedback from lifting
and moving. For example: this could involve carrying a bag of books
to another room or helping to set out chairs or benches.
The following ideas may help reduce anxiety and limit the
number of meltdowns:
Make things as predictable and routine as possible.
Use a ‘Now and Next’ approach which makes it clear the
order in which things will happen
De-personalise instructions ‘The rule is...’
Use personal /enlarged visual timetables/ concrete
objects to cue into changes of activity. If using on body
signing to do this, warn the person you are going to touch
them first.
Prepare for known changes in routine.
Warn of unexpected change.
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Anxiety

A symbol can be placed on the inside or outside of the classroom
door or on the visual timetable to show that an unexpected change
is about to happen:
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Inability to Transfer
Learning
Many people with autism have difficulty transferring concepts they
have learned in one context to another. For example:
Learning that 2 + 2 = 4 but not instinctively connecting this with
2p + 2p. A well known adult with autism, Ros Blackburn, explains
that her parents taught her how to go to the cinema on one day at
a particular time but she couldn’t transfer that to other days and
times. Teaching using real objects and real situations as well as lots
of repetition helps to gradually instil understanding, making sure that
each time a topic is addressed, it is reintroduced and links to other
learning is explained explicitly. It is important that teachers and
parents do not assume understanding. For example, because Jane
has been taught that it is dangerous to cross her street by herself,
does not mean she can apply this to other roads or will apply this on
other days.
Conversely, if a young person with autism has a bad experience, they
may sometimes link this to a particular situation which then triggers
their anxiety, even though they cannot identify the reason. So, if a
young person has burned their mouth on a jacket potato, they may
be left with a fear of eating one again without being able to explain
why this is. Autistic people may have difficulty interpreting physical
feelings such as feeling hot or cold, needing to use the toilet or even
pain. This means that a lot of work needs to go into teaching them to
identify these feelings.
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Appendix
Example of a
social story that
uses words and
pictures:

Visual cue
promoting
awareness of
voice volume:
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Examples of comic strip conversations:

Appendix

Sources

• The Complete Guide to Asperger’s Syndrome, Attwood, Tony. (2006).
• The Incredible 5-point Scale, Buron & Curtis. (2003)
• www.rnib.org.uk/insight-online/vision-impairment and-autism
• www.autism.org.uk
• Autismparentingmagazine.com
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Notes

6).
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