
 

Autism is a social communication     
disorder and difficulties may affect   
verbal and non-verbal communication.  

Communication is for sharing information and ideas 
between people, both using (expressive) and         
understanding (receptive). For people with autism it 
may be a means of getting needs and wants met. For 
effective communication it should have: What (a   
message), How (a way), Who (somebody else) and 
Why (a purpose). People with autism may not         
understand what communication is for. 
 

Some people with autism may have no speech but 
have good understanding, while some may have very 
good verbal communication but not be able to       
understand as well. 
 

Difficulties with using communication (expressive) 
may include problems with pace, tone, volume,   
echolalia (repeated echoing of others’ speech),     
incessant talking/questioning or using inappropriate 
comments/language. 
 

Difficulties with understanding communication 
(receptive) may include problems with body           
language, sarcasm/jokes/teasing, following            
instructions, emotions or a delay in processing. 
 

Difficulties with social use of language may include 
problems with conversations (starting/turn taking), 
poor concentration, not knowing if someone is       
interested in what they’re saying or not knowing how 
to let someone know they wish to communicate. 
 
 
 
 

To improve communication it is important to: 
• Gain the person’s attention by saying their 

name first 
• Give instructions in correct order, broken down 

into small steps 
• Be positive by saying what you want to happen 
• Allow time for processing information 
• Check the person has understood 
• Use visual support (Signing, Symbols,      

Schedules) 
 

Visual support can help people with autism            
understand what has been said to them. This can be 
in the form of signing (e.g. Makaton used whilst 
speaking), a visual schedule/timetable, symbols to 
aid organisation and make choices or photos. Visual 
support aids understanding, reduces anxiety/
confusion, helps people focus on relevant              
information, provides structure and can promote     
independent learning and living skills.  
 

Many people with autism find communication difficult 
and need support – both with how WE communicate 
with them and by teaching THEM how to                 
communicate with others. 
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Behaviour 

All Behaviour is Communication! 
 

Some behaviours shown by people with autism are as 
a result of anxiety, frustration, sensory overload, fear or 
not understanding a situation. At times the behaviours 
can seem strange, inappropriate or challenging.    
 

If someone with autism seems self-centred in a social 
situation, it is because they do not understand how to 
behave in these situations. If they appear rude and/or 
inattentive it may be they’ve not been given enough 
time to process what’s said to them. If they appear    
agitated it may be due to anxiety about a change taking 
place.    
 

People with autism may not understand the impact of 
their behaviour on others and if they become frustrated 
because they can’t understand what is being said to 
them, their behaviour can become challenging. There 
will always be a reason and/or communicative function 
to the behaviour, so it is necessary to find out the     
underlying reason. It may be useful to observe changes 
in mood and/or behaviour and to identify possible 
sources of anxiety.    
 

Structure and the need for predictability are important 
to people with autism. Visual supports to aid             
understanding (i.e. schedules, symbols, signing) can 
help reduce anxiety and frustration. They can also be 
used to prepare people with autism for changes, both 
planned and unexpected. 
 

Consistency of approach is vital when trying to teach 
new ways of coping with different situations or teaching 
specific social skills. Stay calm, use positive language 
and make clear the expectations, boundaries &       

consequences. Rewarded behaviour increases,       
unrewarded behaviour decreases. Remember to take 
one step at a time!       
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