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Autism Awareness 

Delivered by the Autism Outreach Team:

Rob Sigley

Schools

This training has been 
produced by 
Staffordshire’s Autism 
Inclusion Team in 
consultation with 
autistic adults.
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To develop an awareness and understanding of 
Autism and the Three Key Areas of Difference

To know the importance of understanding the 
individual pupil

To identify key areas to help Autistic pupils 
develop positive relationships

Key message: Focus on 
difference not deficit

Autism Awareness: Aims
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What is autism?

‘Autism is a developmental disorder of variable severity that is characterized by 
difficulties in social interaction and communication and by restricted or repetitive 
patterns of thought and behaviour.’ Oxford English Dictionary , 2021

‘Autism affects the way a person communicates and how they experience the world 
around them. It is considered a spectrum condition. While autistic people share some 
similar characteristics, they are also all different from each other. The autism 
spectrum isn't linear from high to low but varies, just as one person might vary from 
another.’ Ambitious about Autism, 2022

Autism is a lifelong developmental disability which affects how people communicate 
and interact with the world. One in 100 people are on the autism spectrum and there 
are around 700,000 autistic adults and children in the UK. National Autistic Society, 
2022

Which definition do you like the best and why? 
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What does 
autism mean to 
you?

Pupil: “I don’t know, I’ve 
had it all my life and 
have nothing to compare 
it to.”
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Autistic person or 
person with autism?

Difference not a 
disability

On the spectrum

ASC / ASD

Co-occurring 

Low-functioning/high-
functioning

Deficit/disorder 

Terminology
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Autism is, ‘a lifelong developmental disability 
which affects how people communicate and 
interact with the world’. National Autistic Society
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1 in 60 children 
with an ASC 

diagnosis

2000+
4 – 25 year 

olds in 
Staffordshire 
with an ASC 4      :      1

Recent 
changes to the 

diagnostic 
process means 
more girls are 

now being 
diagnosed

Of pupils with 
an ASC 

educated in a 
mainstream 

setting*

*NAS School report 2021

70 %

25 %

Of parents are 
satisfied  with 

the support and 
provision their 
child receives*

48% of those 
surveyed 
requested 

additional help in 
planning for 
later in life *

Autism is the 
most common 
need for young 
people with an 

EHCP.

Understanding Autism: Facts and Figures
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A significant number of young people with a diagnosis 

will experience some degree of anxiety linked to the 

difficulties associated with their diagnosis.

Social 
understanding 

and 
communication

Sensory 
Processing and 

integration

Flexible 
thinking, 
information 
processing and 
understanding
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‘He’s not trying to give staff a hard time. He’s having 
a hard time.’ Parent of 10 year old autistic boy.  

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 



Slide 10 Three Areas of Difference: Communication
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Wide range of 
communicative styles and 

abilities, including non-
speaking.

Literal interpretation of 
language.

May not see the point in 
small talk.

An autistic child may not 
realise the importance of 

communicating their needs 
and therefore will need to 
be taught how to do so.

May talk fluently, 
particularly on topics of 

personal interest, but not 
‘share’ conversations.

May take longer to process 
spoken language.

May not 
understand/interpret the 

meaning of common 
gestures, facial expressions 

or tone of voice. 

For some children their use 
of spoken language may be 
more advanced than their 
understanding, for others 

the opposite is true.

“You can be the cleverest kid in the 
world but you can’t get anywhere in life 
if you can’t have a conversation” Luke Dicker in 

Greenman, Jan (2010) Life at the Edge and Beyond: Living with ADHD and 
Aspergers Syndrome’ London: Jessica Kingsley
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How can we 

enable effective 

communication?

Use pupils name to gain attention.

Use clear, concise, unambiguous 
language.

Allow time to process the 
information.

Give simple instructions and 
couple with visuals e.g. To-do list.

Use positive directive language 
(‘hands still’ rather than ‘no 
hitting’)

Three Areas of Difference: Communication
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Activity A
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1 2 3
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Social understanding is “an 
understanding of the underlying, 
hidden messages that underpin social 
interaction – a ‘hidden code’. 
Carol Gray (1998) 

“People with Autism Spectrum have to 
learn social behaviour without the 
benefit of social understanding.”
Emeritus Professor Rita Jordan, 2013 
Birmingham University

May be unaware group 
instructions apply to 

them.

May not instinctively 
recognise  unwritten 

social rules.

Acting unexpectedly in 
the ‘typical’ social 

context.

Difficulty with 
cooperative 

activities/interaction 
skills.

May have lack of 
attention to or interest 

in people.

Disconnection of 
emotions 

Double empathy  
problem

Differences with 
imaginative play. 

Instigating or joining 
play may be 
challenging.
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How can we 

facilitate positive  

relationships?

Direct teaching of social rules/skills  
in a variety of settings.

Clear feedback about inappropriate 
social behaviour; specifically reward 
positive behaviour effort and tell 
children what to do rather than what 
not to do.

Use of structured social activities.

‘Put yourself in their shoes’.
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Three Areas of Difference: Social Understanding
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Activity B                           Would you drop a water balloon? 

15

Three Areas of Difference: Social Understanding

Your older brother (aged 12)

Your younger sister (aged 5) 

Mum or Dad

Your best friend

Mrs Woods (your next-door neighbour)

A baby in a pram / buggy

The local religious leader

The Head Teacher

1. No Risk
2. Somewhat 

risky
3. Risky

4. Definite 
risk

5. Too risky

 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 



Slide 16 

A need for routine / 
resistance to change.

May have all-
consuming specific 
areas of interest.

Seeing the ‘bigger picture’ -
implications for planning, 

problem-solving and 
incorporating new concepts. 
This can affect engagement 

in activities in the 
classroom.

Difficulty with 
organisation and 
problem solving.

Difficulty with transferring 
skills into a practical 

situation, especially when 
anxious or overloaded with 
the sensory environment.

Have a strong sense of 
justice and can hold 
on to past negative 

incidents.

Three Areas of Difference: Processing Information
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Three Areas of Difference: Processing Information

Needing extra time
‘Through the story of schoolgirl Holly, we wanted 
people to understand that autistic people need extra 
time to process information.’ National Autistic Society Website 

12.03.22

Unexpected change
‘Diverted, with Saskia Lupin, focused on the impact 
that unexpected changes can have on autistic 
people.’ National Autistic Society Website 12.03.22
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Sight   Taste   Touch   

Smell Hearing Vestibular

Proprioception Interoception
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How can we 

enable pupils 

to feel 

comfortable in 

the school 

environment?

Work with parent/pupil to produce 
a sensory profile.

Provide access to calming safe 
havens. 

Be flexible at times of increased 
sensory input. 

Reduce the amount of time spent in 
areas of high sensory input.

Allow movement breaks.

Consider wobble cushions, fidget 
toys, ear defenders, chew toys, 
sensory circuits.

Links to sensory audit and environment checklist

Sensory Audit for Schools and Classrooms 

(education.gov.scot)

Autism-Education-Trust-EY-sensory-

environments-checklist.pdf (birmingham.gov.uk)
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Three Areas of Difference: Sensory

‘My son hates bananas. He won’t play with children if they have eaten a banana and will actively move himself away 

from them. He won’t tell them though so his behaviour can seem very strange! At home we have taught him to 

politely remind us to wash our hands if we touch a banana and this works well.’ Parent of 10 year old autistic boy.

What do the 

families we 

support want 

you to know?

I really wish that teachers/school could be more flexible with lessons an autistic child 

struggles with such as drama and PE. Parent of autistic child.

I would like to see more quiet/safe spaces children can retreat to that doesn’t have 

the stigma often student support rooms have.

To me, autism is living in a world with sensitive hearing and smells. It really helps when people 

around me show understanding to my condition. Headphones subdue noise. Tom (19)

An autistic person can “stim”. This can be a repetitive movement or sound to help calm

them. Unless they’re hurting themselves or others, you should NEVER stop them from
doing this. It’s emotional regulation. It can range from flapping, jumping, squeezing their
eyes together, blinking fast, swaying, running, spinning and many more. Parent of autistic child.
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Three Areas of Difference: Sensory

‘My son hates bananas. He won’t play with children if they have eaten a banana and will actively move himself away 

from them. He won’t tell them though so his behaviour can seem very strange! At home we have taught him to 

politely remind us to wash our hands if we touch a banana and this works well.’ Parent of 10 year old autistic boy.

What do the 

families we 

support want 

you to know?

I would like to see more quiet/safe spaces children can retreat to that doesn’t have 

the stigma often student support rooms have.

To me, autism is living in a world with sensitive hearing and smells. It really helps when people 

around me show understanding to my condition. Headphones subdue noise. Tom (19)

An autistic person can “stim”. This can be a repetitive movement or sound to 

help calm
them. Unless they’re hurting themselves or others, you should NEVER stop them from
doing this. It’s emotional regulation. It can range from flapping, jumping, squeezing their
eyes together, blinking fast, swaying, running, spinning and many more. Parent of 
autistic child.
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Challenging behaviour
Why is it happening? How could we help in a way 
that avoids shame, punishment a negative impact 
on self-esteem?

Activity

A child hides under a table.

A child keeps getting up out of their seat and is always 
fidgeting.

A parent keeps saying a child is challenging when they get 
home but we see nothing to indicate a problem in school.

A child is having a meltdown.
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There are many positives to autism including:

24

Attention to detail.

Good factual memory.

Accepting of difference in others.

Ability to concentrate for long periods on one topic.

Can become experts in an area of interest.

Are often honest and open. 

Can have fewer social inhibitions.

Can have a strong and clear sense of justice.

Can have a different and refreshing way of seeing the world.

 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 

____________________________

_______ 



Slide 25 25

✓Get to know the individual pupil and 
their needs. 

✓ Try and see the world through their 
eyes.

✓Be flexible, make changes where 
possible; small changes can have huge 
positive impacts.

✓ Everyday is a new day to make a 
difference.

✓All staff can have a positive impact.

✓Promote difference not deficit.

Autism Awareness: Summary 

“If you’ve met one person with 
autism, you’ve met one person 
with autism” Dr. Stephen Shore.

“Different, not less” Dr. Temple Grandin25  
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