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Improving Communication

Reduce your language

Pupils with ASDs have an impairment in communication.  Improving communication with a pupil with ASD can enhance both their learning and their behaviour.

As well as developing ways for pupils with ASDs to express themselves effectively and appropriately, teachers need to consider ways of improving pupils’ understanding of language and other forms of communication.  The most effective approach to improving the understanding of pupils with ADSs is to use language carefully and economically, and to support spoken language with visual materials.

The traditional approach of an ‘enriched language environment’ is not appropriate for pupils with ASDs.  Pupils with ASDs can be ‘over-loaded’ by language and are likely to ‘switch off’, stop listening, and become anxious.

Key strategies

· REDUCE YOUR LANGUAGE.

· Think before you speak.
· Adjust your language to the pupil’s level of understanding.  For some pupils, this will mean a single word.

· Start with single instructions.  Increase over time, when the pupil is ready.

· Say things in order in which they are going to happen; eg ‘tidy up, then story’ (NOT we’ll have a story after you’ve tidied up’).

· Use the pupil’s name and get their attention before you say anything else.

· Use concrete and specific language eg ‘Look at what I’m holding in my hand’, rather than ‘Look at this’.

· Use precise and unambiguous language; eg NOT ‘Make a line by the door’ or ‘Wash your hands in the toilet’.

· Avoid metaphors and similes such as ‘I laughed my head off’ or ‘You’re getting too big for your boots’.  Pupils are likely to interpret these literally, which may cause anxiety and distress.

· Limit the number of choices you offer the pupil to two or three.  ‘Open-ended’ or free choice (eg ‘What do you want to do now’) can lead to panic in pupils with limited imagination. 

· Reduce your body language.  Try to use unambiguous gestures and simple facial expressions.

· Allow time for processing.  If you must repeat something, use the same words; if you re-phrase an utterance the pupil will think you are saying something new.

· USE VISUAL SUPPORT.

Using positive language

Never use negatives when giving a pupil with an ASD instructions.

Why?

· Impaired imagination.

· Rigid thinking.

· Lack of social understanding.

All mean that pupils with ASDs cannot infer what you expect them to.  They need specific instructions.

· Difficulties processing spoken language – negative sentences are more difficult to understand.   If the pupil does not process the ‘not’, they may process the opposite of what you think you are saying; eg ‘Don’t throw the pencil’, may be heard as ‘Throw the pencil’.

Never say.

· ‘Don’t run in the corridor’, say ‘Walk in the corridor’.

· ‘Don’t shout’, say, ‘Talk quietly’.

Use other words instead of; ‘NO’.

· Use ‘Stop’.  Teach the pupil to understand ‘Stop’ by playing games and using rewards.  Make stopping a positive thing that the pupil wants to do.  Then when you need to say ‘Stop’, because the pupil is about to do something dangerous, they are more likely to respond.

· Use ‘Finished’, finished can mean that something unpleasant is over, and also that you need the pupil to finish something nice.  Always give a warning when something nice is about to end, and ensure that the pupil know what will happen next.

· Teach the pupil ‘Wait’.  At first, introduce ‘wait’ when the pupil has requested something nice, or when you are giving them a reward.  Instead of giving the treat immediately, say ‘Wait’ but only pause for a few seconds before handing over the treat.  Then you can gradually increase the time that the pupil is expected to wait, but never increase so much at one time that the pupil becomes distressed. 

