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Autism (Part 1):
An Overview for Educators
Module Home
Module Description: This module, the first in a two-part series, provides an overview of autism alongside information about school services and supports. It explores the difference between a medical diagnosis and an educational determination, outlines the role of the multidisciplinary team, and offers guidance on family engagement. Additionally, it reviews important considerations for both the learning environment and instructional practices for students with autism (est. completion time: 2 hours).
Challenge
Video: Every child or student with autism has their own unique profile consisting of different interests, strengths, needs, and challenges. Let’s briefly meet four autistic students.

	       NOTES
	


Initial Thoughts
What is autism and what are the characteristics associated with it?
What should educators consider when working with students with autism?

	       NOTES
	


Perspectives & Resources
Module Objectives
Understand that the strengths and needs of students with autism vary greatly
Be aware of the early signs of autism
Know the difference between a medical diagnosis of ASD and an educational determination of autism
Be able to identify key IEP and IFSP team members
Be aware of ways to understand and support families of autistic students
Be familiar with strategies that teachers can use when working with students with autism
	       NOTES
	



Page 1: What Is Autism?
Every classroom is made up of learners who think, communicate, and experience the world in various ways.
Link: neurodevelopmental disability [definition]
This includes students with autism—a neurodevelopmental disability that is characterized by differences in… [bullet points]
Link: early intervention [definition]
Link: special education [definition]
Link: children and students [definition]
Why is autism more common now than it used to be? [drop-down menu]
What causes autism? [drop-down menu]
· Research Shows
Is autism an intellectual disability or a learning disability? [drop-down menu]
· Link: intellectual disability [definition]
· Link: specific learning disability (SLD) [definition]
Do people with autism always have a special talent or exceptional ability in a specific area? [drop-down menu]
Will all students with autism display challenging behavior? [drop-down menu]
· Link: challenging behavior [definition]
What is the appropriate way to refer to students with autism and other disabilities? [drop-down menu]
· Term/Description [table]
· Link: people-first language [description]
· Link: identity-first language [description]
· Link: attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) [definition]
· Audio: In this interview, Kara Hume discusses how educators can talk about autism respectfully and professionally amid the evolving shifts with language and terminology. 
· For Your Information
Audio: Kara Hume addresses common misconceptions about autism.
Audio: Jamie Pearson emphasizes the importance of understanding that students with autism differ in the level of support needed. 
Returning to the Challenge

	       NOTES
	




Page 2: Characteristics of Autism
As previously mentioned, autism is typified by a set of common characteristics (i.e., differences in social communication, social interaction, repetitive behavior, and restricted interests). 
For the purposes of diagnosing autism, these are combined into two general domains… [bullet points]
Differences in Social Communication and Social Interaction [table]
Restricted or Repetitive Patterns of Behavior, Interests, or Activities [table]
· Link: echolalia [definition]
· Link: atypical responses to sensory input [definition]
Research Shows
· Link: dyspraxia [definition]
· Link: sleep-wake disorder [definition]
For Your Information
Young children with autism often exhibit differences in meeting developmental milestones, such as… [bullet points]
Did You Know?
Activity
· Video: Typical Play
· Video: Atypical Play
· Video: Typical Speech at Two Years
· Video: Repetition of Spoken Words
· Video: Response to Name
· Video: Lack of Response to Name
Returning to the Challenge
· Link: emotional dysregulation [definition]
Audio: In this interview, Evelyn describes her autistic characteristics and the way autism shapes her experiences.
Audio: Next, she explains how poetry became a powerful outlet for self-expression and shares her poem, “Autism.”
Video: In this video, Joseph describes himself and his mom, LaTonya, explains some of his autistic characteristics.

	       NOTES
	



Page 3: Diagnosis and Eligibility
The characteristics of autism—differences in social communication and social interaction and restricted or repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities—are the basis for diagnosis and eligibility.
An individual might… [bullet points]
Who Determines/Criteria Used/Available Services [table]
· Link: Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5) [definition]
· Link: respite care [definition]
· Link: multidisciplinary team [definition]
· Link: Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) [definition]
Medical Diagnosis
· Instead, identification is based on information gathered from… [bullet points]
· Link: adaptive behavior [definition]
· Link: sensory processing [definition]
· For Your Information
Educational Eligibility
· Link: specially designed instruction [definition]
· Link: accommodations [definition]
· Link: modifications [definition]
· Link: 504 plan [definition]
· Link: Child Find [definition]
· Similar to a medical evaluation, this process usually involves… [bullet points]
· Did You Know?
· Link: school psychologist [definition]
· Link: speech-language pathologist [definition]
· Link: occupational therapist [definition]
· For Your Information
· Link: developmental delay [definition]
· Audio: In this interview, Kara Hume discusses how the information gained from a medical diagnosis and the special education eligibility process can provide educators with a more comprehensive picture of their autistic students. 
Later Identification
· For Your Information
· Research Shows
Returning to the Challenge
Video: In this video, Evelyn’s mom, Elizabeth, discusses Evelyn’s diagnosis. Then Evelyn and her mom explain how autism, anxiety, and ADHD impact her.
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Page 4: The Multidisciplinary Team
Recall that a multidisciplinary team is involved in determining a student’s initial eligibility for early intervention or special education services.
Link: individualized family service plan (IFSP) [definition]
Link: individualized education program (IEP) [definition]
Required Multidisciplinary Team Members
· IFSP Team (for Children Birth to Age Three) [table]
· Link: parents [definition]
· IEP Team (for Students Ages 3 through 21) [table]
Additional Team Members
· Link: related services [definition]
· Related service providers might… [bullet points]
· Speech-Language Pathologist [drop-down menu]
· Occupational Therapist [drop-down menu]
· School Psychologist [drop-down menu]
· Behavior Analyst [drop-down menu]
· Link: applied behavior analysis (ABA) [definition]
· Physical Therapist [drop-down menu]
· Social Worker [drop-down menu]
· Link: wraparound services [definition]
· Assistive Technology Specialist [drop-down menu]
· Link: assistive technology (AT) [definition]
· Link: augmentative and alternative communication (AAC) [definition]
· Vocational Specialist [drop-down menu]
· Link: Vocational Rehabilitation (VR) [definition]
· Nutritionist [drop-down menu]
· Link: paraeducator [definition]
· For Your Information
Returning to the Challenge
· Audio: In this interview, Joseph’s mom, LaTonya, discusses what she would like educators to know about working with students with autism and what she has learned through her parenting journey.

	       NOTES
	



Page 5: Family Engagement
Family engagement is one of the most—if not the most—important factors in ensuring a child’s success at home and in school. 
Seeking to Understand Families
· These challenges can include… [bullet points]
· Did You Know?
· For Your Information
· In fact, many families find that their child has positively impacted their lives by… [bullet points]
· Research Shows
Supporting Families
· Prioritizing positive communication [drop-down menu]
· Facilitating involvement in IFSP and IEP meetings [drop-down menu]
· Connecting with support networks [drop-down menu]
Valuing Families’ Contributions
· As such, they can contribute to educational decisions by… [bullet points]
· Audio: In this interview, Jamie Pearson discusses the importance of building collaborative relationships with families as well as strategies that educators can use to strengthen those relationships. 
Educator Toolbox
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Page 6: The Learning Environment
When developing an IFSP or IEP, the multidisciplinary team must consider how to support the learner’s unique needs within an educational context. 
Create Structure and Predictability
· To increase structure, educators can… [bullet points]
· For Your Information
· Link: comprehensive classroom behavior management [definition]
Adjust the Sensory Environment
· To make their classrooms more sensory friendly, educators can… [bullet points]
· Research Shows
Provide Visual Supports
· Link: visual supports [definition]
· For Your Information
· Visual boundaries [drop-down menu]
· Visual cues [drop-down menu]
· Visual schedules [drop-down menu]
· Link: first-then board [definition]
Research Shows
Educator Toolbox

	       NOTES
	



Page 7: Instructional Practices
To implement an individualized approach to instruction, educators need to build a strong rapport with each learner.
Offer individualized adaptations [drop-down menu]
· Link: barriers [definition]
· Keep in Mind
Provide instruction in functional skill areas [drop-down menu]
· Link: executive functions [definition]
· Link: emotional regulation [definition]
· Link: flexibility [definition]
· For Your Information
Integrate interests [drop-down menu]
· Research Shows
Create social opportunities [drop-down menu]
· Link: cooperative learning [definition]
Approach behavior as a form of communication [drop-down menu]
· For Your Information
· Link: functional behavioral assessment (FBA) [definition]
Use evidence-based practices and data-based decision making [drop-down menu]
· Link: evidence-based practice (EBP) [definition]
· Did You Know?
Audio: Jamie Pearson offers practical tips for supporting autistic students in the classroom.
Audio: Kara Hume offers practical tips for supporting autistic students in the classroom. She also provides suggestions for educators to facilitate positive post-school outcomes for these students.
Educator Toolbox
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Page 8: References, Additional Resources, and Credits
Suggested module citation
References
Additional Resources
Credits
Wrap Up
Summary of the module
Environmental Consideration/Examples [table]
Link: inclusive postsecondary education (IPSE) [definition]
Audio: In this interview, meet Alex, a 22-year-old student in an inclusive postsecondary education (IPSE) program.
Revisiting Initial Thoughts

	       NOTES
	


Assessment
Take some time now to answer the following questions.
Video: Review the video of a mother interacting with her twins, Benjamin and Nathan.

	       NOTES
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