Supporting Young Children with 

Autistic Spectrum Disorders

Encouraging Communication and Interaction Skills
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Before language/communication can develop, children need to develop the pre-verbal skills of eye contact, attention, copying/imitation and turn-taking. These skills are often lacking in children with Autistic Spectrum disorders.

A range of activities and strategies can be used to help young children to develop early communication and interaction skills.

Try to:

· Interact face to face with your child

· Share the play

· Watch for any points or gestures

· Talk about what they are looking at

· Comment on what your child is doing

· Take turns with your child

· Remember to pause. Give your child time to respond

· Have fun and share enjoyment

A Visual Environment:
A visual environment supports communication and understanding.

Use Signs and Symbols, pictures and even natural gestures to support your language.

Remember: “If I see it, I understand it better”

How?

Use Makaton symbols or pictures for:

· Labels on toy/resource boxes

· Coat pegs

· Activity tables

· Snack table

· First and Then board

· Classroom areas e.g. home corner

· Timetable 

· Toilet doors, outside door etc

Use Makaton signs or natural gestures when:

· Saying Hello and Bye Bye

· Singing familiar songs and rhymes

· Giving directional instructions e.g. sit down, stand up

· Announcing routines e.g. snack time, toilet time, play time, home time
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Eye Contact:

Eye contact is the first skill a child needs to develop so that they become aware of people around them. From this social interaction can develop. Sustained eye contact is important to get information about language/ interaction through facial expression, gesture and signs.

Play activities to encourage eye contact:

· Bubbles

· Balloons

· Scarf (peep bo)

· Squeaky toys

· Puppets

· Tickle games

· Ready steady go games

Strategies for adult to use:

· Get down to the child’s eye level

· Position yourself in front of them

· Call their name before every thing

· Hold objects close to your face

· Pause – give opportunity for eye contact

· Be animated – build up anticipation. Exaggerate your mannerisms

Attention:

Attention is needed to support learning

Play activities to extend attention span:

· Ready steady go games

· Towers of bricks

· Balloons/bubbles

· Feely boxes

· Lift the flap books

Strategies for adult to use:

· Running commentaries – talk about what your child is doing to keep them focused on the task for longer

· Use lots of anticipation and excitement
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Copying/imitation:

Copying develops interest and awareness of others. It involves co-operation and interaction between two people, which is the basis of communication.

Play activities to encourage copying/imitation:

· Lap play

· Pulling faces in a mirror

· Hats on/off

· Pairs of musical instruments

· Play with pairs of cars, dolls etc

Strategies for adult to use:

· Set aside time in a quiet room or the corner of the classroom

· Follow the child’s lead, copy the child’s actions/sounds

· Build up anticipation, make it fun and enjoy it!
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Turn-taking:

Turn-taking involves learning to listen, wait and share. It is also an important skill for conversation e.g. taking turns babbling, listening and responding; and later, taking turns talking and listening.

Play activities to encourage turn-taking:

· Rolling/throwing balls

· Wind up toys

· Cars and garage

· Lap play e.g. row your boat

· Any reciprocal play

· Simple lotto games

Strategies for adult to use:

· The adult needs to take control of the environment e.g. away from distractions

· Limit the number of people participating. Begin with a 1-1 situation and then a small group
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