
Introduction to Autism



The Autism Training and Technical Assistance Project (ATTA) 
develops and presents resources that assist individuals with 

autism in their transition from secondary education to 
postsecondary education or employment. ATTA provides training 
and support to important stakeholders as they work to provide 

an equitable experience for individuals on the spectrum.



The Illinois Center for 
Specialized Professional Support 

(ICSPS)

The Illinois Center for Specialized Professional Support (ICSPS) creates, 
supports, and delivers professional development for education professionals 
across Illinois. ICSPS provides technical assistance, develops publications, and 
facilitates program improvement strategies for our partners as they relate to 

college transition, recruitment, retention, and completion−encouraging 
achievement of special populations learners. ICSPS was founded in 1977 at 
Illinois State University and is housed in the Educational Administration and 

Foundations department in the College of Education.



As we begin.
v Webinar logistics
v We often begin any autism-related training with the 

assumption that the audience has limited knowledge 
about ASD

v The positive is that we try to take as much into 
consideration and give as much information as 
possible without being too overwhelming

v The negative is that those who do have a good 
understanding of ASD might feel like they are not 
being given enough new information 

v Please capture your questions to ensure you get 
clarification by submitting in the chat box



Session Learner Outcomes

§ Recognize when interacting with a student with 
Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)

§ Describe the characteristics of a student with ASD: 
what it looks like in the college setting

§ Identify strategies that can be used to help autistic 
students succeed in college 



An overview…

• ATTA offers monthly webinars for secondary and 
postsecondary teachers, counselors, administrators, and 
business and community members supporting students 
with autism as they transition to postsecondary and the 
workplace. 

• Postsecondary Support https://youtu.be/swioK9Iy2TQ 

https://youtu.be/swioK9Iy2TQ


What is ASD…
Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) is a lifelong neurological developmental 
disorder that affects how an individual communicates, interacts with other 
people, and how they experience the world around them. ASD is a spectrum 
condition, which means that it affects people in different ways. The word 
‘spectrum’ describes the range of difficulties that individuals on the spectrum 
may experience and the degree to which they might be impacted. 

ASD can impact:
• Communication
• Social Interactions
• Behavior Differences
• Sensory Interest



WHAT YOU MIGHT NOTICE IN A 
CLASSROOM 
§ Oddities in vocal pitch, intonation, and volume
§ Displays literal and concrete thinking patterns and literal interpretation of words 
§ May come across as argumentative, rude, or monopolizing
§ Strong, narrow interests 
§ May observe ritualistic or repetitive strategies such as rocking, tapping, or pacing 
§ May appear inattentive or bored 
§ May be easily distracted 
§ May become easily overwhelmed
§ May misunderstand tone of voice, jokes, facial expressions, sarcasm, and other 

subtle messages 
*Every student on the spectrum is unique and you may or may not see all 
of these characteristics in any given student



WHAT YOU MIGHT NOTICE IN A 
CLASSROOM 
• Trouble staying on topic and maintaining conversation 
• Difficulty with changes in classroom, seating, and syllabi
• May exhibit awkward eye contact, posture, and/or gestures
• Sensory sensitivity (lights, sounds, touch, smells)
• May have difficulty working in groups 

*Every student on the spectrum is unique and you may or may not 
see all these characteristics in any given student



Strengths
• Above average to superior intellect
• “Out of the box” thinkers
• Excellent long-term and short-term memory
• Task-oriented and diligent with routine work
• Excellent visual-spatial skills
• Exceptional talents in one specific area and highly 

motivated by interests
• Strong pursuit of knowledge within areas of interest
• Passionate commitment to ideas
• Strong attention to details
• Ability to maintain a prolonged, intense focus on 

subjects of interests 
• Original ways of solving problems



Challenges
q Social interactions and understanding social rules
q Abstract concepts and seeing the “big picture” 
q Seeing other’s points of view
q Setting boundaries 
q Working in groups
q Initiating, planning, organizing, and carrying out 

tasks 
q Reading social cues, facial expressions and body 

language
q Multi-tasking
q Asking for clarification or assistance
q Assessing priorities
q Regulating sensory needs 



Strategies

ü Break large assignments into smaller units to be 
turned in separately

ü Provide direct feedback and set clear boundaries
ü Provide ample response time for questions
ü Provide a predictable routine
ü Consider allowing use of technology or laptop for in 

class work and note taking
ü Allow extra transition time
ü Help with organizational supports (color-coded 

binders and folders)



More Strategies

ü Reminders for assignments
ü Avoid the use of idioms, metaphors, sarcasm, and 

jokes
ü Consider assigning group roles
ü Supplement oral instructions with visual (written 

instructions paired with graphics)
ü When speaking to the student, use their name so 

they know you are speaking directly to them 



Tips for Instructor – 
Student Interactions

ü Remember that you are the educational leader in the 
classroom, so you set the precedent and the tone for 
the entire semester.

ü Students on the spectrum respond well to routine.
ü Scaffolding and frontloading information can be 

helpful, especially with transitions.
ü Students with ASD might not ever ask for help, so 

take the initiative when the opportunity arises.
ü Find out how the students prefer to communicate. 

Email?



Tips for day-to-day 
communication.
• Be aware that each individual on the Autism 

Spectrum is unique, and no two individuals will react 
exactly the same to similar situations. 

• If an autistic person is doing something 
inappropriate, try to find out the reason for those 
actions. 

• What some may view as inappropriate behavior 
might be innocent curiosity, a lack of social skills, or 
the inability to communicate properly. Defining 
parameters for what is and is not acceptable might 
prevent further problems. 

• Many people on the spectrum report being lonely, 
so their actions might be an attempt to get 
attention. 



Common 
Accommodations

• Extended Exam Time 
• Private Exam Room
• Assigned Notetaker
• Ability to Excuse Self from Class 
• Use of Laptop in Class 
• Computer for Essay Exam 
• Accommodations for Group Projects



Ways to reassure students 
with ASD

ü Rules: Rather than respond to a fluid environment, 
individuals with ASD often rely on the ‘rules’ to 
structure their activities 

ü Routine: Predictability and consistency are 
important. An interruption in routines can cause 
stress

ü Planning and Prediction: Surprises are stress-
inducing



Take Aways!
What can you start doing today?

§ All of your students will benefit from these 
strategies, so it is not necessary to label anything 
“autism” –related.

§ Remember, VAGUE or AMBIVALENT or SUGAR-
COATED instructions are problematic for students.

§ Most students with ASD are visual learners. Be sure 
to share information in a multimodal way. Remember 
your UDL – multiple means of expression!
MAKE it VISUAL. 

§ Breakdown larger tasks into small increments.



Autism Training 
and Technical 
Assistance 
Project (ATTA)
https://autismcollegeandcareer.
com



Webinar Topics
autismcollegeandcareer.com/monthly-webinar-series 

1. The Language of Disability and The Inclusion 
Revolution 

2. Empowering the Next Generation of Neurodiverse 
Self-Advocates 

3. Online Virtual Space and Resources for Learners with 
ASD 

4. Autism on the Job: Unpacking Neurodiversity at 
Work

5. An Overview of Legal Rights and Responsibilities 
for Autistic Students and Potential Employers 
Autism University: Lessons Beyond the Classroom



Webinar Topics
autismcollegeandcareer.com/monthly-webinar-series 

7. Freshman Disorientation: Navigating College on 
the Autism Spectrum

8.   Neurodivergent Employees: Embracing and Valuing 
People with Autism in the Workforce

9. What do Reasonable Accommodations Look Like in 
the Workplace

10. We're Not Broken: Changing the Autism 
Conversation

11. Supporting the "Social Chameleon:" A Discussion 
on Autistic Masking

12. The ROI Benefits of Hiring Talented Autistic People 
In The Workplace



Featured Speakers
All sessions are recorded and available on the ATTA website. 

Eric Garcia Haley Moss Kerry Margo



Resource Hub

https://autismcollegeandcareer.com



Resources for 

Secondary Educators and 
Counselors
Students / Young Adults
Postsecondary 
Communities
Families
Employers





Work Environment Assessment



Thank you. 

Aime´e Julian, Director ICSPS

Brittany Boston, Associate Director ICSPS


