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Strategies for Teaching Young 
Children with Autism Spectrum 

Disorder- Using Evidenced 
Based-Practices for Inclusion 

• Clarissa@clarissawillis.com

• https://clarissawillis.com/

Books by Clarissa Willis

What is 
autism?

• Complex biological disorder

• Chronic

• Developmental: Usually 
occurs before age 3

• Umbrella definition
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Autism Spectrum 
Disorder

• Autism is considered to be a spectrum 
disorder because the characteristics range in 
severity and in type.

• They can be mild such as in the case of some 
children with Asperger’s syndrome or quite 
severe.

The Big Three

Communication Sensory Issues Behavior

Communication
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Deciding When to Use a 
Communicative Replacement

• When a teacher  chooses to replace the 
challenging behavior with a communicative 
alternative, there must be general 
agreement that the function of the 
behavior was acceptable but the form used 
to achieve the outcome is unacceptable.

• For example, …..

Sensory Processing 
Issues
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Sensory IntegrationSensory Integration

• Organization of sensation for use 

• Organizing information coming in 
from the senses: visual, tactile, 
auditory, vestibular, and 
proprioceptive to make an 
adaptive response.
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Behavior
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Points to 
Keep in 
Mind

Some children who engage in non‐socially 
motivated challenging behaviors could also be 
taught functional communicative alternatives.

It is essential to determine the function of the 
challenging behavior before attempting to 
teach a child an efficient communicative 
replacement.

If the teacher chooses to teach a 
communicative replacement, they must ensure 
that the communicative replacement serves the 
same function as the challenging behavior.
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Pairing hand-flapping with a 
preferred activity
Gentle reduction of time spent
Ultimate reduction in hand-flapping

Strategy One

Anxiety

• Corban has nightmares, and the 
worst one is about creepy, crawly, 
slimy CRITTERS invading his house. 
He talks to his mom, his teacher, and 
even his best friend Jax, and their 
advice only worsens the nightmares. 
It is only when he learns to use his 
mind tools' that he can overcome his 
fears and get rid of the critters once 
and for all.
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Strategy 2-Rhymes
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Anxiety
1. Never dismiss those nightmares and fears as “silly” or 

“unimportant.”

2. You can explain that while nightmares may seem real, they are 
not.

3. Encourage children to talk about fears, and never belittle 
them regardless how foolish they may appear to be.

4. Encourage your child to think about other endings in which 
they take charge of the outcome, such as when Corban told 
the “critters” to go away.

5. Create a story with your child in which they defeat particular 
situations they are scared of.

6. Share with them basic techniques for dealing with anxious 
feelings, such as breathing slowly, counting slowly, singing a 
song, or repeating a little chant like Corban did.

7. Listen when your child tells you about their fears, and always 
remember they are very real to the child.

8. Instead of telling them they are too old or to grow up, 
instead, remind them that their home is a safe place. 

9. It’s even okay to do a “critter” check with your child to assure 
them there are no scary things under the bed or in the closet.

Social Interaction

• Social interactions with other people, 
both physical (such as hugging or 
holding) and verbal (such as having a 
conversation).

• Children with ASDs do not interact with 
other people the way most children                                           
do, or they may not be interested in 
other people at all. 

• Children with ASDs may not make eye 
contact and may just want to be alone. 
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Continued…..

• They may have trouble understanding other people’s feelings or 
talking about their own feelings. 

• A child with an ASD may not like to be held or cuddled and may not 
form the usual attachments or bonds to other people.

Making New Friends

• Objective: The child learns how to meet new people.

• Materials needed: Cardstock or heavy paper; pencils, 
markers, or a picture meaning stop; a picture of the child; 
and clear contact paper or laminating machine.

• When to use this strategy: This strategy can be used to 
encourage the child to make a new friend.

What to do? (Strategy)

Step 1: Make a cue card with two cues Have one for the child’s 
name and one to remind him to wait for the other person to 
respond. Laminate the cue card, if possible. 

Step 2: Explain to the child that the cue card will help him 
know what to do when he meets someone new.
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Challenges‐
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3. Challenges 
What to Do‐

• Be aware of the desktop in the 
mind

• Look for ways to solve the 
problem

• Coban tells his mother
• Corban tells his teacher
• Corban tells his friend
• Corban talks to his 

grandfather

Get Support
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Naturalistic 
Interventions

• Friendship Activities
• Incidental Teaching of Social 
Behaviors

• Developmentally 
appropriate practices

• Peer/Buddy systems

• Natural consequences
• Communication needs

• Adaptations
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https://www.ninds.nih.gov/autism‐spectrum‐disorder‐fact‐sheet

https://iris.peabody.vanderbilt.edu/
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CELEBRATE Successful Early Learning‐
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