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Strategies for Autism that can help with communication, anxiety, and challenging behaviour
Autistic children and young people can be helped by others making changes to the social and physical environment around them and through others supporting them to learn new ways of coping. Making even small changes might initially increase your child’s level of anxiety so you might see an increase in challenging behaviour. It will usually be best to only introduce one change at a time and wait for the initial level of anxiety to reduce before adding a new change. You can try the following strategies: 
1. Try to provide structure and routine for your child (e.g. by introducing a visual timetable). This should make day-to-day life more predictable for them and reduce anxiety. 
2. Prepare your child for changes and transitions. Some autistic people need a lot of advanced warning about (major or minor) changes and transitions, others benefit more when they are told about changes or transitions only a short time in advance. You will need to work out what suits your child best. 
3. Provide ‘bridging activities’ (activities that distract or motivate the young person before during and immediately after a transition) at times of transition (e.g. on the journey to or from school). 
4. Make sure that your child has regular breaks built into their day. They might need time on their own or to spend time engaging in a special interest to recharge their batteries and reduce anxiety.
5. Support the young person to understand instructions or rules by providing pictures or photographs (e.g. on a mobile phone or iPad). Examples might include using: 
· A timer to help the young person wait 
· ‘Now and next’ cards 
· Visual timetable or calendar. 
6. Talk about positives rather than focusing on negatives. For example, tell them what to DO rather than what not to do; for example, rather than saying “Don’t stand so close to me.”, try “Can you show me good personal space? Well, done!”. This way, the focus is on how to improve, and the child gets positive reinforcement. 
7. Use short simple sentences, repeat if needed, and allow time for them to process what you have said. You can also use a ‘talking stick’ for this so that the young person can hold the stick whilst processing and put it down to signal that they have processed and are ready to continue. It’s important to remember that this isn’t the same as babytalk. Many autistic people have excellent vocabularies but struggle with processing what they hear, so it is best to use a normal tone, but just simpler sentences. 
8. Break steps down – ask them to do one thing at a time (when they are more able/comfortable with a task, then the number of steps could be increased). 
9. If a young person struggles with executive function, it may be best not to give the young person too many options and instead use a limited choice, e.g. “Would you like an apple or a pear?” (ideally ensuring they like both options). This helps to give them some choice and a sense of control but reduces the demand and is less overwhelming. If the young person has demand avoidance, it may be easier to avoid asking a direct question, and instead say something like “I know you like apples and pears. I thought you may be hungry, so I’ll leave an apple and a pear out here for you in case you need a snack. I’m happy to cut it up if you want me to.” 
10. A communication passport which describes how a person communicates (e.g. gesture, sign, verbal, written, letter/word board) and some important things to know about them (e.g. what they like/dislike, how to help them if they’re upset, any allergies or adverse reactions). 
11. Be curious and listen to your child (however they communicate). Asking why and thinking about the possible underlying triggers for their behaviour helps build your relationship and your child’s ability to trust you. Strategies are more likely to be effective if they agree with them.   Caring, safe and excellent
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