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What is ASD? 

‘Autism is a lifelong developmental disability that affects how a person communicates with, and 

relates to, other people. It also affects how they make sense of the world around them.’(National 

Autistic Society, UK) 

Autism Spectrum Disorder refers to a range of neurobiological conditions which impact on all areas 

of a child’s development. From May 2013, the diagnostic label is Autism Spectrum Disorder. 

Prior to this ASD has been divided into three sub-categories  - Autistic Disorder, Pervasive 

Developmental Disorder- Not Otherwise Specified (PDD - NOS) and Asperger’s Disorder (also called 

Asperger’s Syndrome) 

In the most recent diagnostic criteria the diagnostic label will be Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). To 

be diagnosed with ASD, the child has shown challenges in the areas of: 

1. Social Communication  

2. Restricted and repetitive Patterns of Behaviour Interests and Activities. 

These two criteria cover differences that are reflected in language, social development, repetitive 

behaviours, sensory understanding and skills for learning. 

No two children with ASD are the same. Every child has a unique personality, and ASD affects all 

children differently. It is important for families to think about how ASD ‘looks’ for their child, 

especially when planning intervention and support. 

To summarise, in order for a child to be diagnosed with ASD, they need to have shown impairments 

in the areas of social communication and stereotypic and repetitive behaviours (which can include 

sensory issues). Most children also have differences in their cognitive processing or learning skills. 

This information paper aims to help families to think about how the features of ASD look in their 

child. 

What causes ASD? 

We do not currently know what causes ASD. There are many theories but none are clearly proven at 

this time. What we do know is that Early Intervention is the best way to support learning and 

development of young children with ASD. 

How many children have ASD? 

According to a study funded by the Australian Advisory Board on Autism Spectrum Disorder (2006), 

Dr John Wray and Dr Katrina Williams identified an occurrence rate of 1:160 children in Australia 

with a diagnosis on the autism spectrum. Figures around the world vary according to the number of 

people in the study, and the way the research was done, but generally figures are fairly similar, with 

the most current estimate from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (United States) 

stating that ‘1 in 88 children...and approximately 1 in 54 boys, and 1 in 252 girls’ have ASD. This 

diagnosis found in all ethnic groups and all social groups. 
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Whilst all children are different, children with ASD share common differences in their 

development in the following areas:- 

 Communication  

All children in the autism spectrum have challenges with communication.  In understanding language 

they may be very ‘concrete’, understanding a word for only one meaning when it may have many 

meanings- how the word is said and what is happening at the time does not help them to get the 

meaning of the word right. Understanding how to listen and the main words to attend to when 

someone is saying a lot of words can be challenging for them too. They may appear to be 

understanding more than they do, as they might be using incidental visual cues, such as you picking 

up your keys when you say you are going somewhere,  that help them understand what is going on. 

Children on the spectrum can find it challenging to understand and to use gestures, tone of voice 

and facial expressions. 

Some children with ASD may not develop spoken language, some may develop it late and some may 

have unusual ways of speaking. Some children do not understand that their language can direct you 

or other events and actions around them. 

There are some children with ASD who interrupt while you are speaking or talk over and over about 

their particular interest. However, just because a child with ASD talks a lot does not mean that they 

understand at the same ‘level’ as they are talking.  

Adults with ASD tell us that they need more time to think about what has been said, to understand 

what it means and then to plan a response to that communication.  

Understanding what other people are saying and the ability to get your own wants and desires 

understood by others will have  major impacts on behaviour. 

How does this look for your child? Does your child your child let you know what they want and need? 

 

 Social Understanding and Interactions 

It is often difficult for children with ASD to understand that we are all thinking and feeling different 

things (this is called ‘Theory of Mind’). This can make sharing and turn taking difficult for them. 

These children want to interact and join in but they are not sure how to, and may engage in 

behaviour to achieve predictable and reliable interactions that work for them. However, may find 

these actions less socially acceptable e.g. pushing. 

Play skills are often delayed and/or unusual, with some children playing in unconventional ways. 

How does this ‘look’ for your child? 

 Stereotypic and Repetitive Behaviours 
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Children with ASD need to keep the events and the people in their lives highly predictable because 

they find it difficult to understand change. Change can make them feel anxious, and can affect their 

ability to control their own behaviour. 

These children tend to be ‘black and white’ or ‘concrete’ thinkers, and can find it difficult to 

understand that some things change but other things will still stay the same – for example you might 

have a different teacher at kindy today but mummy will still come and pick you up as usual. Change 

in one thing may disrupt everything. They need to be warned of and prepared for change including 

giving them time to prepare for an activity ending and a new one beginning. Routine makes them 

feel safe. 

Some children with ASD will use their strong interest or obsession to find this predictable sameness 

when other things around them are changing. Behaviours may be seen in children with ASD when 

they need to find some sameness when things around them are unpredictable, or when established 

routines and places are changed e.g. moving house, getting a new sibling, going without their 

comforter. 

How does this look for your child? Do they have some activity, task, interest or item that they might 

be using to give themselves some sameness in their world? 

 

 Sensory Understanding 

Most children with ASD have unreliable sensory systems. They receive too much information from 

some senses, and not enough information from others. Their understanding of the sensory world 

also varies from day to day and moment to moment. As every environment and every task has 

sensory elements, day to day activities and places can be challenging for the child with ASD. It is not 

that the sensory organs involved are not working, it is that the child is not processing the 

information correctly. There are seven senses: 

 Proprioception – understanding information from the bodies muscles and joints. This sense 

lets us know where our body is and what it is doing without having to look at it. When a child 

with ASD under-processes information from this sense they like to crash their body into 

things, may be ‘always on the go’, touch or hug roughly, may chew or suck on things etc. 

When they over-process information from this sense they do not enjoy moving their body.  

 Vestibular – understanding balance and the speed and direction of movement both of our 

own body and the movement of things around us. When children under-process information 

from this sense they seek movement, often spinning, and when they over-process 

information they may avoid movement games etc. The vestibular and proprioceptive senses 

are closely linked. 

 Touch – information coming into the sensory system through the skin, and body surfaces 

such as inside the mouth. This sensory channel also processes pain and temperature. When 

a child with ASD over-processes information from touch they may avoid certain textures, 

messy play and touchy feely tasks, and when they under-process touch information they 
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may touch and stroke things too much. If the child is receiving too much information about 

touch it will impact on eating, as the child may not like the feeling of the food in their 

mouth, or different textures or different temperatures. 

 Vision – how we understand what we see. If the child with ASD is over-processing 

information from this sense they can see great detail and find it difficult to know exactly 

what to focus on, and if they are not processing enough visual information they may be 

missing many important cues and prompts within their environment. 

 Hearing – understanding what we hear. Children who are processing too much information 

in this sensory area ‘hear’ everything even very far away sounds and can find it difficult to 

decide what they should be listening too, while children who under-process this sensory 

channel seem to pay little attention to hearing based input.  

 Taste – understanding information via the tongue. When this sense is over-processing 

children may be very sensitive to even changes in the brands of foods presented, and when 

this sense is under-processing they may seem to be unaware of taste, some are ‘bold’ 

eaters. 

 Smell – understanding smells and the combination of smells around us. When this sense is 

over-processing children may react to environments because of the mixture of smells that 

others may not be aware of and when it is under-processed they may seem quite unaware 

of even really ‘horrible’ smells such as their own dirty nappy. 

Children on the autism spectrum may use one sense more than the others e.g. investigating the 

world by lots of touching or lots of bouncing or licking many things.  

Sensory processing differences and feeling safe in the sensory world will have a major impact on 

behaviour. 

How does this look for your child? What sensory areas do you think are under-processing? Which 

ones are over-processing?   

 

 Learning Style or Cognitive Processing 

Children with ASD think and learn differently. Differences with attention exist due to sensory issues, 

issues with understanding that they need to listen to words, differences in understanding the 

meanings of those words and challenges with sharing and shifting attention. 

Children with ASD tend to be visual thinkers, thinking in pictures and not in words. They are 

generally also ‘concrete’ thinkers, understanding things exactly as they first learnt them and having 

difficulty generalizing this information for a new task, place or person. They often pay attention to 

pieces of detail in learning environments which may or may not be directly associated with the task 

they are trying to learn. 

As ‘concrete’ thinkers, children with ASD tend to learn in ‘chunks’ and have difficulty changing or 

modifying these ‘chunks’ due to challenges with sequencing and re-sequencing information. 

Therefore once a sequence of steps for a task or a pattern of doing something is established it can 
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be difficult to change. As sequencing information is challenging, it can be hard for children with ASD 

to initiate or begin a task, and to refocus to a task when their attention is disturbed.   

Memory skills can be strong for the things they are intensely interested in, but they are less able to 

easily use their memory to store the things others want or need them to learn. Children with ASD 

learn best by rote learning with consistent visual supports and consistent, clear language. 

How does this look for your child? 

 

One other factor that is extremely important to consider is what motivates your child? Children with 

ASD may be motivated by the same things as their peers or they may be motivated by 

unconventional items/tasks. It is essential to use what matters to your child when you are teaching 

them new skills. It is helpful to identify what these things are: 

 What would my child do anything for? 

 What do they enjoy? 

 What do they avoid? 

 

These notes are intended to help you to begin to think about how ASD ‘looks’ for your child – 

what their unique ASD features are, and to try to understand why they do what they do. There is a 

lot more information about ASD that is readily available. This information sheet is just a starting 

point for discussion with your team on how best to teach and support your child. When we have 

identified the challenges for the child we can begin to teach skills to help in these areas. 

“Everything a person with ASD does is logical – it is occurring for a reason” ( a quote from an adult 

with ASD). If you can understand the logic from the perspective of your child and their ASD, you 

will have greater success in helping your child to learn and grow. 

Some initial references: 

‘Understanding Autism’ by Susan Dodd 

‘The Australian Autism Handbook’ by Seana Smith and Benison O’Reilly 

Information section of your state autism association website. 


