




What does ASD stand for?

• Autism?

• Spectrum?

• Disorder?



Criteria for diagnosis of  

ASD

Social 

communication

and 

Social interaction

Restricted  and 

repetitive

thinking and 

behaviour

Sensory



Common autism 

characteristics



Language difficulties



Difficulties with social 

cues



Unusual rituals or 

routines



Sensory sensitivities



Unusual pain responses



Avoidance of eye contact



Anxiety about mistakes



Anxiety about changes in 

routine



Extreme ability

in some areas

Above

average IQ

Average

IQ

Mild Intellectual 

disability 

Moderate 

Intellectual 

disability

Severe Intellectual

disability

High functioning

autism, Asperger

or Pervasive Developmental

Disorder-Not Otherwise 

Specified
Classic Autism

What is Autism?
A Linear View





Non linear spectrum 



Causes of Autism
Genetics likely – seems to 

run in families
Environmental

unlikely

Not vaccinations, 

trauma or parenting



Prevalence
• 1 in 88  in New Zealand (Statistics NZ – conservative)

• No Māori or Pasifika prevalence data available yet

• Knows no boundaries – present in all racial and socioeconomic 

groups

• About 4.5 times more common in boys than girls

• Increasing? 

US Centre for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) – children with 

autism:

2007 1 in 150

2014 1 in 68

2018 1 in 59

Increased prevalence? Increased awareness? Something else? 



Executive Functioning
Executive Functioning is an umbrella term for the thinking 

processes that enable us to successfully navigate our lives.



Executive Functioning and 

Organisation

Challenges Strategies

Planning • Use visual planners

• Use routines



Executive Functioning and 

Organisation

Challenges Strategies

Problem solving • Teach a ‘Plan B’

• Teach how to ask for help

• Give additional support 

when plans change -

scripting



Executive Functioning and 

Organisation

Challenges Strategies

Attention • Offer equipment to support 

attention – ear muffs, 

visual reminders, first and 

then boards

• Point out the important 

information



Executive Functioning and 

Organisation

Challenges Strategies

Working memory • Give one step instructions

• Give written instructions  

rather than verbal



Executive Functioning and 

Organisation

Challenges Strategies

Verbal Reasoning • Use visuals to assist 

comprehension

• Draw comic strips



Executive Functioning and 

Regulation

Challenges Strategies

Inhibition • Use role plays and 

perspective taking

• Set very clear rules

• Create social stories



Executive Functioning and 

Regulation

Challenges Strategies

Cognitive Flexibility • Use visual supports 

for change

• Offer additional 

support during 

transition times

• Give warnings in 

lead up to change



Executive Functioning and 

Regulation

Challenges Strategies

Initiation of actions • Use routines

• Give reminders/warnings 

before the new task needs 

to begin

• Offer diversions when 

stuck



Executive Functioning and 

Regulation

Challenges Strategies

Monitoring of actions and 

emotions

• Use role plays and 

perspective taking 

activities

• Teach an understanding of 

the physical markers of 

emotions



What is Theory of Mind?
Theory of Mind is the ability to understand and react to 

another person’s thoughts, emotions and intentions.



Theory of Mind and Empathy

Cognitive empathy cf emotional empathy:  

autistic people have challenges with cognitive empathy

but are often emotionally hyper-empathetic.



Autism and Anxiety

• 75% of children and 50% of adults with 

autism experience intense anxiety. 

• These people could be diagnosed with an 

anxiety disorder

• Anxiety can look very similar to autism but 

it is not the same
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What does anxiety look like?

• Avoidance of new situations

• Preference for sameness

• Rigidity

• Withdrawal (physical or emotional)

• Anger (hitting, kicking, verbal)

• Meltdowns 

• Repetitive noises, movements 
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Strategies for Anxiety

• Understand the anxiety

• Recognise the child’s signs 

• Reduce anxiety-provoking situations 

• Teach self-calming strategies

• Build on strengths

• Limit choices

• Break cards

• Sensory boxes



Tools for Managing Anxiety
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Let’s recap…

• People with autism have challenges in …    

social interaction, communication and behaviour. 

• The cause of autism is …

not fully known.

• Executive function includes both organisation and …

regulation

• While people on the autism spectrum may have difficulties with 
cognitive empathy, often they have an over-abundance of …

emotional empathy.

• Anxiety can be reduced by the use of … 

break cards, limiting choices, self-calming strategies, sensory boxes.

Go to Altogether Autism for…

trusted information and specialised professional development.
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Want to know more?
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