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Challenges in learning and 

communication for children with ASD

Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) are commonly 

labelled as the most difficult of all children with disabilities 

to teach.

This is due to:

 Unusual patterns of behaviour

 Significant difficulties with social interaction and social 

communication

 Delayed or abnormal functioning in verbal and non-verbal 

communication

 Restricted, repetitive patterns of behaviour, interest or 

activities (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).



Spoken Language 

Development and ASD

Research in the 1990’s and early 2000’s suggested that:

 up to 50% of all individuals with an ASD fail to develop 

functional speech (National Research Council, 1999; Lord & Rutter, 1994)

 the presence of useful speech by 5 years of age is highly 

predictive of later outcomes (Lord & Bailey, 2002).

However more recent research suggests different 

prognosis for speech development:

- less individuals will need AAC for expressive communication 

beyond childhood, but need it more intensively during childhood

- Speech is often characterised by immediate and delayed 

echolalia (interactive and non-interactive pragmatic functions) 
(Prizant & Duchant, 1981).



When does an individual with ASD 

have Complex Communication Needs 

(CCN’s)?

 gestural, speech, and/or written 
communication is temporarily or 
permanently inadequate to meet all of 
the person’s communication needs

 may speak, but speech alone is 
inadequate to meet their varied 
communication needs

ASHA (American Speech-language Hearing Association), 1991.



What is AAC?

Augmentative and Alternative Communication

Any tool, strategy or technology that compensates, enhances, 

expands or helps develop communication.

Augmentative = anything added to speech

Alternative = anything instead of speech



AAC as a ‘powerful tool’ for 

individuals with ASD

 Recognised benefits of AAC:

 To develop expressive language skills

 Increase understanding of spoken language, 

environment and routines

 Improve behaviour regulation and decrease 

challenging behaviours

 Possible ‘revealing’ of hidden cognitive 

potential

- Enables a child to show what they know!!

 Improve self-esteem and concept of self



Compelling Match - AAC and ASD

AUTISM AAC

Preference for visual stimuli Uses visual mode

Difficulty with complex and 
multiple stimuli

Begins with simple strategies and 
gradually becomes more complex

Difficulty with motor 
planning

Requires easier motor movements 
than speech

Difficulty with social 
interaction

Provides a buffer and a bridge 
between communication partners

Interest in inanimate 
objects

Uses communication boards and 
devices that are static

Difficulties with behaviour Preempts difficult behaviour by 
providing a way to have needs met

Cafiero, 2008, page 29. 



“There is a growing body of research 

affirming that AAC increases 

functional communication, decreases 

difficult behaviors, and increases the 

ability to participate in home, 

school, and the community.” 
(Cafiero & Meyer, 2008, p.2) 

AAC as a ‘powerful tool’ for 

individuals with ASD



 When speech is likely to be delayed or 
is not following typical patterns

 When speech is difficult to understand –
back-up system

 When speech breaks down (times of 
anxiety, transition or change)

 When using AAC strategies assists 
children to understand natural speech 
and gestural communication

When would we use AAC 
for children with ASD?



 Have difficulty initiating interactions

 Communicate only about specific topics

 Use a word, phrase or sentence once 

then never again

 Use speech only to ask for things

 Use language only by rote, repeating 

words or phrases she’s heard

 Have difficulty with short term memory

When would we use AAC 
for children with ASD?



 Have behaviours that are difficult to 

interpret

 Become upset and frustrated for known, 

but seemingly irrational, reasons

 When children require additional supports 

to manage transitions and self 

organization (Cafiero, 2005)

“As soon as a child is diagnosed with ASD” 

(Cafiero, 2008)

When would we use AAC 
for children with ASD?



Beware: Common assumptions about 

individuals with CCN’s and ASD!

 Too “low functioning” or cognitively disabled to 

communicate

 Behaviors must first be under control

 Repeat the same scripts over and over

 Nothing to communicate – no ‘intentional’ communication

 Easier to pre-empt communication

 Only capable of communicating to request or label

Joanne M. Cafiero PhD, 2010

These assumptions often lead to lowered 
expectations of what might be possible!



1. Intellectual Impairment

 All DSM’s (1980, 1994 & 2000) state that the majority of 

people with Autism have an associated intellectual 

disability (ID).

 However, Edelson’s 2006 review of the research data    

found that 74% of all claims regarding the rates of ID in 

individuals with ASD came from non-empirical sources.

 Most recent research from the UK, Scandinavian countries 

and the US has indicated prevalence rates in the range of 

26–40% (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2007; Chakrabarti & 

Fombonne, 2001, 2005; Fombonne, 2003, as cited in Mirenda, 2008)

Beware: Common assumptions about 

individuals with CCN’s and ASD!



2. Intact motor planning and co-ordination

➢ There is growing evidence of difficulties with fine and 

gross motor planning (Cafiero & Meyer, 2008; Provost, Lopez, and 

Heimerl, 2007; Dyck, Piek, Hay, and Hallmayer, 2007)

➢ Motor praxis also likely to be affected (refer to Mirenda, 

2008)

➢ Underlying motor difficulties could help explain 

deficits in:

- spoken language - eye gaze

- repetitive movements - facial expression

- play

Beware: Common assumptions about 

individuals with CCN’s and ASD!



ASD Assumptions and the impact on 

teaching and AAC intervention

 Possibly limited our teaching and AAC practice in 
relation to:

• Expectations

• Assessments

• Interventions (Cafiero, Acheson & Zins, 2007; Mirenda, 2008)

 Assumptions influence our interventions and often 
result in (particularly for non-verbal children):

• Limited access to literacy learning

• Curriculum focused on basic life skills rather than academic 
skills

• Highly structured and conservative AAC interventions which 
restrict language and communication development 

(Mirenda, 2008)



Highly Structured and 

Conservative AAC Practices

‘Preponderance… on teaching individuals 

with ASD to use AAC symbols… to either 

request, terminate or avoid items, activities 

or events.’ (Mirenda, 2003a)

‘‘There’s more to life than 
cookies!’’ 

(Light, Parsons, & Drager, 2002, p. 187)



Varied communication requirements

Communication functions

greet manipulate relate information
agree / disagree answer ask questions

instruct others ask for things joke 

express an opinion share information

express feelings protest describe

discuss interest "make social contact" bargain

comment request / attract attention   complain



What is functional spontaneous 

communication?

Being able to say what I want 
to say,

to whoever I want to say it to,

whenever I want to say it
(Porter, 1997)



‘B’

 Referred by Paediatrican in May 2014, aged 7;5 years

 Diagnosed with Autism and a possible undiagnosed 
neurodisability

- presents with many ‘autistic phenotypes’

 Global Developmental disability with presumed 

moderate intellectual disability

 Delays in fine and gross motor skills

 Sensory processing challenges

 Recent escalation in tantrums and meltdowns

- Kicking, hitting and pushing other children out of his way

- Pinching adults 

 Parents goals: to enable B to ‘learn to communicate 
effectively… working to get him independent and able 
to communicate his needs.’ 



Communication Skills

Pragmatics Profile, June 2014
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B- Key Issues for Participation 

and Learning
 Deficits in social communication and social 

interaction

 Limited use of non-verbal behaviours such as eye contact and 
gestures 

 Reduced turn-taking skills

 Difficulties establishing and maintaining relationships

 Restricted and repetitive patterns of behaviour, 
interests, or activities

 Highly restricted, fixated interests; eg. going to the shops, 
watching TV commercials

 Over-riding sensory seeking behaviours; spinning, head turning, 
hand ‘flapping’

 Repetitive behaviours due to anxiety

 Would now be rated as Level 3 in severity: requiring 
very substantial support



 Low expectations from professionals in the past

 Attends a Special Developmental School

 Placed in a high needs classroom 

 Limited access to an academic curriculum

 B reported to have made no academic or social progress over 3 
years

 Limited access to AAC strategies

 PECS presented as the only option for developing communication 

 PECS book remained at school

 Reported to be ‘uninterested’ in using PECS

 As not combining symbols using PECS, parents were told Brodie was 
‘not ready’ for any other communication system

Opportunity Barriers for 

Participation and Learning



Opportunity Barriers for 

Participation and Learning

Eleanor Porter, 2015
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‘The truth is, your job 

is to change the 

world.’
Patton, 2014

http://startupbros.com/make-money-blogging/



Start changing the World: 

Developing a shared understanding

Developed a shared understanding with Brodie’s parents 
about:

 Communication autonomy  

 Communication accessibility

 Importance of developing spontaneous, functional communication 
for a wide range of purposes

Discussed the need for a communication system that 
would enable Brodie to communicate:

 effectively,

 efficiently, 

 intelligibly,

 as independently as possible,

 in a socially valued manner (Porter)



PODD communication books 

➢ Recommended as a ‘promising practice’ for 
developing functional communication for 
individuals with ASD (Porter & Cafiero, 2009)

1. Moves efficiently between pages in a routine    
and structured way

2. Reduces the time needed to combine symbols 
in messages

3. Quick access to predictable, frequent messages 

4. Enables access to a wide range of vocabulary 
for spontaneous, functional communication.



A way of organising vocabulary for 
communication AT ANY TIME



Starting small; 

jumping in and giving it a go!

Engineered the environment for communication at any 
time using aided language

 Use of a General Interactive Aided Language Display 
(ALD’s) to develop the HABIT

 Positioning ALD’s for routines and activities around the 
home

Explained and modelled how to provide aided language 
stimulation throughout the day 

 For a wide range of functions and purposes

 Throughout genuine interaction

 In the mess of real-life!

Started making deposits in the language bank 
before we even thought about withdrawing!

(Mirenda, 2014)



Aided language acquisition

 The language learning environment 
(Porter, 2007)

Aided Language

Spoken Language

(Sign language)

Aided Language

(Spoken Language)

(Sign language)



“But can children 

with ASD learn 

through natural 

aided language 

stimulation?”



Aided Language Stimulation 

and ASD
Drager:

“We have preliminary evidence that changing 
adults’ behavior through aided modeling

interventions can be effective for children 
with ASD.” (p. 118)

“Aided modelling interventions offer a simple 
approach that may significantly increase the 
language and communication skill of children 

with ASD who require AAC.” (p. 119)



A communication system for 

functional communication

 Expanded pool of vocabulary through provision of a

40 per page key word PODD communication book

 Provided ‘friendly teaching’ on features of the PODD 
book to enable family to provide receptive input 

Actively modelled how to provide receptive input:

 Modelling a range of language functions

 Expanding messages

 Adapting communication style to create communication opportunities

 Attributing meaning and mapping language

 Natural feedback

Lots of opportunities to practice and receive feedback



Processes of aided language acquisition

 Varying comprehension of spoken 
language by children with complex 
communication needs

 Two main developmental paths

1. Based on the comprehension of speech. 
Similar to second language learning.

2. Very limited or no comprehension of 
spoken language and acquire a 
communication system without reference 
to speech. Independent creation of a 
meaning system with AAC language 
forms. (similar to first language learning)

(see von Tetzchner & Grove 2003)



Processes of aided language acquisition

 Varying comprehension of spoken 
language by children with complex 
communication needs

 Two main developmental paths

1. Based on the comprehension of speech. 
Similar to second language learning.

2. Very limited or no comprehension of 
spoken language and acquire a 
communication system without reference 
to speech. Independent creation of a 
meaning system with AAC language 
forms. (similar to first language learning)

(see von Tetzchner & Grove 2003)



B has “More to Say!”

 Focused on the interaction

 Used his mode of communication

 Attributed meaning to his messages

 Expanded his messages to develop language

 Acknowledged and valued multi-model 

communication



B has “More to Say!”

 Seeking to understand!

 Ongoing problem 

solving process

 Intelligibility??

Improvements in:

 Engagement

 Persistence with message

 Sensory seeking behaviours



Introducing a High-tech 

Communication Device

 Brand new device!

 Modelling what language is available and how to 

navigate to it

 Suggesting ideas of what to say and when

 Modelling the operational competencies (very 

challenging at the beginning!)

 Provision of prompts and cues 

 Lots of visual and verbal redirection
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Access to Literacy Learning

 Attended an IEP meeting to explain and demonstrate 
how school staff could use B’s PODD to develop his 
communication and literacy.

 B has had access to structured literacy teaching-
learning opportunities since March 2015

 He is now:

 A conventional reader and writer

 A phonetic speller

 Happily engaging in daily literacy instruction

 Dairy writing

 Phonics and spelling

 Shared and Guided reading 



Comprehension Task: 4/8/2015





Spelling: August 2015



Spelling: August 2015



Things that have got better just in the short time we 
have been using PODD include:

 B’s ability to answer questions and understand what we are 
saying.

 Conversations without frustration. Once B has got his message out 
he actually relaxes and is not on edge anymore.

 B now has an ability to communicate with others. This was one of 
the very big things that has been an issue, now everyone can 
understand what he is talking about.

 B’s behaviour is improving; now he knows that if he wants to tell 
you something he can just get his book and he does.

 B will initiate conversation; he will go get his book and tell you 
what he wants.

 B would never usually concentrate on anything but PODD is a 
totally different story. He can tell you his message and 
concentrate on the book without a problem and I think it’s just 
because he knows the quicker he uses it, the quicker he would get 
his message out to you.

B’s Mum. May 2015



PODD has done some amazing things for B. He 

went from being non verbal to verbal pretty 

much. 

The amount of conversations that come out of 

him surprise me everyday and I know if it 

wasn’t for PODD B would not be learning or be 

able to communicate effectively. 

It has opened our and everyone else’s eyes to 

just how clever he is and especially to what he 

knows. We didn’t know he knew all these things 

before PODD.

B’s Mum. September 2015



“We want people to know that 

behind their unconventional 

behaviours and communication 

difficulties, people with autism are 

thinking and feeling individuals who 

want and deserve respect and the 

opportunities to succeed in life.”

Margret Ericsdottir

(who’s son Keli has Autism)

Acknowledge that Functional 
Communication is a priority



Please get in touch!

Haylee Parfett
Speech Pathologist, Consultant and Trainer

haylee.parfett@gmail.com


