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Adolescents, Autism Spectrum
Disorder and Secondary School

By Wendy Lawson*

eing diagnosed with an Autism
Spectrum Disorder (ASD),
specifically Asperger’s Syndrome,
in August 1994, | would suggest
that | experience the same kinds of
difficulties as others diagnosed with
an ASD.

For instance, we dislike change (we
prefer routine), we tend to be obsessive
and we become anxious very easily.

We also take what is said to us literally.

For example, the teacher says”... pull
your socks up John or you won’t make

it into the team”. John bends down and
pulls his socks up. The teacher tells him
off and calls him a‘smarty pants’ John
replies that he doesn’'t have any smarties
in his pants. Teacher sends John to the
head mistress/master because he ‘talked
back to them’ John doesn’t know what
all the fuss is about — he is missing his
favourite period at school, the time on
the computer and he becomes very
upset. John comes home with a note
from his teacher that requires him to do
detention for insolent behaviour!

Before | received a diagnosis of ASD, |
thought that my difficulties in every day
life were because | was not as intelligent
as other people. The only way that |
could cope with my daily confusion and
frustration was by living according to my
rules, rituals and routines.

Since receiving a diagnosis of ASD, |
have been able to come to terms with
both who I am and what | can do. For
example, | avoid social gatherings
because they are very confusing and
scary. | find it difficult to know how to
maintain a conversation unless it's about
a favored topic of mine.

| also get overloaded with all the sensory
information that comes from people in

a social situation, such as conversational
noise, movement of people, clothing,
doors and so on. The only time | enjoy
social occasions are when they occur on
my terms with friends that | know and
trust. | can plan these times, enter and
exit when | want to and | can be myself.

Studying for the
student with ASD

As you probably know, neuro-typical
people are quite different to those of us
with ASD. They may seem strange and
confusing.

Why do they say things they don’t
mean? Why do they so often talk in
riddles? Why aren't they interested

in our most favoured of topics? Why

do they choose to be amongst a

whole group of folk at a party rather
than spend the best time on the
computer? Why do they have such
complicated emotional interactions and
relationships? In fact, why are they so
illogical and complicated when life is all
so simple?

Students with ASD have different
priorities.

We fail to see the rationale for taking lots
of time to socialise. It simply seems like a
waste of time! It doesn’t mean, however,
that we don’t need leisure time, we just
spend it differently.

Understanding the differences between
us is one essential ingredient in working
together.

For most of us, talking and sharing in
conversation is an every day fact of life
that requires little thought. If, however
we are going for an interview, or to

an appointment that requires ‘careful
conversational consideration’ (the 3C’s),
then we usually take more time to think
and construct what we want to say.

“So, what'’s your point?”you might be
thinking.

Well, if we are talking to neuro-typical
individuals (folk who don’t have an
intellectual, social or communication
disability) then ‘conversational chit-chat’
(the other 3C’s) might be appropriate!

However, when we are talking with
individuals with an ASD, the three C’s
we choose can make a difference as to
whether or not we are understood. As
we all know, understanding is the first
'key’to good communication.

Taking words literally and thinking in
pictures is what | do naturally. Knowing
this can be used as a tool to aid my
learning.

EMBRACING THE DREAMS oF FAMILIES FOR THEIR CHILDREN
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Learning Links is a non-profit charity assisting
children who have difficulty learning and their
families.

We raise funds to help children from birth to 18 years
by offering a range of services including the following.

Early Childhood Services for children from birth to
six years.

- Early childhood intervention and support for very
young children.

- Aninclusive preschool for children with and without
additional needs.

« An assessment and consultancy service for families
who are concerned about their young child’s
development.

« Specialist early childhood services and therapy.
School Age Services for children from Kindergarten
to Year 12 who have low support needs.

« Comprehensive assessments.

- Small group literacy and numeracy support.

» Occupational and speech therapy.

« Outreach programs.

« The Ronald McDonald Learning Program for seriously
ill children and Reading and Counting for Life
Programs for children falling behind in reading and
numeracy at school.

Family Services helping and supporting families and
health professionals.

« Centre and home-based family counselling.
- Parenting Programs and groups for families.
» Case Management Services.

Professional Development for teachers, health
professionals and parents.

- Presentations, workshops and advice on identifying
and helping children with learning difficulties,
learning disabilities and developmental delays.

Learning Links has branches in six Sydney
locations at Peakhurst, Penshurst, Fairfield,
Miller, Brookvale & Randwick. We also offer some
services to children in country NSW, the ACT,

and some programs Australia-wide and in New
Zealand. A complete list of branch locations and
contact numbers is on the back cover.
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For example, if you want me to
understand a topic, theme or remark,
then | need you to‘put me in the
picture’ or ‘paint a picture of it for me"
This means using words to give me the
mental images that build a picture of
what it is you are saying. If | don't have a
picture for it, then | can't think it.

Difference is always uncomfortable.

We all like to be amongst that which is
familiar, predictable and comfy. Imagine
how uncomfortable it would be if

you took words and people literally?
You would so often feel let down,
disappointed, lied to and so on. How
could you ever depend on someone?

One of the ways | have dealt with this is
to structure my daily life. | need my rules,
rituals and routines to help me cope
with uncertainty and with the threat of
change. Change is uncomfortable for

all of us but, it can be devastating for us
autistics!

Timetables and study skills

I guess that it goes without saying that
students need time-tables. But, what
if the time-tabled program has to be
canceled? Maybe the teacher is sick or
maybe the bus driver failed to turn up!

For whatever reason, the activity will not
take place. Now, to an ASD student this
can be devastating.

Remember the problems we have with
‘predicting outcomes’? Well, we don't
do this at all well. Therefore, we don't
cater to being adaptable and accepting
of ‘'unprepared for’ circumstances.

It is very wise to have options time-
tabled. If swimming has to be canceled,
then have option ‘B’ (Table Tennis for
instance), already time-tabled as an
alternative.

Knowing what a student’s study skills
are is a good place to begin to know
what skills they will need most help
with. Designing a student inventory for
both study skills and social interaction is
a must at the start of every new term.

For example, have the student complete
a list like the one following.

Study Skills

e My handwriting is messy.

o | write too slowly.

e | don't like making decisions about
what is (or is not) important when
reading a book or journal article.
| get distracted easily.
| find it much easier when people use
concrete examples.

o | don’t know what to focus on in
exams (and | always run out of time).

Wovds

Comwwnication, orchestration
and any other ‘action’,

Can lure and connive its path
On people’s thoughts and other’s behalf.
But what of us autisties?

We think and we ponder,
While you lot sit and wonder.
“What is exactly going on?”
You say within your wind.

We know without a doubt.
But you need time to work it out.
For us it’s all so simple!
Words are what they seem o be.
To us there is no problem!

Herein lies the hitch you see,
Words for you or words for me?
We tend to view things differently!

o | don't like sitting exams in strange

places.

I am a perfectionist.

I'm not very good at problem solving
(I don't like making decisions about
particular responses).

e | find it hard to be motivated about
some topics (and some topics upset
me).

e I'm not always able to sit still for long
periods.

o I'm not good at setting long-term
goals.

e | am not good at getting to class
on time or remembering all the
equipment | need.

Social interaction

o |like to be left alone at times.

o I'm never sure when it's OK to
interrupt in a conversation.

e | have difficulty knowing when
people are joking.

o |find it quite hard to look people in
the eye.

o I'm not very good at interpreting
non-verbal cues.

o |'m not competitive (winning or
losing is not important to me).

e I'm not good at conversing with
others.

o | don't understand what is funny in
many jokes.

o Others have said my speech is odd or
eccentric.
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e | find it difficult to make friends.

e I'm not very good with sarcasm or
metaphor; | like people to say what
they mean.

e | can getimpatient when people
don't understand me. (taken from
‘Towards success’ in Tertiary study
1997)

OK, as | have already hinted at, | have
very uneven skills. This is another one of
those enigmas.

I have University degrees, | have been
married and | have four grown children.
However, | have huge problems with
being disorganised, getting lost, using
public transport, understanding others
and just the practical interactions of
social situations.

| think many of you might be saying,
“So what, | do as well”.

I know that neural-typical individuals
might have issues in these areas but

| would suggest to you that it is the
degree of the ‘issue’ that separates us.

How many of you need to sit down on
the path outside a supermarket and do
breathing exercises because they have
changed the tinned soup isle?

Perception and
cognitive processes

Autistic perception, cognition and
processing of every day life is quite
different to that found within the
neuro-typical world. Consequently,
without specific ’keys’ that help us to
understand ASD, communication with
others can be confusing and open for
misinterpretation.

wWhat is time?

| tried o climb the big oak tree
Scampered across and scraped wmy knee.
1 walked for hours, picked some flowers.
If only 1 could just be me!

1 watched the boy who lived next door.
He had a kite, | watched it soar
He had a bike, the boy next door
He had a car, | heard it roar.

The boy next door then moved away,
So did his kite and bike and car, they say.
| watched and listened, just in case
But they were gone and in their place
The boy next door just was no-wore.

So did they really exist, or
were they just a dream?

How can they be there and then be not?

Within my own experience and those
shared with many of my Autistic friends,
we have noted that our perception,
cognition and processing of every day
life is governed by the following factors:

literality,

being singly channeled (serial
concepts),

thinking in pictures,

social non-priorities,
non-generalised learning,

issues with time and motion, and
issues with predicting outcomes.

For me, how | process life is therefore,
dependent upon the above factors.
Understanding these concepts will
give us more ‘keys’'to comprehending
Autism.

I suggest that an ASD individual’s life
needs to be structured and orchestrated
due to their difficulty with predicting
outcomes. For example, a child’s need
to line up objects or engage in other
ordered tasks and obsessions is born
from the need to know what will come
next and to be sure that this will always
happen. Perhaps the reader could pause
for a moment and ‘imagine’ how life
might be if they were not able to predict
consequences!

Being singly channeled and only able to
perceive one concept at one time, serial

fashion, indicates that | need to be given
instructions one by one.

Itis very easy to overload an ASD person
with too many words or concepts at
once. Neuro-typical people can be
multi-channeled, able to look and listen
at the same time (i.e. drive a car, engage
in conversation and listen to the radio
all at the same time). Due to my being
singly channeled, however, this would
not be possible for me.

Every situation that | encounter is like
encountering it for the first time.

| tend to not take what | have learnt
from one situation and be able to apply
it to another. This makes generalising
my learnings very difficult. However, |
can learn to generalise by academically
learning the rules for each situation
independently.

Sometimes events that are stored in

my long-term memory present not as
parts of the past but as very present
issues. Time, therefore, for me appears
to always be in the present. Concepts of
the ‘Future’ are very difficult to imagine.

My Life amd Yours

“Wendy, Wendy” | hear the teacher say.
“Wendy, Wendy, please look this way.”
“Wendy, Wendy”, | hear the children say.
“Wendy, Wendy, please come and play.”

| hear the words that come each day,
“What do they mean?” | hear wme say.
Words without pictures simply go away.
| furm wy head and look instead
At all that glitters; blue, green and red.

“You'll like it here” Father speaks,
“Come and play with Billy”
Inside my head wy brain just freaks,
“How can they be so silly?”

“Why would | want to do this thing”
My wind can find no reason.
“Please leave me with the sparkly string,

This gives we such a feeling.”

| use this rhyme to illustrate my
experience of time. This concept is
actually very difficult to explain. It's as
if time stands still. Other people, events
and happenings may move on but | am
left behind. My emotions, my feelings,
my thoughts all accompany me, but
they don't seem to move on when time
changes.

Of course some aspects of me do move
with the times.

I am aging or maturing if you like, but
that’s on the outside of me. Inside | find
it difficult to adjust to change and, as
Tony Attwood (1996) might say, “l have
the inability to forget”. This might seem
like a contradiction, because actually |
am very forgetful!

For example, | may forget what | need
to buy at the shop, but | can’t forget the
theme of a video, the outfit someone
was wearing or the layout of a venue |
lectured at. Indeed the whole arena of
‘time’is a fascinating one and | really
haven't worked it all out yet.

School was a nightmare!

| was so easily caught up with life’s
interruptions. It might have been a child
coughing, a bus passing by on the road
outside, a bird singing, or simply my
own thinking trying to work out words
from a previous conversation.
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| couldn’t organise either myself, or my
time. I knew that | didn't ‘fit’anywhere.
Even when | tried to talk to my peers,
somehow my words only compounded
the issue. My father once said to me
“make friends Wendy". | knew how to
make a rice pudding, | even knew how
to make my dog sit, but I had no idea
how to make friends!

“Wendy appears to be almost incapable
of doing as she is told “The report went
on”... she must learn to have the right
things at the right time e.g.‘a pen’
“Wendy must GROW UP!"These words
are taken from my Year 7 School report.
Just a few years later | was said to be
‘suffering with schizophrenia’.

In some ways the medication was useful
and at times it curbed my anxiety.

What it didn't do was explain social
interaction, the ‘usual’ rules of what it
means to be human.

Obsessions, or particular interests, are
another of our varied skills!

I have the ability to stay focused for
hours! However, this ability only applies
to areas of my interest. Not that many
years ago | would always begin a
conversation with“... did you know ...?
Or, I might have said”“... and what do
you know about...?"

It never occurred to me to begin a
conversation with such niceties as
“hello” or, “Hi, how are you?”| really
wasn't’ interested in others talking so
much as I was in having them listen to
what | needed to say! Over time | learnt
that if | wanted to engage in ongoing
conversation, then | had to let other
people tell me their stories as well.

Learning to recognise overload is very
important.

Prevention is better than cure! Each
individual is different and, therefore, will
have different strengths, weaknesses
and limitations. Ultimately it is in the
individual’s best interest to learn to
recognise these themselves. In the
meantime though, until that happens,
it is up to the parent, teacher or carer to
aid the understanding of this process.

When a child covers their ears, becomes
increasingly restless, paces the floor,
loses interest or simply moves away
from you, then they may be already
overloaded.

Our concentration span is very limited
and we soon tire.

Using subject material that we are
interested in is very helpful and will
facilitate longer interest. At school it was
always difficult for me to learn about
things that | was not interested in. | don't
know why this was so. | just couldn’t see
the point.

Temple Grandin (1996) talks about
‘thinking in pictures”and | certainly am
one of those people who does this. |
have wondered if this might have some
bearing on the matter. Maybe | lacked
the connections to build appropriate
pictures if the material to be learned
didn't have a familiar component to it.
Maybe, if | didn't have a picture for it |
couldn't think it?

Bitsika and Sharpley (1996) found that
families who were supported and

who experienced 'hope’ for the future,
suffered less anxiety than those who
were ‘out there alone’ Understanding
ASD, being part of a support group,
having autism friendly teachers and
other professionals, are some of the key
factors in promoting a sense of hope
and vision for the future.

Communication keys,
some helpful hints

When relating to people who have an
Autism Spectrum Disorder (I prefer to
call it delay rather than disorder) it is
important to remember the keys to
understanding ASD.

Again, these are as follows.

o We are singly channeled (we either
look or we listen, rather than doing
both at once).

o We take words literally.“Can you
make your bed James?” Neuro-
typicals mean “tidy your bed James”,
but a person with ASD might
understand “Do you know how a bed
is made?”to which the answer might
be “yes” or“no”, but it might not mean
that James complies with the request,
because he hasn't understood the
instruction as it was intended.

e We are not good at predicting
consequences. For example, child
picks up stone to throw it and is very
upset when it lands upon another’s
head!

e We do not like change because of
difficulties with predicting outcomes.

Therefore it is good to:

o check out the autistic person’s
perception of what is being asked,
demonstrated or said;

e teach that behaviours, emotions and
desires can have particular facial and
bodily expressions and explain what
these are;

e rote learn rules for specific situations
(i.e. we hug family members, not
strangers); and

e give time, whenever possible, to
acclimatise to change and don't
suddenly ‘spring things’ onto the
person.

When the individual is anxious: use

music, space, reassurance, relaxation

and breathing exercises, a calm voice
and any other acceptable known anti-
stressor.

Place expectations into context via
‘social stories’ This gives the individual a

fuller picture of the ‘what’s, ‘wherefores,

‘whys; ‘hows’and so on.

The Future

Life on earth is but a moment caught within
the crease of time,

The seasons come and go again,

You have your life, and | have wine.
The seed that’s planted within the ground
Cannot choose what to becowe.

A potato, an apple or a rose for some.

However, for it to be the very best,
It needs rich soil, not poor.
The sun and the rains must come,
To open that seed’s door.

1 may be born to nourish others,
1 may delight the senses.
| may grow tall,
| may grow swall,
| may stay stunted beneath wire fences.

My future may not depend on wmy stock,
So wmuch as it does upon sources.
Sources of warmth, sources of care
1 depend on the nurture to be for wme there.

Then | can blossom and sing with the birds,
Then | can grow wy potential.
$So plant we in goodness and all that is fine,
Please keep the intruders away.
Give we a chance to develop, in time,
To becowe who | aw, in life’s future, one day!
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* Wendy Lawson spoke at Learning Links’ 2008
Annual General Meeting in September. Her
talk was applauded by all who attended for its
excellent content and her easy to understand,
down-to-earth manner. She spoke in a way that
challenged many of our perceptions about the
learning abilities of children and adults with
an autism spectrum disorder. With her kind
permission, we will reproduce her talk as an
article in the next issue of our newsletter. Her
work and story are compelling and with her
permission, we have reproduced this article from
her website at www.mugsy.org/wendy/index.
htm.
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Early Childhood Services
—all enquiries to Head Office

School Age Services
- contact your local branch

Family Services
—contact your local branch

All other enquiries
-Head Office

Head Office

12-14 Pindari Road

Peakhurst NSW 2210
Telephone: (02) 8525 8222
Preschool: (02) 9533 3283
Facsimile: (02) 9584 2054

Email: mail@learninglinks.org.au

Northern Suburbs Branch

2 Alfred Road

PO Box 634

Brookvale NSW 2100
Telephone: (02) 9907 4222
Facsimile: (02) 9907 4244

Email: nsb@learninglinks.org.au

Western Suburbs Branch

Unit 7/9 William Street

PO Box 1026

Fairfield NSW 1860 (2165)
Telephone: (02) 9754 2377
Facsimile: (02) 9755 9422

Email: wsb@learninglinks.org.au

Southern Suburbs Branch

10 Railway Parade

Penshurst NSW 2222
Telephone: (02) 9580 4888
Facsimile: (02) 9580 4788
Email: ssb@learninglinks.org.au

South West Sydney Branch

88 Shropshire Street

PO Box 42

Miller NSW 2168

Telephone: (02) 8783 7111
Facsimile: (02) 8783 7222

Email: sws@learninglinks.org.au

Eastern Suburbs Branch

11 Rainbow Street

Kingsford NSW 2032
Telephone: (02) 9398 5188
Facsimile: (02) 9326 5364
Email: esb@learninglinks.org.au






