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Supporting Students with Autism
ACCORDING TO THE U.S. DEPARTMENT of 
Education, more than 655,000 children ages 
3–21 attended school under the educa-
tional eligibility classification of autism in 
2016–2017. And data from the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention show that 
as many as 1 in 68 children has an autism 
spectrum disorder (ASD). Given these 
statistics, most educators will work with 
ASD students at some point in their careers. 

To receive an ASD diagnosis, individu-
als must show persistent deficits in social 
communication and social interactions 
and engage in repetitive patterns of 
behavior, interests, or activities. People 
with ASD have a wide range of abilities, 
with some needing substantial support 
throughout their lives. Below, we 

highlight key points from the AFT’s 
publication Supporting Students with 
Autism, available at http://go.aft.org/
AE118tft1.

Effective Education for  
Students with Autism
When working with a student with autism, 
an effective educational program will 
capitalize on the student’s interests, offer a 
predictable schedule, teach tasks as a series 
of simple steps, actively engage the 
student’s attention in highly structured 
activities, and provide regular reinforce-
ment of behavior.

Two of the core challenges for students 
with autism are communication and 
socialization, which can result in their 
responding to situations inappropriately. 
Behaviors may include loud vocalizations, 
leaving the instructional area, self-injury, 
aggression, or other inappropriate 
behaviors. With a high-quality, systemati-
cally implemented positive behavior 
support plan, students with autism can 
reduce inappropriate behavior and succeed 
in an educational environment. 

To effectively address challenging 
behavior, the student’s educational team 
must understand why a behavior is 
occurring. A functional behavior assess-
ment can help. It should include a clear 
description of the problem behavior(s); 
activities, times, and situations that predict 
when behaviors will and will not occur; 

consequences that maintain the problem 
behaviors; summary statements or 
hypotheses; and direct observation data to 
support the hypotheses.

Upon completion of a functional 
behavior assessment, a positive behavior 
support plan can be developed. It should 
include modifications in the environment 
that reduce the likelihood of the problem 
behavior, teaching plans for developing 
adaptive behaviors and replacement 
skills, natural and minimally intrusive 
consequences to promote positive 
behavior and deter problem behaviors, 
and a crisis plan (as needed). Specific 
training should be provided to all team 
members responsible for implementing 
the plan. 

Building Relationships with  
Parents and Families 
Collaboration between educators and 
families is crucial. A phone call or home 
visit prior to the start of the school year 
can help build the relationship, and so can 
honoring parents’ or family members’ 
extensive knowledge about the child. 
Throughout the year, be sure to communi-
cate frequently with families about areas 
where students can improve, as well as 
areas where they have succeeded. Every 
parent wants to hear about his or her 
child’s accomplishments.
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TOOLS FOR TEACHERS

RESOURCES

STRONG PUBLIC SCHOOLS

The Learning First Alliance, a coalition of 12 national educa-
tion groups—including the AFT—that represent more than 10 
million teachers, parents, administrators, specialists, and 
school board members, has pulled together research and best 
practices that can help build strong, thriving public schools. 
The Elements of Success: 10 Million Speak on Schools That Work 
(www.learningfirst.org/elementsofsuccess) identifies six 
elements common to successful schools: a focus on the total 
child; a commitment to equity and access; family and com-
munity engagement; distributed leadership; a strong, sup-
ported teaching force and staff; and a relationship-oriented 
school climate.

PODCAST SERIES ON EXTRAORDINARY DISTRICTS

A new podcast produced by the Education Trust, ExtraOrdinary 
Districts (www.edtrust.org/extraordinarydistricts), highlights 
three school districts—in Chicago, Illinois; Lexington, Massa-
chusetts; and Steubenville, Ohio—identified by Stanford 
University (see http://cepa.stanford.edu/seda/overview) as 

getting extraordinary results. Featuring interviews with 
teachers, principals, superintendents, researchers, union 
leaders, and others, the podcasts touch on the union role in 
each of the districts.

FIGHTING FOR OUR VALUES

At a time of unprecedented threats to public education, the AFT 
remains committed to fighting for the middle class and our 
democracy. Our revamped member engagement website, 
called “All In,” helps support activists in this fight. Visit http://
allin.rtp.aft.org for resources to stay mobilized, connect with 
our allies, and engage with our communities. We are all in—
standing together for a fair and vibrant economy that offers 
good jobs and opportunity to all; a system of great neighbor-
hood public schools that nurture all children in a safe learning 
environment; public higher education that is affordable and 
inclusive; high-quality healthcare for all Americans; democracy 
rooted in pluralism and equality, with a free press and a thriving 
labor movement; and a just society where every person can be 
free from discrimination, bigotry, and bullying. 
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