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Autism 
Spectrum 
Disorder

ASD History
Pre-1900s: Historical accounts

1911: The term ‘autism’ first used

1943: Leo Kanner first described autism as we know it

1944: Hans Asperger identifies ‘Asperger syndrome’

1940s to 1960s: Confusion and lack of understanding

1960s to 1980s: From ‘refrigerator mother’ theory to a better understanding 

1981: Infantile Autism included in the DSM III

1980s – 1990s: Emergence of body of knowledge from people with autism

1991: Hans Asperger’s work is translated into English

1994: Asperger Disorder is added to the DSM IV

1996: Concept of ‘spectrum’ evolved

2013: DSM 5 – Autism Spectrum Disorder

Autism Spectrum Disorder

ASD  

Impaired 
social 
communication 
& social 
interaction

Restricted,
repetitive 
patterns of 
behaviour, interests 
or activities

Dyad of Impairments 
Severity Rating 

Level 1 Requiring Support

Level 2 Requiring substantial support

Level 3 Requiring VERY substantial support
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Social Communication 

Difficulties with:

• Receptive communication

• Expressive communication

• Pragmatic language

• Eye contact

• Body language

• Interpreting social cues

• Figurative or high-level language

• Prosody

• Unwritten social rules

• Friendships

Use Clear  & Simple Language

Say what you mean and mean what you say

Photo Sign Written Verbal 
Reminder

shower

Social Circles

Private 

Public

Repetitive Behaviours & Flexibility of Thought

• Attention to detail

• Stereotyped behavior 

• Difficulties imagining what happening next

• Preference for predictable environments

• Difficulties coping with change in routines/planned 
events

• Polarised thinking style

Sensory Processing 

• Sensory receptors are 
stimulated e.g. eyes or skin

Sensory Input

• The stimulation is organised 
and related to previous 
experiences

Processing

• A motor response occursReaction
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The senses:

• Auditory – hearing 

• Olfactory – smell

• Gustatory – taste

• Tactile – touch

• Vision – sight

• Vestibular – the feeling of our head in space (balance)

• Proprioception – the feeling of our muscles and joints (movement)

People on the autism spectrum may be over-responsive, under-
responsive, or have difficulty discriminating sensory information

Cognitive Approaches:
Executive Functioning 

Theory of mind

Theory of Weak Central Coherence 

Executive Functioning

Executive functions are the located in the prefrontal cortex. Executive 
functioning describes the ability to:

• Plan

• Prioritise

• Sequence

• Initiate thoughts and activities

• Cease thoughts and activities

• Flexible thinking

• Goal direction

• Self-monitoring

• Access working memory

How to support executive functioning weaknesses? 

• Schedules  

• Time supports

• Task analysis

First Then
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First Then

Schedules

Change
Time Supports

Task Analysis

This is when a task is broken down 
into individual steps. 

Theory of Mind 

This is our ability to see the world from another person’s 

perspective. 
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Theory of Mind

• Predicting the behaviour of others

• Reading a room or social situation

• Understanding jokes, sarcasm or irony

• Turn taking

• Staying on topic

• Understanding relationships 

• Maintaining relationships

• Games with peers

• Reading body language or facial expressions

How to support theory of mind development?

Visuals 

Fiona & Joanne

Go     
Catters!!!

Did you see 
the cats 
game?!

Go tigers!
Silly cats.

Video Modelling

The theory of central coherence refers to a 
person’s ability to take in many pieces of 
information in order to see the whole picture. 
(Carpentieri & Morgan, 1994;  Jolliffe & Baron-Cohen, 1998; Rumsey & 
Hamburger, 1988; 1990)

Theory of Weak Central Coherence
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What this looks like…

• Inability to focus on the whole instead of the details
• Inability to hold information in mind and use it later in other 

tasks.
• Grandin “I cannot hold one piece of information in my mind while 

I manipulate the next step in the sequence.”
• Only recognising a person from one detail 
• Difficulty with focusing on different parts of a story or extracting 

information during reading

Generalisation

It is important during learning that materials are 
presented in a variety of ways.

People on the spectrum have difficulty generalising
information from one context to another. 

URL - CTA

Share.  Spread the word.  Build better understanding of autism today.


