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Disability: Autism 

Characteristics:


Autism is a brain disorder that often affects how the mind works. Autism has an effect on ones ability to communicate and relate to others. Individuals with autism typically have difficulties in verbal and non-verbal communication, social interactions, and leisure or play activities. Common symptoms of autism include; delay in learning to talk, not talking at all, repeated and overused types of behavior, below normal intelligence, depression, anxiety, obsessive compulsive behavior and seizures. 
The major characteristics include slowness in understanding messages; problems of the sensory system (touch, taste, and smell), hearing and language disorders, inappropriate social responses (screaming, unprovoked tantrums, laughing, crying, and resisting touch, cuddling, and eye contact); sleep disturbances, and in severe forms the child may injure themselves, constantly move various body parts, show an apparent insensitivity to pain and/or constantly isolate themselves from their parents and all others. 
This disease is often detected at the age of three and males are four times likely to be diagnosed than girls. Those diagnosed with autism can also suffer from numerous physical ailments which may include: allergies, asthma, epilepsy and digestive disorders. Currently there is no cure for autism but with early intervention and treatment the symptoms can be improved.
Misconceptions:

There are three main misconceptions associated with autism. The first misconception is that autism is a psychological condition. After several studies it was concluded that autism was caused by biological means and could be triggered by environmental issues. 

The second misconception about autistic people is that they are mentally retarded. Autism and mental retardation are two separate disorders; while one may be diagnosed with autism it does not mean that they are mental retarded. It is however important to note that about 80% of those diagnosed with autism are also diagnosed with some degree of mental retardation. 
The last most common misconception is that autistic people are geniuses or are super intelligent. In the movie Rain Man, with Tom Cruise and Dustin Hoffman, Dustin Hoffman’s character portrays an autistic adult with the rare ability to memorize numbers. It is true that autistic people have an uneven development of skills, but it does not necessarily mean that they will be genius or super intelligent like the character in Rain Man portrayed. 

These misconceptions are very important for teachers to understand in order to provide proper support to students with autism. It is also important to be aware of the capabilities of your students as to not set expectations too low or too high.

Accommodations for Individual Students:

It is imperative for teachers of autistic students to be aware of the characteristics and misconceptions associated with those students in order to accommodate and meet their needs appropriately in the classroom. Effective techniques that teachers can use to support autistic children is to touch base with their therapist/doctor to get to know more about their student, use consistent class routines, give visual instructions, plan several breaks, create a self-calming area and also create a sensory area. These areas should provide a sense of comfort to each student in the room and act as an area where one can relax and liberate any emotional distress. Areas like these should have comfortable seating such as a chair, bean bag or recliner and include building blocks, Koosh balls or squeeze toys.
Resources:
National Autism Association http://www.nationalautismassociation.org/index.php 

Teaching Autism Students

http://www.child-autism-parent-cafe.com/autism-students-in-inclusive-classrooms.html 

Lesson Plans for Autism Students

http://autism.lovetoknow.com/Lesson_Plans_for_Autistic_Childrenn 

Books:

Changing the Course of Autism, Bryan Jepson, MD

Louder Than Words, Jenny McCarthy

Curriculum Modification:
Hypothetical example: An autistic student in the classroom is being harassed by another student and has a violent outburst.

Teacher response: If in the case this does happen it is important for the teacher to remain calm. Have the student exit the room to calm down as well. Explain to the rest of the students in the classroom the situation and reiterate your behavioral expectations to the class. Once order is set in the classroom and students are working on a task, talk to the child about that behavior and comfort them. It is important to let the student know that behavior like this can be avoided in the future. Give the student the option to exit the classroom or go to a comfort zone in the room to decompose their thoughts and clear their mind of distractions. Giving students the option of deterring the situation before it gets to the point of violence is important in gaining the trust of each student, not just the student with autism.
