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Hello, Mom or Dad!
You know your child with special needs or
autism better than anyone, and you want to
help her or him to communicate to the best
of her or his abilities. Being a parent makes
you the most important person for your
child!
But where’s the help for YOU to understand
and empower your child? You’ve come to
the right place.
As an ASHA-certified speech-language
pathologist, I’ve been working with people
with autism and special needs for over 20
years. I strive to achieve more, just like you
do, every day. Together, through my articles, videos, and apps, we can
significantly help your child in the convenience of your own home.
In this e-book, you’ll learn new and creative ways to improve your child’s verbal
communication abilities – ideas that can truly be life-changing for families with a
son or daughter on the spectrum. My goal is for your child to create stronger
social bonds with you and everyone he or she encounters.
After you’ve tried a few of my techniques, feel free to email your questions,
comments, or concerns to me at karen@icanforautism.com.

 Karen
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For People with Autism,
Communication = Conversation

While there are slight variations of its exact definition, “conversation” is
essentially verbal (language or words) or nonverbal (gestures, facial
expressions) communication between two or more people for the purpose of
establishing and maintaining social relations. Conversation (aka “discussion” or
“dialogue”) is a way to exchange different ideas, points of view, beliefs,
knowledge, intents, desires, feelings, and so forth. Conversation can also occur
within oneself while thinking.
The dynamics of conversation can vary. It can be as short as a pair of
exchanges between two conversational partners or extend into multiple rounds
of back-and-forth comments with several partners. Even non-verbal exchanges
(e.g., a head nod, written words, body gestures) are considered
conversation. Conversations can revolve around a single topic or branch off
and lead into different topics. These topics can be based on things occurring inview at that moment or out-of-view like relating a past event.
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Especially nowadays, given multiple modes of communication like texting, instant
messaging, email, social media, or the phone, we are inundated with
opportunities and are expected to have more effective conversations. In all
cases, conversation utilizes language with other people in order to bring us
together into each other’s worlds with the purpose of building stronger social
relationships.
At the heart of autism are difficulties with social relations and language, and
therefore, difficulties with having conversations. Not every person with autism is
able to meet these highly specific criteria of conventional conversation. A
broader definition of conversation must be considered; otherwise, many people
with autism may never truly be accepted as part of the social world.
Thus, every communicative interaction of a person with autism must be
considered conversational. This means that exchanges such as verbal or
nonverbal rituals, routines, greetings, polite markers, and instructions should be
considered conversation, even though these might not be the richest or most
engaging forms. Some people with autism are able to engage in some form of
“typical” conversation; however, all facets may not exist or be adequate or
accurate such as:







initiating/maintaining/ending a conversation
the ability to rephrase (using other words to clarify)
proxemics (e.g., standing too close to the listener)
intonation (appropriate tone of voice)
topic choice of interest to the listener
maxims (e.g., talking too much/too little; providing relevant, on-topic
contributions)

In any case, simply because he or she is unable to have perfect or typical
conversations does not invalidate the fact that one occurred.
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Given specialized instruction for both verbal and nonverbal
communication, people with autism will continually develop and improve social
relationships.
Valuing his or her ongoing contributions as a member of society, our role is to
acknowledge, accept, reinforce, and help to improve all attempts at
conversation. 

~ The following chapters address the communication
needs of people with autism who are verbal as well as
methods that families can use to improve conversations
and support stronger relationships. ~
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Conversation Skills Start at Home
for Your Child with Autism
At their home, I was counseling the father of one of my clients
with autism. Usually, his daughter speaks only when she is asked
a question. But suddenly, without anyone asking her anything,
she screamed out, “I did it!” and handed him her tooth that she
had pulled out while he and I were talking. Her father didn’t
know what to be more surprised about - the fact that she yanked
out her own loose tooth or that she spoke to him spontaneously.

Whether your child with autism speaks a little or a lot, most of his or her day is
likely filled with adult-directed question-and-answer which doesn’t always
inspire him or her to begin or maintain conversations.
Applying ‘brain-based’ learning principles, you as the parent can use
communication techniques such as modeling, cueing, implying, and leading to
motivate and guide your child to engage in natural communication in any
situation!
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BRAIN-BASED PRINCIPLE: Novelty and Variety Attract and
Hold Attention
For children with limited language abilities:
If the typical “What did you do at school today?” is difficult for your child to
answer when you pick him up, point out something out of the ordinary on the
road. Use ‘hook’ words or sounds (like a gasp or a whistle) and point to
something curious like road construction, a traffic accident, or a traffic jam.
Exclaim something like, “Oh, no!” and allow your child to respond further.
Games that are routine-based like “I Spy” can get your child excited to make
that first connection with you upon his return home from school. Say something
like, “I spy with my little eye something red.” Afterwards, you can entice your
child to choose something different, like spying “something with wheels”, for the
next day.
For children with more language abilities:
If you were to see a fender bender, say something like, “Oh, no! I wonder how
long ago this accident happened! I still see glass shattered all over the street.”
Volunteer exciting events that happened to you like, “At work today, my friend,
Colleen, shared her chocolate bar with me without me asking!” If your child
doesn’t spontaneously respond, you can cue him a little bit more with, “I wonder
if any of your friends shared anything with you today.” This will help your
child get the idea about how to identify and express highlights of his day.

BRAIN-BASED PRINCIPLE: Social Interaction Makes Personal
Meaning
If your child is under-responsive (doesn’t always interact when it’s necessary),
make her environment uncomfortable. For example, sit in her chair, block her
path, provide her with an incorrect item (like a fork for her soup), or give her a
jar with a tight lid. Model the appropriate language like, “Susan, say, ‘Mom I
can’t eat soup with a fork,’” or “Susan, say, ‘Mom, this lid is too tight to open.’”
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If your child is overly-responsive (talks too much without regard for the listener),
say something like, “You’ve told me all about your day, but you didn’t ask me
about my day,” or “You don’t know anything about my interesting day.”

Here are ways you can mediate to help family members, siblings, and guests
start a conversation with your child:
For children with limited language abilities:
You can suggest to your child’s grandmother, “Grandma, why don’t you tell
Johnny about how the cookies you were going to bring him today got burned?”
Keep the conversation going by modeling for your son, “Johnny, say to
Grandma, ‘Oh, no! Rats!’”
For children with more language abilities:
Given the same situation, suggest a solution for your child to continue like,
“Hmm…we have cookie dough here in the fridge,” or “The bakery is very close
to our house, you know.”
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SUGGEST CONVERSATION STARTERS FOR YOUR CHILD
For children with limited language abilities, you can introduce:





“Grandma was supposed to bring cookies to our house today, but I
don’t see any.”
“Your brother Jack went on a camping trip with his troops in the
freezing cold weather yesterday.”
“Grandpa doesn’t know the funny thing that happened to you at the
park today.”
“Your cousin won a trophy at karate yesterday.”

For children with more language abilities, you can introduce:





“I can’t wait to eat the delicious cookies that Grandma has for us.”
“I wonder if your brother, Jack, has turned into a snowman from his
camping trip yesterday.”
“Grandpa could use a good laugh from you.”
“Your cousin had a karate tournament yesterday.”

Having siblings ask your child with autism to relay messages or provide
assistance builds connections:
For children with limited language abilities:
•
Sibling says to the child with autism, “Please say to mom, ‘Mom, [name
of sibling] spilled glitter all over the floor. She needs the vacuum cleaner.’”
•

“Please say to dad, ‘Dad, [name of sibling]’s computer isn’t working.’”

For children with more language abilities:
•
Sibling says to the child with autism, “I don’t know how to do my math
homework. I think Dad can help me, but he’s downstairs.”
•

“I think Aunt Mary just rang our doorbell, but I’m still getting ready.”
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BRAIN-BASED PRINCIPLE: Emotions Help To Connect
Experiences.

For children with limited language abilities:
If your other child, Lilly, says something like, “I can’t believe I just lost that soccer
game. I practiced so hard,” you can keep the conversation going by saying,
“Jessica, say to Lilly, “‘Good try,’” or “’Better luck next time.”
For children with more language abilities:
In the same situation above, you can empathize and discuss values to maintain
the conversation flow by saying, “Jessica, Lilly practiced so hard for this game.
Remind Lilly that teamwork and having fun are what really matter,” or “Tell Lily
that she will have more chances to win other games next time.”
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BRAIN-BASED PRINCIPLE: Objects Help Recall and Discuss
Learned Information
For children with limited language abilities:
Referencing the child’s homework, the mother can say, “Justin, show Dad the
flags of the different countries you made in school,” and “Justin, say, ‘Dad, some
flags have the same colors but in different places on the flags.’”
For children with more language abilities:
You can say, “Tina, I’m sure that [Mom / Dad] is interested to know about your
photosynthesis chart.”
Or, “Tina, I see in your textbook that you are learning about the Industrial
Revolution. I wonder what it would be like today to live without inventions like
the TV and phone.”

READY. SET. CONVERSATIONS!
Rather than having someone speak for or not include your child, you now have
effective ways to empower him or her to take control of his or her own
communication. Using the methods above, your child will be curious about social
situations and learn from everyone while having an independent voice. With
the teamwork of the family, your child will be an engaged conversational
partner, making relationships thrive like never before! 

This article first appeared in Exceptional Parent Magazine, April 2016
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These 4 Tips Can Forever
Change How Your Child with
Autism Makes Conversation

Have you and your child ever had situations like these?
You are wearing a striped shirt. Your daughter asks you, “Are
you wearing a striped shirt?”
Earlier in the day, you tell your son that the family will go to the
park. Later, he asks you, “Where are we going today?”
Your son is watching his friend on stage dancing. He asks you,
“Who is dancing?”
Why is it that kids with autism often ask questions he or she
already knows the answers to, and what can you do to help?
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REASON #1
You may be using an overabundance of questions (“How
is/was ___?”; “What did/do ___?”; “Where is/was ___?”)
that your child is copying.
SOLUTION: Model language using more statements, rather than
relying on questions. This way, your child learns how to make
comments.
Instead of this:
“Suzy, what design is on my shirt?”
“Suzy, where are we going later?”
“Suzy, do you like your ice cream?”
Try this:
“Suzy, look at my beautiful striped shirt!”
“I can’t wait to go to the park today, Suzy.”
“Cookie dough ice cream is my favorite flavor.”

REASON #2
You and other adults too often initiate conversations with
him or her through questioning.
SOLUTION: Use comments to start a conversation, and you can
cue your child to do the same.
Instead of this:
“John, what design is on my shirt?”
“John, where are we going later?”
Try this:
“John, say, ‘Mom, that’s a pretty striped shirt you’re wearing!”
“John, say, ‘Today when we go to the park, I’m going to try the big slide.”
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REASON #3
Your child believes that questions are the only type of cue
for the other person to respond, and statements are to
remain stagnant.
SOLUTION: Help your child see how he or she can build upon
your statements, and vice versa.
Instead of this:
“Jen, what did I do to your toast?”
“What did you draw in art class, Jen?”
Try this:
“Jen, uh-oh…I burned your toast. Say, ‘Mom, it’s ok. Just put another slice in
the toaster.”
“Jen, say, ‘Mom, I drew this picture in art class.’” Then you say, “Hmm…it looks
like a flower.”
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REASON #4
Children with autism have a tendency to ask questions that
require factual responses instead of answers that evoke
curiosity, novelty, or opinion.
SOLUTION: Respond to your child’s factual questions with
statements that get them to think more deeply about the subject.
Examples:
Child: “Dad, what do people in China ride instead of cars?”
Dad: “I wonder if people in China would rather drive a car everyday than ride
a bicycle. You can find out for me by asking our neighbor, Mr. Chang, for his
opinion because he used to live in China for many years.”
Child: “Is Alaska the 49th state that joined the United States, Mom?”
Mom: “It’s interesting that Alaska is the second newest state to join the 50 United
States, and it’s also interesting that Alaska is not attached to the United States.”

RICHER COMMUNICATION AWAITS!
Your child’s deliberate questioning to which he or she knows the answers is a
form of self-stimulation and reassurance. Bringing your child out of his or her
safety zone toward flexibility and curiosity will lead to more enriched
conversations. Feel free to send me your comments (and questions!) after you
give these ideas a try! 
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‘The Conversation Gift’: How to
Help Your Child Open Up About
New Experiences
After a day of school, a birthday party, a recently watched
movie, or a return from summer vacation, kids with autism do not
tend to initiate or share their experiences. This usually leads
most adults to start a line of interrogation, suc h as: “How was
school today?”; “What was the movie about?”; “What did yo u do
during summer vacation?”.
Unfortunately, not only does this cause dependency on others to
initiate for the child, but the child tends to give only bits of
information at a time, thereby creating disjointed communication.
This lack of initiation or of
sharing is the result of systemic
issues at the heart of autism.
The person with autism tends to
be inside himself, so he often
will have difficulty connecting
emotionally with others while
experiencing an event or
activity.
Furthermore, if he has already
experienced the event himself,
he does not understand the
purpose of sharing his memories
purely for socialization. Even
when he wishes to share his
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experience with someone, he can be confused as to with whom his story will be
best received.
You can help your child make these connections both during and after her
experience by pointing out distinctions and later choosing a suitable
conversational partner.

DURING THE EXPERIENCE
Point out the interesting, odd, exciting objects, events, or activities.
Examples:
“Wow! Look at that huge log flume! It goes around and around and up and
down!”
“Are your feet burning on this hot sand?”
“Oh my goodness! That fish looked like it was flying out of the water! The fish
back home in our lakes don’t do that!”
“Isn’t it weird that we are sleeping outside in a tent on the ground instead of
inside our house on a bed?!”

AFTER THE EXPERIENCE
Memory provides the opportunity to engage within ourselves as well as with
others while celebrating one’s life and enhancing pride and selfesteem. Because we can never go through an experience exactly the same way
again, we enjoy remembering. As opposed to a line of questioning or
interrogation, your casual initiation of your child’s experience can spark her to
want to discuss it further, bring up another related event, and/or initiate
conversation about her memory of her own experience with others.
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Examples:
“Even though you went skiing a few days ago, it’s fun to talk about what
happened with other people, like when you went down that hill super-fast,
because you get to think about it again and again.”
“I like to remember when you were going down the log flume. You were so
scared, but afterwards you weren’t scared anymore! Next time if you go down
the log flume again, you won’t be scared.”
“Remember the tire swing that was hanging from the huge tree by the lake at
Aunt Susan’s house? I am sure you wish that we had one, huh?”
“I know that Grandma wishes that she could have gone to Disney with us. So, if
you share your experiences by telling her what you did, Grandma will feel like
she went to Disney also.”

TRY THIS FREE CONVERSATION STARTER!
To further help your child, you can make abstract experiences (like summer
vacation, for example) more concrete and tangible with my FREE
“CONVERSATION GIFT” TEMPLATE.
Visual and tactile objects help people with autism to understand and
remember. Souvenirs (either purchased or found in nature), photographs, or
drawings are artifacts of what the child did and saw. They allow the child to
physically refer to, bring, show, and share his memories. Memories are the
greatest gifts to both give and receive, and people with autism will have an
easier time to physically give this “gift” to others.
HOW TO USE THE ‘CONVERSATION GIFT’ TEMPLATE:


Print the “Conversation Gift” and help your child fill in the blanks. You
can say something general to introduce and stimulate conversation like,
“I had such a nice time at the lake.”
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Either have your child choose a preferred person, or you choose
someone who is open and approachable for your child to initiate a
conversation. For example, “When you see Uncle Bob, you can tell him
about your trip to the lake.”



Help your child think about that person’s interests, background,
occupation, etc. to try to tie in your child’s experiences. You can say,
“Uncle Bob will want to hear about your trip to the lake because he
likes the outdoors and animals.” Another option is to be more general
and fill in “…because I know that he/she wants to hear all about my
vacation.”



Look at the artifacts your child collected. For example, perhaps you
photographed a mother turtle with her baby turtles sitting on a log. It
may be that your child is able to make an initiating statement by
recalling your statements and explanations at the time in which he
experienced the turtles.
If not, you can stimulate your child’s initiation by saying something like,
“This was so interesting because this is the first time you and I have ever
seen a mother turtle with her baby turtles. When you see Uncle Bob
you can tell him about this. Write down something over here that you
would like to say to Uncle Bob about the turtles.”



To help further the intended conversation, help your child think of a
question to ask the conversational partner. See below for a few
examples. When your child encounters this conversational partner, he
can then present this “Conversation Gift” and refer back to the
‘Conversation Starter’ he wrote in order to begin the conversation.
Afterward, the conversational partner will keep this “Conversational
Gift” along with the artifact. Seeing this “Conversation Gift” displayed
within the conversational partner’s home may spark your child to initiate
conversation again.
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For example…
MY CONVERSATION GIFT FOR: Uncle Bob BECAUSE I KNOW THAT he likes the
outdoors and animals.
TITLE: MY DAY AT the lake
ARTIFACT: [Photograph of turtles your child saw at the lake]
CONVERSATION STARTER: “I saw a mother turtle with her baby turtles sitting
on this log. Uncle Bob, have you ever seen a mother turtle with her baby turtles
before?”
Another example…
MY CONVERSATION GIFT FOR: My next-door-neighbor, Sarah, BECAUSE I
KNOW THAT she lives in New Jersey just like I do.
TITLE: MY SUMMER VACATION AT Aruba
ARTIFACT: Granules of Aruba’s sand in a plastic bag alongside a drawing of the
white sand in New Jersey
CONVERSATION STARTER: “The beach in Aruba has pink sand, but New Jersey
has white sand. Sarah, did you know that beaches have different color sand?”

For a child with limited language…
MY CONVERSATION GIFT BOOK FOR: Grandpa BECAUSE I KNOW
THAT Grandpa wants to hear all about my vacation
TITLE: MY SUMMER VACATION AT Disney
ARTIFACT: Mickey Mouse necklace
CONVERSATION STARTER: “I saw Mickey Mouse in Disney. Grandpa, do you
like Mickey?”
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THE GREATEST GIFT OF ALL
Over time, your child will learn the value of sharing memories with others
through initiating conversation as he/she creates a bridge to the past and a
connection to the present. 
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7 Techniques to Respond to Your
Child with Autism for Meaningful
Conversation

Your child with autism has just initiated something verbal (with
words) and/or nonverbal (body language, tone of voice, facial
expressions, etc.). These initiations are totally precious because
they are rare and generated by your child after much effort
orchestrating multiple requirements for communication.
So valuable are your child’s initiations, they deserve productive
adult responses as models to further grow their language skills
and continue the conversation. These techniques can help!
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1. Acknowledge: Regardless of how incorrect her initiated sentences might be,
whenever naturally appropriate, acknowledge verbally whatever she has said:
“Yes.”
“Yeah.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Oh!”
“Mhm.”
“Ah!”
“I see.”
“I understand.”
Along with your verbal input, make your nonverbal body language match your
words like nodding ‘yes’, tone of voice, and facial expressions.
2. Emphasize: Use interjections to add emphasis and animation to your
acknowledgment when appropriate:
“Wow!”
“Uh-oh!”
“Oh, no!”
“Hmm…”
“Ohhh!”
“Whoops!”
“Ugh!”
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Children learn by watching and listening to the various models of others,
especially when you incorporate what your child has just said. Your child will
naturally imitate your words if he or she chooses. Respond with short sentences
or phrases presented slowly in an audible, clear voice.

After acknowledging and emphasizing, model through
incorporation of these three strategies:
3. Expand: Restate whatever your child says using proper grammar to form a
complete sentence.
Child: “Car go.”
Adult: “Yes, the car is going.”
Or
Child: “Her hungry?”
Adult: “Hmm…is she hungry?”
4. Extend: After applying the expansion technique above, add new
information.
Child: "Car go.”
Adult: "Yes, the car is going. It’s a fast car!"
Child: "Baby cry."
Adult: "Aw, yeah…the baby is crying. He's hungry."
5. Request imitation: If your child does not choose to imitate your words on his
own, at times you may request his imitation. Since imitation cannot always be
demanded or expected or performed flawlessly by your child, discretion should
be used. Insert pauses in order to make it easier for your child to repeat:
Child: “Mommy, truck going!”
Adult: “Oh my goodness, yes! That truck is going too fast! Johnny, say,

iCanForAutism.com - 25 -

THE DEVOTED PARENT’S GUIDE TO VERBAL AUTISM: SUPREME LANGUAGE SKILLS – DELUXE EDITION

‘Mommy,’ [pause for your child to repeat] ‘that truck’ [pause] ‘is going’ [pause]
‘too fast!’”
(Immediately following, try to have your child imitate the whole sentence without
pausing.)
Or
Child: “Milk.”
Adult: “Ok…Sarah, say, ‘Can I have milk, Mom?’” or “Yes…Sarah, say, ‘Mom, I
want milk.’”

In situations where your child initiates something vague or
inadequate, you can respond to what you think his
intention was with these two strategies:
6. Paraphrase: To achieve greater clarity using different words, paraphrasing
provides rich input for your child to hear and imprint into his repertoire.
Child: “Milk.”
Adult: “Oh! You want milk. Ok, here’s a glass of milk.”
Or
Child: “My shoes?”
Adult: “Hmm…you are looking for your shoes. Where are your shoes? Let’s try
to find your shoes.”
7. Evoke clarification: When your child initiates a vague or inadequate
request or demand, respond with something factual. This might influence your
child to consider using other words to clarify:
Child (as a request for milk): “Milk?”
Adult: “Yes, that is milk.” Or “M-hmm. The milk is white.”
Desired clarification from your child: “May I have milk?”
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Or
Child (as a demand to turn the TV back on): “TV on!”
Adult: “No, the TV is not on. I turned the TV off.”
Desired clarification from your child: “Turn the TV on.”
If your child does not spontaneously produce other words to clarify, you can
provide the correct model for imitation (e.g., “Sarah, say, ‘Mom, I want milk.’”),
or paraphrase with a request for imitation (e.g., “You want me to turn the TV
back on. Sarah, say, ‘Mom, please turn the TV back on.’”).

With these seven strategies, your child’s priceless initiations can
be further developed and reinforced to create more natural,
meaningful communication. 
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Your Child with Autism Echoes What Do You Do?

While holding up crackers, an adult asks a child with autism: “Do
you want crackers?” The child echoes: “Do you want crackers?”
The adult tries to correct with: “No - do you want crackers?” The
child echoes: “No - do you want crackers?”
The adult, a bit frustrated again tries to clarify: “No, Paul, I’m
asking you if you want crackers: ‘yes’ or ‘no’?” The child,
irritated shouts: “If you want crackers yes or no,” while he swipes
the crackers and runs away.
Echolalia, also known as “scripting” is when a child repeats exactly what he has
heard someone else say, similar to an actress reciting her lines.

iCanForAutism.com - 28 -

THE DEVOTED PARENT’S GUIDE TO VERBAL AUTISM: SUPREME LANGUAGE SKILLS – DELUXE EDITION

Echolalia is a common process of typical early language development. A
toddler gets enjoyment from hearing himself speak as he ‘practices’ all kinds of
words he has heard previously, even if they are seemingly out of context (e.g.,
saying “Granny” without anyone in the room). Other times, the toddler may
interact by ‘repeating’ the adult’s expression “Uh-oh!” after something falls off
the table.
For some people with communication impairments who are beyond toddler age,
continuing to use echolalia is vital to their ability to express themselves. Here
are suggestions to help communicate with your child when he or she uses
echolalia.

“DELAYED ECHOLALIA” TIPS
A person with autism may use “delayed echolalia” which are sentences or
phrases used hours or days (or even longer) after initially hearing them.
Examples follow:
Situation #1
A boy with autism shows his mother a fresh papercut. He says to her, “Are you
ok?”
Rationale: The child has previously heard adults use this question when he is
hurt, but he does not know how to initiate a statement that he is hurt.
Resolution: Model the appropriate initiation such as, “Johnny, say, ‘Mom, I’m not
ok,’ or ‘Mom, I’m hurt.’”
Situation #2
A mother asks her child with autism, “What would you like for lunch?” The child
responds, “Do you want grilled cheese?”
Rationale: The child has heard adults in the past ask her “Do you want grilled
cheese?” However, the child does not know how to respond to a question about
lunch asked in a different form.
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Resolution: Model the appropriate initiation such as, “Susan, say, ‘I would like
grilled cheese,’ or ‘Grilled cheese would be good.’”
Situation #3
The child walks around the house repeating lines from a movie which are not
directed toward anyone.
Rationale: This child is expressing this own thoughts aloud as a form of selfstimulation or entertainment.
Resolution: If the child’s behavior seems be bored or unproductive, you can
engage him in a more productive joint activity like playing a game. Otherwise,
no action is necessary, since it’s each individual’s prerogative to his or her own
thoughts.

“IMMEDIATE ECHOLALIA” TIPS
A person with autism may use “immediate echolalia” from statements or
questions heard within the conversation at-hand. Examples follow:
Situation #1
In the introductory paragraph above, the adult asks the child with autism, “Do
you want crackers?” The child echoes whatever the adult continues to say.
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Rationale: The child does not know how to respond to this question.
Resolution: The adult can present the crackers to the child to see if he reaches
for them. Then, ask the question, “Do you want crackers,” quickly followed by
“Yes” in a different tone of voice.
Situation #2
A child with autism says something like, “We don’t have any more paper
towels,” and then immediately whispers to herself (possibly into her cupped
hand to hear her own voice better) “any more paper towels.”
Rationale: In this case, the echoed phrase is one that the child herself has
produced. This is often a sign that she’s seeking reassurance that her words are
accurate.
Resolution: Just as we might gather our thoughts by muttering something either
before or after we speak, this child’s echolalia is used the same way. No action
is necessary.

CONCLUSION
Echolalia provides the person with autism a definite and secure way to
communicate as it is familiar and can be utilized quickly. As the child with
autism learns more language skills, echolalia may decrease, though it may
remain to some degree. No matter how the language is formed, it is most
important to maintain communication in order to build stronger relationships. 

This article first appeared in The Autism Notebook Magazine, June/July 2016
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How Words Can Reduce
Behavior Breakdowns for Kids
with ASD

Imagine that you suddenly awoke today in rural Peru with only
the limited knowledge of Spanish from when you studied it many
years ago in high school. Undoubtedly, you will be struggling to
communicate with the locals in this region who do not speak
English.
As your words and gestures continue to get misinterpreted, your
frustration, fear, exhaustion, and anger rises.
This is how your child with autism can feel every day – every
minute, in fact – right here at home in the company of people
who do speak the same language.
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Even though your child with autism understands and expresses to some degree,
it is not always easy. Difficulty understanding and being understood can cause
your child to feel embarrassment, confusion, and frustration which can lead to
challenging behaviors. Just as adults and other family members may be
frustrated by your child’s behaviors, your child can be frustrated by others’
behaviors toward him – or the lack of actions to help him – resulting in a
continuous cycle of communication and, ultimately, a behavior breakdown.
A key way you can communicate more effectively to maintain positive feelings is
to turn indirect language into direct language by being very explicit and
specific. Let’s explore some examples that I have witnessed:

EXAMPLE #1
A family was painting their walls, and some paint had fallen into a puddle onto
the floor. Their son was about to step in it when his father loudly shouted his
name. The boy saw his father’s shocked and nervous face and heard his dad
say, “Be careful!”. However, the son proceeded to step into the paint, then
walked throughout the house. Needless to say, no one was thrilled.
Child’s Perception: I see Dad’s face, but I can’t perceive what his expression
means. I hear Dad’s words, but I can’t interpret what they mean.
Child’s Thinking: Life as usual.
Social Outcome: I’ll continue my course of action, which is to step into the paint
that I don’t know is there.
Why?
This child doesn’t understand implied or indirect language, the meaning of which
requires interpretation. What exactly does “Be careful” or to literally ‘be full of
care’ mean? Even if he realizes that it is a warning, he’s unsure of what the
concern is, where the danger is coming from, what exactly he should or should
not do, and what could happen. Further, this child does not understand nonverbal body language, facial expressions, and tone of voice, so he could not
make sense of these cues to take the proper action.
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Solution: Turn indirect language into direct language. This dad can give
specific details about where the problem is and what action(s) the child should
and should not do next. He could say, “Be careful! There’s paint on the floor
next to your right foot. Look down at the paint. Don’t step in it. Walk around
the paint.” He can explicitly define his facial expressions and tone of voice by
saying, “Look at my face and listen to my voice – this is my
worried/shocked/nervous face and voice.”

EXAMPLE #2
A child asks her mother if they can go to the park. The mother says, “I don’t
know.” The child continually asks her, and she gives various responses like,
“Maybe…we’ll see. I’m not sure.” Then, the child threw herself on the floor
crying.
Child’s Perception: Mom is withholding information that she does, in fact, know.
Child’s Thinking: I want a definite “yes/no” answer.
Social Outcome: I’ll tantrum until she tells me “yes” or “no”.
Why?
The actual words are a problem as this child does not understand probability
and uncertainty.
Solution: Turn indirect language into direct language. This mother can guide her
child’s understanding with pictures or word-like formulas to explain conditional
“if/then” situations. Explain that we first have to wait for certain events to
happen before we know which activities we’ll be able to do. This mom can tell
her child, “Look at the clock. Right now it is 12:00. If it is sunny at 12:30, then
we will go to the park. If it is raining at 12:30, then we will stay home. At
12:30, you tell me if it is sunny or raining.”
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Or, this mother can use pictorial formulas like:

EXAMPLE #3
Your daughter with autism kicks her brother by accident under the table. Your
son shouts, “Cut it out!”. Despite his shouting at her, she continues to keep her
chair and legs in close proximity to him, causing the accidental kicking to
continue.
Child’s Perception: Something might be wrong.
Child’s Thinking: I’m not quite sure what it is, so it’s life as usual.
Social Outcome: I’ll continue my course of action, which is to stay where I’m
seated and continue swaying my legs.
Why?
The actual words are a problem as this child does not understand figures-ofspeech. Her brother’s words might be literally interpreted that is that there is
nothing here to ‘cut out’ with scissors. Even if your daughter knows that this
phrase means he is upset with something she is doing, she might not be aware of
exactly what behavior to which he is referring.
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Solution: Turn indirect language into direct language. Model a new set of direct
words for your son to use as an explanation: “Josh, tell Kayla, ‘You are kicking
me. Please stop kicking me. Move your chair away from the table a little bit.
Keep your feet on the ground.’”

THE JOURNEY STARTS NOW…
We all try to improve how to be considerate of each other’s needs. At first, it
may be challenging to use these re-phrasing techniques because of emotions
and the urgency of a situation. Over time, you will learn how to communicate in
more effective ways with your child that will, in turn, improve his or her
communication with you.
As you more consistently model language from your child’s point-of-view, your
child will be able to develop stronger skills of perception, thinking, and social
communication which leads to stronger family and social relationships. 

This article first appeared in the MyAutismTeam.com Blog, April 2016
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Children with Autism &
Hypersensitivity – Communication
Tips to Help
Do you shriek when you hear fingernails scrape across a
chalkboard? Do you feel icky wearing soggy clothes after you
get caught in a rainstorm? If these types of situations make you
feel uncomfortable, you’ve experienced a kind of hypersensitive
sensory dislike or aversion.

Of course, you’re probably able to get some relief through talking about your
feelings with others and then recovering quickly. However, some children with
autism suffer from Sensory Processing Disorder (SPD, previously known as
Sensory Integration Dysfunction), a condition where the messages from the
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senses are not regulated appropriately. Given difficulties using language,
some children with autism may not be able to accurately explain and describe
their experiences, leading to frustration.
Here are ways to help your child communicate her pain and release her
emotions while you share your similar feelings and empathize.

FIND THE SOURCE OF DISCOMFORT
Children with hypersensitivity may over-react to the rub of clothing tags or to
the intensity of loud noises. Since they sometimes can’t filter out or process
sensations, they can become overloaded and shut down, tantrum, feel anxiety,
or get depressed. Sometimes the reason your child has an aversion to a certain
sensation seems obvious, but to be certain, encourage him to describe his
feelings with more descriptive, exact words.
For example, every time the mother of my client tried to give him a shower, he
would scream, “No! I don’t like the shower.” Presuming it was the temperature
of the water, the mother made the water increasingly cooler, but nothing
worked. Then, one day while her son was in the shower, she reported that he
said, “Stop the fire hose!” This comment revealed that he felt the force of the
water to be too extreme, like a fire hose.
Later, through further discussion, we also discovered that he perceived the sound
amplification of the rushing water as deafening. After his parents installed a
rainfall shower head, he enjoyed this sensory experience so much that they
couldn’t get him out of the shower!

MODEL DESCRIPTIVE WORDS
As in the example above, words like “I don’t like it”, “Yucky”, and “Ew” don’t tell
much about why or what sensory features the child finds offensive. Using more
descriptive language helps to accurately identify the sensory issues your child is
having. You can model more descriptive words, like these below, that are often

iCanForAutism.com - 38 -

THE DEVOTED PARENT’S GUIDE TO VERBAL AUTISM: SUPREME LANGUAGE SKILLS – DELUXE EDITION

underused or overlooked:
Touch/feel: slimy, sticky, pasty, prickly, greasy, rubbery…
Taste: flaky, fatty, tough, fresh, foamy, spicy…
Sight: glossy, crooked, straight, crowded, curved, flickering…
Smell: bitter, rotten, salty, sour, sweet, tart…
Movement: dizzy, squirmy, crawly, creepy, scrub, spray…
Sound: bang, boom, buzz, chirp, chug, click…
Feelings: afraid, anxious, dizzy, fearful, frightened, frustrated, annoyed,
interested, curious…
Here are some examples of how you can model these descriptor words in
everyday life:
“Ugh! The harsh roar of that motorcycle engine is so disturbing and annoying!”
“Shh…listen to the gentle crackling of your cereal in the milk. The crackling
sound is peaceful.”
“I prefer these doughy cookies instead of those that are crispy, crumbly, and
crusty. I like to chew my cookie without hearing it crunch.”

TIPS FOR KIDS WITH MORE LANGUAGE SKILLS
With broader vocabulary, you can better learn your child’s sensory
preferences. Explore scales of degree, level, and gradation to gauge how much
is too much for your child’s comfort. For example, wetness has a spectrum of
damp-moist-soaking, and coldness ranges from cool-cold-freezing. Given an
understanding of different spectrums, you can compare extremes like, “Do you
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like the lights ‘bright’ like this or ‘dim’ like this,” or “Should I make your juice ‘icy’
with ice cubes or ‘cool’ just out of the fridge?”
Similes provide rich descriptions: “Loud as cruise ship horn”; “gentle like rain”;
“like the power of a fire hose”; “smells like a pool” (chlorine or chemical). You
can ask your child if he feels a certain article of clothing is “rough like
sandpaper” or “soft like powder.”
If the goal is to avoid unpleasant sensory input, your child and you can use
language to think of solutions or alternatives. Though one of my clients refused
to eat a whole strawberry because it felt “prickly” on her tongue, she enjoyed
strawberries in other forms like a “smooth” smoothie or “sticky” jelly. Through a
process of desensitization in his occupational therapy sessions, another client
asked to use rubber gloves while painting so he “didn’t get his hands gooey.”

FOR KIDS WITH LESS LANGUAGE SKILLS
If your child has limited language abilities and vocabulary, you can try to figure
out preferred or non-preferred characteristics in other ways. Keep in mind that
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your child might like what most people don’t, and he might dislike what most
people like.
One of my clients liked strong spices like onion/garlic powder and turmeric
though his parents preferred bland foods. Another client of mine didn’t like
sticky things like wet sand, peanut butter, hazelnut spread, and marshmallow
paste. His mother assumed that he wouldn’t like other types of pastes (like
peanut butter). But, he was ok with toothpaste, pesto sauce, and polenta. So,
we concluded that he didn’t like the quality of “sticky” but was ok with the
quality of “paste”.

EMPOWERMENT AWAITS!
Hypersensitive Sensory Processing Disorder can be upsetting to your child.
Using more descriptive language allows your child to explore and form her or
his own opinion for personal growth and safety. Communication is the way to
connect with him or her for empathy, reassurance, and alternatives, all while
making your relationship stronger. 

This article first appeared in the Autism Society blog, March 2016
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