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Reaching Students
 on the Autism Spectrum… 

@ Barbara Boroson
www.barbaraboroson.com

AND the Grown-Ups 
Who Come with Them
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My Three Hats

1. LMSW, Inclusion Education Specialist
2. Writer 
3. Parent

—one of my own two children 
    is on the autism spectrum
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1 in 150 children today is diagnosed 
with autism spectrum disorder.
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…the rigid adherence to repetitive   
thoughts, activities, or behaviors.
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Anxiety builds….
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Anxiety can cause students to:

• lash out or melt down, with seemingly inexplicable 
behaviors

• become rigid: perseverating, digging their heels in
• shut down completely     
        …anything to reject the  

               overwhelming situation.
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Anxiety is a to learning.
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Find a list of resources for 
specialized teacher tools at:

   www.barbaraboroson.com
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Executive Function
…the ability of the brain to think through situations and, 

when necessary, override impulses or automatic reactions.
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BRAKELESS BEHAVIOR
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These students struggle to

Interpret the motivation of others

Regulate moods 

Plan ahead Learn from mistakes

Focus

Cope with frustration

Put a thought or an action “on hold”

Think objectively

Think flexibly

Stay calm

Manage time and space

Shift gears

Navigate transitions

Make conversation

Update information

Follow instructions

Make friends

Generalize information

Work neatly

Wait

Keep track of belongings Read between the lines
Process language 

Consider the needs of others Make inferences

Communicate

Make decisions
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Use the “Earnings” dialSENSATIONSENSATION
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Sensory Seeking

Some students 
have an intense 
need for sensory 
stimulation—
they crave it.
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Use the “Earnings” dialSENSATIONSENSATION
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Sensory Avoiding

Many students on 
the spectrum are    
highly reactive to 
sensation. 
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If we don’t adapt the sensory environment…

…students may seek to regulate for themselves the 
amount of sensory input they receive.
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Stims

Self-stimulatory behaviors (known as “stims”) 
are behaviors that help to regulate the 
stimulation of the sensory system.

• flapping hands
• chewing on objects
• spinning in circles
• making noises

• poking people
• flicking fingers
• head banging
• rocking
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Extinguishing coping mechanisms 
serves only to extinguish coping.

© 2024 Barbara Boroson

21



Reading for the Love of It February 22–23, 2024

©2024 Barbara Boroson 8

   Find a replacement behavior 
   that serves the same function, 
   but in a more adaptive way.

 

Support Coping
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Modify the environment 
so that students won’t 
need to rely on stims as 
much.

 

Support Coping
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Sensory Sanctuaries
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Sensory PathwaysSensory Paths
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Socialization
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Hidden Social Curriculum
…the unspoken messages of social interaction.
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I’m on t he ph one !
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Mindblindness
…the inability to take the perspective 

of another person
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”The next time that happens, 
you need to offer help!”

ONLY the 
next time???

ONLY to 
you, Mom???

ONLY on 
the ice???

ONLY in our 
driveway???
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Check Yourself

39



Reading for the Love of It February 22–23, 2024

©2024 Barbara Boroson 14

© 2024 Barbara Boroson

40

© 2024 Barbara Boroson

41

Engagement
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Finding the Hook

© 2024 Barbara Boroson

43

Using the Hook to Link 
                          with Content Areas

We use the hook to:
• Lure students on the spectrum into new territory, 

and keep them hooked
• Bridge and expand from there
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Using the Hook to Link 
                          with Content Areas

Lure into Spelling and Vocabulary... 
• time, fare, toll
• express, route, exhaust
• diesel, congestion, torque
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Using the Hook to Link 
                          with Content Areas

Lure into Writing...
•  Provide a pencil with a bus eraser cap on it
•  Use a template of a steering wheel as a 

    graphic organizer 
•  Chunk related concepts into buses, e.g., the  

    Adjective Bus, the Preposition Bus, the Plot 
    Bus that drives all the way through the story, 
    etc.
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Using the Hook to Link   
                 with Content Areas

Lure into Math…
If you’re teaching sorting:
    • sort different kinds of toy vehicles 
    • identify different shapes of road signs     
    • sort different kinds of passengers

If you’re teaching geometry:
    • compare the circumference of bus tires to car tires
    • calculate the total area of windows on a bus
    • explore the factors that affect turning radius
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Using the Hook to Link 
                 with Content Areas
Lure into Science…
     If you’re teaching magnets:

• use Matchbox cars
• old bus tokens
• use letter magnets to spell out bus-related words

 If you’re teaching physics:
• discuss acceleration and momentum in terms 

of bus stops
• compare the aerodynamics of buses to racecars
• examine how the driver’s door-opening lever works
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Using the Hook to Link 
                 with Content Areas

Lure into Social Studies: 
– investigate the need for buses in different regions and 

populations
• Why so many in the city? 

• Where might there be fewer buses?
• What different kinds of buses are there?
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Using the Hook to Link 
                          with Content Areas

Lure into Reading...
• Wheels on the Bus
• ANY of the Magic School Bus books
• Gargoyles Don’t Drive School Buses
• Last Stop on Market Street
• Last Bus Out
• The 57 Bus
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Once hooked… 

Bridge and expand from there to keep the rest of the 
group interested and stimulated, and to open up their 
fields of interest.
• The Magic School Bus          
• The Last Bus Out 
• The 57 Bus

© 2024 Barbara Boroson

51



Reading for the Love of It February 22–23, 2024

©2024 Barbara Boroson 18

Finding the Hook
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PERSEVERATIONS
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© 1992 Tiger Aspect Productions
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https://wheeldecide.com/index.php?c1=ceiling+fans&c2=batteries&c3=dinosaurs+&c4=ice+cream+flavors&c5=world+wars&c6=pizza&c7=yellow+&c8=Judy+Hopps&c9=Spiderman&c10=US+presidents&c11=hurricanes&c12=SpongeBob+SquarePants&c13=trees&c14=dogs&c15=sharks&c16=Bruno+Mars&c17=state+capitals&c18=baseball+statistics&c19=trains&c20=airplanes&c21=cars&c22=international+flags&c23=volcanoes&col=wof&t=Perseverations&time=4&width=500&remove=1
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It’s All Cool at School
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It’s All Good in the ’Hood
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________________
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What’s New?
Nothing.

Compared to typical kids, students 
    on the autism spectrum are often:

         • less organized
             • less engaged
            • less intuitive
             • less verbal
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What’s New?
  A Lot.
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Fear/Suspicion

What’s Getting in the Way?

Feelings of 
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Feelings of

What’s Getting in the Way?

Marginalization and Shame
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Intimidation/Unworthiness

What’s Getting in the Way?

Feelings of 
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Who’s the Expert?

Teachers are the education experts:
 Your specialty is the education of a whole 
  classroomful of children.

Parents/guardians are the historical and holistic 
experts: 
      Their specialty is the understanding of their 
       own, whole child.  
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Going Home

Parents and guardians can 
give you years of hard-won 
wisdom as to:
• what tends to trigger their child
• what his/her reactions look like
• what soothes him/her
• what makes matters worse
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Feelings of

What’s Getting in the Way?
Frustration and Urgency
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Feelings of

What’s Getting in the Way?

Exhaustion and Hopelessness
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Posit iv ity
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Neetibg bw teacher and parent

© 2024 Barbara Boroson

75



Reading for the Love of It February 22–23, 2024

©2024 Barbara Boroson 26

© 2024 Barbara Boroson

76

“We cannot say we want our children’s classrooms to reflect the 
diverse world in which we live, but only in the politically correct, pretty 
way that children are a rainbow of colors. Part of that diversity includes 
kids who scream because they do not have words, kids who throw things 
because they are filled with anger and rage, kids who act out because 
the adults in their lives have hurt them, kids who don’t listen to directions 
because they can’t process them with all of the other noises in their heads. 
Yes, bringing them into classrooms with typically developing children makes 
teaching harder. So do poverty, hunger, and home lives filled with uncertainty
and chaos. So do children who don’t speak English and children who have 
witnessed violence. But this is our world.
 “To love being a teacher is to love children and embrace them as 
they come to you. It’s easy to love the child who does all of the homework, 
has the right answers, stays in her seat, and colors in the lines. The true test 
of a great teacher is to be able to love the square pegs who will never fit into 
the round holes.  To stop pounding on them in an effort to force them to fit 
and to start appreciating them as the unique but beautiful children they are.
In a just and truly diverse classroom community, every child belongs.”                                                       
                                  
            —Laurie Levy
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Scholastic, 2016

ASCD, 2020 Solution Tree, 2022

Routledge, 2023
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Keep in Touch!

• Visit my website: www.barbaraboroson.com

• See your page: www.barbaraboroson.com/RFTLOI

• Email me: barbaraboroson@gmail.com

• Connect with me on Linked 

• Follow me on       @BarbaraBoroson

• Provide your feedback in the app!
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