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Behavioral Challenges

of an Autistic Child

Understanding behavior ¢ Responding with empathy ¢ Building

skills
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+ Delayed speech or no speech
« Difficulty in understanding

« Limited use of gestures

» Repetitive movements

Different minds, same dreams.

A practical, child-centred guide for families, educators and support teams

Support ¢ Inclusion ¢ A Brighter Fut
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Behavioral Challenges
of an Autistic Child

[t'’s not a lack of love, it's a different way of experiencing the world.

Social Interaction
Challenges

Communication
Difficulties
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* Prefers to be alone

« Difficulty in making friends

= Trouble understanding
social cues and emotions

language

and eye contact
Repetitive Behaviors Sensory Processing
and Routines Differences

(e.g., hand flapping, rocking)
* Insistence on sameness

« Over or under sensitivity
to sounds, lights, touch, etc.

« Difficulty with changes + May get overwhelmed
in routine in noisy or crowded places
Emotional Regulation With under. standing,

Difficult d the right

atience 4" ;

\ rt, autistic children
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7 can thr ve:
+ Frequent meltdowns V ——
+ Anxiety and stress / = Easily distracted
+ Difficulty in managing = Difficulty in following

emotions instructions




Start with understanding

Behavior is communication—not a character flaw.

A helpful way to think

A behavior may be a child’s way of expressing
a need, coping with sensory input, seeking
predictability, or communicating when words
are difficult.

Look for the message behind the
behavior.
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Remember
e Autistic children are individuals; support needs
vary.

e Not every autistic child experiences every
challenge.

e A behavior can have more than one cause.
e Observe patterns before deciding how to help.

e Focus on safety, dignity, communication and
participation.
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Communication differences

A child may understand more than they can express—or communicate in a different way.

WHAT YOU MAY NOTICE

e Speech may be delayed, limited, or not used.

e Understanding long or abstract instructions may
be hard.

e Gestures, facial expressions, or eye contact may
differ.

¢ A child may repeat words or phrases (echolalia).

Avoid assuming that limited speech means limited understanding.
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EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

At snack time, a child may cry or pull an adult
toward the cupboard instead of saying “| want a
biscuit.”

.

/ HOW TO SUPPORT

e Use short, clear sentences and allow extra processing
time.

e Offer pictures, gestures, writing, or an AAC system.

* Model useful words without demanding speech.

K- Acknowledge all safe forms of communication.

/
~

/
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Social interaction differences

Social expectations can be confusing, tiring, or simply different.

WHAT YOU MAY NOTICE EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

e May prefer solitary play or parallel play. During a group game, a child may walk away
because the rules and social signals are unclear—

e May find turn-taking or starting a conversation o
not because they dislike others.

difficult.

e May interpret language literally. K

e May not easily read facial expressions, tone, or

unspoken rules. \

e Teach social skills explicitly and in small steps.
e Use shared interests to create comfortable interaction.

e Prepare for group activities and explain the rules.

e Respectthe child’s need for breaks and space.

o /

Do not force eye contact or treat one style of interaction as the only correct one.
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Repetitive behavior and routines

Repetition and predictability can help a child feel organised and regulated.

WHAT YOU MAY NOTICE

¢ Repeating movements, sounds, or play patterns.
e Strong preference for familiar routines or objects.
e Distress when plans change unexpectedly.

e Deep interest in particular topics or activities.

EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

A child may line up toy cars in the same order each
day and become upset if someone moves them.

.

~

/ HOW TO SUPPORT

e Keep routines predictable where possible.
¢ Give advance notice of changes using words or visuals.

e Offer a safe time and space for harmless repetitive
movement.

k- Use interests as a bridge to learning and connection.

/
~

/

Intervene when there is a safety concern or meaningful barrier—not simply because a behavior looks unusual.
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Sensory processing differences

Everyday sounds, lights, textures, smells, or movement may feel unusually intense—or not intense enough.

WHAT YOU MAY NOTICE

e Sensitivity to noise, bright light, clothing, or food
textures.

e May seek movement, pressure, or certain sensory
experiences.

e May cover ears, hide, or leave busy environments.

e Overload may appear as distress, withdrawal, or
agitation.

Sensory preferences are individual; ask the child and caregivers what helps.
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EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

In a crowded assembly, a child may cover their
ears and try to leave because the noise feels
painful or overwhelming.

N

/ HOW TO SUPPORT

¢ Notice triggers and reduce avoidable sensory
demands.

e Offer quiet breaks, headphones, or a calm space when
helpful.

¢ Provide choices about clothing, seating, and activities.

K- Plan transitions into busy or unfamiliar places.

/
~

/
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Emotional regulation and distress

Big feelings can be harder to manage when communication, change, or sensory demands pile up.

WHAT YOU MAY NOTICE EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

e May experience anxiety or become overwhelmed. After a noisy school day and an unexpected
change, a child may cry intensely or stop
responding to questions.

¢ A meltdown can involve crying, shouting, or
movement.

e May shut down, become quiet, or withdraw. \

/ HOW TO SUPPORT

¢ Prioritise safety and reduce noise, language, and
demands.

e May need more time and support to recover.

AN

e Use a calm voice; give space and time to recover.

e Teach coping tools when the child is calm—not mid-
crisis.

e Afterward, gently explore what happened and what may /
help next time.

A meltdown is not the same as deliberate misbehavior. Avoid punishment or shaming.
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Focus, attention and transitions

Attention may be strongly guided by interest, sensory comfort, and how a task is presented.

WHAT YOU MAY NOTICE

e May find it hard to shift between activities.

e May be distracted by sensory input or unclear
instructions.

e May focus intensely on a preferred interest.

e Multi-step tasks may feel difficult to organise.

EVERYDAY EXAMPLE

A child engrossed in drawing may struggle to stop
immediately when told, “Pack up and get ready.”

Support executive-function skills rather than relying on repeated verbal reminders.
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/ HOW TO SUPPORT

e Use visual schedules and “first-then” prompts.

e Give awarning before transitions (for example, 5
minutes).

¢ Break tasks into small, concrete steps.

e Connect learning to the child’s interests and offer
movement breaks.

/
~

/
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A simple support plan

Observe ® Understand ® Support ® Review

OBSERVE

What happened before, during and after? Note
time, place, people and sensory conditions.

\_

’

SUPPORT

Teach a safer or easier way to communicate the
same need. Adjust the environment where possible.

by

UNDERSTAND

Ask what need the behavior may communicate:
help, break, predictability, comfort or connection.

.

REVIEW

Look for changes in wellbeing and participation.
Keep what helps; revise what does not.

-
o
-
-
o
-
[

For persistent distress, sudden behavior changes, or safety concerns, consult the child’s qualified care team.
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What helps—and what to avoid

The goal is wellbeing, communication and meaningful participation.

TRY THIS AVOID THIS

e Be calm, specific and patient. e Do not shame, threaten, or punish distress.

e Offer choices and predictable routines. e Do not force eye contact or suppress harmless

. self-regulation.
e Respect sensory needs and communication g

differences. e Do not assume a child is being “naughty” or

e Praise effort and teach skills in small steps. LTl

. .. e Do not overload with repeated instructions.
¢ |Include the child in decisions whenever P

possible. e Do not use one strategy for every child.
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Every child deserves to be understood.

Behavioral challenges are not the whole child.

UNDERSTAND

Look for the need behind the
behavior.

~

/

-
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ACCOMMODATE

Make communication and
environments accessible.

~

/

-

\.

EMPOWER

Build on strengths, interests and
choice.

j

With understanding, patience and the right support,
autistic children can learn, connect and thrive.
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Support ® Inclusion ¢ A Brighter Future
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