Report from Sue Larkey Workshop on Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)   By Maree

On the 18th May, 2010 I had the opportunity to attend a Sue Larkey Workshop in Newcastle.  This was made possible by the support of the Area Assistance Scheme (AAS) grant that FSF was fortunate to obtain in 2007.  My attendance at this event has allowed me to share with you some of the valuable information that I gained from Sue’s passionate and engaging session on ASD.

The day was jam packed with people, great ideas, and an opportunity to buy a wide range of products such as books, DVDs, and sensory toys.  It was fast paced and lots of fun, including prizes and lollies for those of us brave enough to answer questions and participate in activities.  “Making it a Success” encapsulates Sue’s philosophy with a focus on teaching strategies and positive behaviour support.

Following are just some of the many tips and examples of practical strategies that I gained from the day.  

As we know communication is an area of difficulty in ASD, communication is not limited to speech but may take many forms.  It is vital to include different learning environments and styles to ensure the child understands and is given the opportunity to learn and express themselves.

TIP:  Individualize the learning style, try different methods until successful.

When communicating with a person with ASD, be specific, concise, use their name at the beginning of a sentence, use a monotone voice and give them TIME to process.

TIP:   Two little words: “when” and “then”

By framing a request positively we show respect and avoid negative connotations.

Positive example:  “When you finish your homework, then you can use the computer.”

Negative example:  “No, you can’t use the computer until you’ve finished your homework.”

Information processing can be a barrier to effective communication with people with ASD.  Sue likened this to a failing mobile phone reception – sometimes it is difficult to get a clear reception.  Communication breakdown (for both parties) leads to confusion and frustration.

TIP:  Be aware of surrounding environment and competing sensory input.

The social world for children with ASD can be problematic, mind blindness (not being able to take another’s perspective) doesn’t help!  Also neurotypical children have the ability to ask their friends for advice and help, however children with ASD experience fewer social networks and do not have the same opportunity, some do not have any friends at all.  This can place increased demands on parents and teachers and can lead to burnout.  

Teaching social skills in a range of environments from home to school, shopping malls, restaurants etc. is helpful.  This should be a consistent and a life long learning process, teaching social skills should not stop in infants or primary school!

TIP:  Social stories are a useful way to help children in social situations.  Make the story relevant to the situation, interesting, motivating and appealing to them.  Social stories need to be logical and prescriptive.

The emotional element is important to consider.  Sue so eloquently used the term “veneer of coping” to explain the child’s ability to somehow cope all day at school, only to let it all out at home, often resulting in a melt down.

TIP:  Look at what is happening at school in relation to the meltdown at home.

Having the opportunity to express emotions in different ways may be a great strategy to alleviate stress and to recognize different feelings & emotions.

TIP:  Be creative; writing, drawing, painting, singing, music, dance, are all great ways to express personal emotion and promote self worth.

Anxiety is ever present in ASD, educating the child about the physical changes that occur in the body when becoming anxious, such as increased heart rate, butterflies in the stomach, restlessness etc may help him/her to understand their own body and be able to implement strategies early such as; taking a few deep breaths, positive self talk (I will be ok) or use of fidget or sensory toys, this will help them better manage their own anxiety.   

TIP:  Aim for 50% parent/teacher management (ensure preventative strategies are in place) and 50% child management.

When considering behaviour management we should aim to replace an inappropriate behaviour with an appropriate behaviour, seek management not cure and include proactive and reactive strategies for education.  

TIP:  Set goals  –  focus on one or two behaviours at any one time.                 Is it really a problem?  Choose your battles!  

Changing behaviour requires motivation to change.                 TIP:  special interests are great motivators.
When the behaviour is changing positively, praise the smallest of steps and improvements along the way, never make the challenge so difficult that they fail as this will increase the undesired behaviour.

TIP:  Changing a behaviour – Rig it! Set them up to WIN, this will increase confidence and self esteem and lead to positive behaviour change.

Oh no it’s a meltdown!  There are two types of meltdowns; sensory and behavioural.  Both will require different management plans.

TIP:  A sensory meltdown is equated with a “panic attack”.  This is not the time for teaching new behaviour or offering rewards.

Sensory plan may include sensory toys, for example; flashing, spinning lights, stress balls, slinkies and repetitive activities.

A Behavioural meltdown consists of three phases; Build up/rumbling, survival and meltdown.

TIP: During a behavioural meltdown the child may exhibit aggressive or self harming behaviours – use different strategies for each phase.

Intervene early if possible, look for subtle changes in voice and body posture - put strategies in place now!  Next step, use your individualized management plan.  Finally, if at meltdown stage, use a monotone voice or no voice.

TIP:  WALK don’t TALK!

Collaboration between parents, child and school is a key element to success.  Work together when implementing strategies and promote independence and self esteem.

TIP:  Start with teacher/parent guidance, build up to incorporating the child in taking part responsibility for the strategy, with a final goal of independence.

MY FINAL NOTE:  People with ASD deserve respect and understanding for the unique way in which they view the world.  Lets all learn from each other!

I am now at the end of my report; I hope you find these tips as useful as I do.  We can all make a difference in the education and lives of children with ASD if we are more aware and better equipped to do so! I look forward to reporting on my next workshop in August – Tony Attwood, so stay tuned!  In the meantime, I wish you and your families all the best in your journey with ASD.  Keep smiling and stay safe. 
Kind Regards,  Maree.                                        check out Sue’s website at the following link www.suelarky.com for further support.
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