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A NOTE ON TERMINOLOGY...

While we need to categorize disorders and label ‘dis’abilities in order to 
qualify for special education services and insurance coverage, it is important 
to note that disabilities and disorders can and should be conceptualized as 
differences.



“Autism is a neurodevelopmental condition. Although it is diagnosed based on 
the presence of two core behaviors — restricted interests and repetitive 
behaviors, as well as difficulties with social interactions and communication —
those traits are thought to arise because of alterations in how different parts 
of the brain form and connect to one another.”

https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/brain-structure-changes-in-autism-explained/



BRAIN 
DIFFERENCES 
IN ASD

“No research has uncovered a ‘characteristic’ 
brain structure for autism, meaning that no 
single pattern of changes appears in every 
autistic person. Studies of brain structure often 
turn up dissimilar results — there is great 
variety across individuals in general.”

“But some trends have begun to emerge for 
subsets of autistic people. These differences 
might one day provide some insight into how 
some autistic people’s brains function. They 
may also point to bespoke treatments for 
particular subtypes of autism.”

https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/brain-structure-changes-in-autism-explained/



BRAIN DIFFERENCES

“Children and adolescents with autism often have an enlarged hippocampus, the area of 
the brain responsible for forming and storing memories, several studies suggest, but it is 
unclear if that difference persists into adolescence and adulthood”

A solid body of evidence suggests that white matter, the bundles of long neuron fibers that 
connect brain regions, is also altered in people with autism. Researchers typically infer the 
structure of white matter by using a technique called diffusion MRI, which measures the 
flow of water throughout the brain.

https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/brain-structure-changes-in-autism-explained/

https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/memory-hub-underlie-social-cognitive-quirks-autism/
https://www.spectrumnews.org/features/special-report/mapping-connectivity/


BRAIN DIFFERENCES

“Decreased amounts of brain tissue in parts of the cerebellum, the brain structure 
at the base of the skull, according to a meta-analysis of 17 imaging studies. 
Scientists long thought the cerebellum mostly coordinates movements, but they now 
understand it plays a role in cognition and social interaction as well.”

“On a more global level, the cortex — the brain’s outer layer — seems to have a 
different pattern of thickness in people with and without autism. This difference 
tracks with alterations to a single type of neuron during development, a 2020 
study suggests.”

https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/brain-structure-changes-in-autism-explained/

https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/brains-motor-hub-plays-unsung-role-in-social-skills-cognition/
https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/autism-brains-show-widespread-alterations-structure/
https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/autism-shares-brain-structure-changes-with-other-psychiatric-conditions/


BRAIN DIFFERENCES

“The size of the amygdala also seems to differ between people with and 
without autism, although researchers from different labs have turned up 
conflicting results. Some find that people with autism have smaller amygdalae 
than people without autism, or that their amygdalae are only smaller if they 
also have anxiety. Others have found that autistic children have enlarged 
amygdalae early in development and that the difference levels off over 
time.”

https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/brain-structure-changes-in-autism-explained/

https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/amygdala-the-brains-threat-detector-has-broad-roles-in-autism/
https://www.spectrumnews.org/features/deep-dive/unmasking-anxiety-autism/


BRAIN DIFFERENCES

“People who lack all or part of one white matter tract called the corpus callosum, which 
connects the brain’s two hemispheres, have an increased likelihood of being autistic or 
having traits of the condition. The corpus callosum contains many of the long-range 
connections that extend throughout the brain; the fact that disrupting those connections 
may lead to autism traits supports the connectivity theory of autism.”

“Preschoolers with autism show significant differences in the structure of multiple white-
matter tracts, according to a 2020 study. Autistic toddlers and adolescents, too, show 
alterations in white matter throughout the brain.”

https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/brain-structure-changes-in-autism-explained/

https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/brains-bridge-yield-clues-faulty-wiring-autism/
https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/common-brain-malformation-confers-high-risk-for-autism/
https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/connectivity-theory-autism-explained/
https://www.spectrumnews.org/news/structure-of-brain-matter-in-young-autistic-children-may-show-distinct-patterns/


WHAT IS IT 
LIKE TO HAVE 
ASD?

Using our own challenges and imagination to empathize

Meaningless tradition and senseless bother

Why do you care so much about Ancient Rome?

Covering your ears



SCHOOL-BASED SUPPORTS-ACCOMMODATIONS

• Give directions using brief language

• Be specific and direct in instruction 

• Be flexible with expectations

• Provide assistance for processing events throughout the day

• Provide pragmatic language coaching and support

• Use visual and verbal cues together

• Don’t assume understanding of idioms and figurative language



SAMPLE LEARNING ACCOMMODATIONS

• Editing/Multi-step checklists

• Structured activities and class periods

• Be flexible with expectations around time and activity

• Provide and facilitate access to sensory diet and breaks 

• Provide nonjudgmental cuing and redirection when needed

• Noise-canceling headphones

• Choice to eat lunch, work in a quieter area



SAMPLE SCHEDULE ACCOMMODATIONS

• Provide a predictable and consistent schedule

• Provide visible daily schedule (on wall or on desk, etc...)

• Provide advanced knowledge of transition or change

• Reflect real-time changes visibly on schedule

• Provide reminders and cues to assist with change or transition



MA STATE REGULATIONS REQUIRE IEP TEAMS TO CONSIDER SEVEN 
AREAS OF NEED WHEN DEVELOPING THE IEP OF A STUDENT ON 
THE SPECTRUM.

1. The verbal and nonverbal communication needs of the student.

2. The need to develop social interaction skills and proficiencies.

3. The needs resulting from the student's unusual responses to sensory experiences.

4. The needs resulting from resistance to environmental change or change in daily 
routines.

5. The needs resulting from engagement in repetitive activities and stereotyped 
movements.

https://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/advisories/2014-1ta.html



6. The need for any positive behavioral interventions, strategies and supports to 
address any behavioral difficulties resulting from autism spectrum disorder.

7. Other needs resulting from the student's disability that impact progress in the general 
curriculum, including social and emotional development (e.g. organizational support, 
generalizing skills, practicing skills in multiple environments).i

https://www.doe.mass.edu/sped/advisories/2014-1ta.html



ASD NEURODIVERSITY AND STRENGTHS

• Having an excellent sense of direction

• Strong adherence to rules

• Able to concentrate for long periods

• A drive for perfection and order

• A capability for alternate problem-solving

• A rare freshness and sense of wonderment

• Excel in engineering, computer science, math

https://www.altogetherautism.org.nz/strengths-and-abilities-in-autism/

• Memorizing and learning quickly

• Logical thinking ability

• Being precise and detail orientated

• Exceptional honesty and reliability

• Learn to read early and easily



REFERENCES - BOOKS

• Five Things You Need to Know About Social Skills Coaching: Your Guide to Better Communication Skills in the 
Modern World by Roya Ostovar and Krista DiVittore

• Changeable: How Collaborative Problem-Solving Changes Lives at Home, at School, and at Work by J. 
Stuart Ablon

• The Explosive Child: A New Approach for Understanding and Parenting Easily Frustrated, Chronically 
Inflexible Children by Ross W. Greene

• Autism in Lockdown: Expert Tips and Insights on Coping with the COVID-19 Pandemic by Temple Grandin 
and Others



RESOURCES

• Altogether Autism https://www.altogetherautism.org.nz

• Interventions https://www.autism-society.org/living-with-autism/treatment-
options/nonmedical-interventions/

• General Information  https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/index.html

• Research https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/research.html

• Science News About Autism https://www.nimh.nih.gov/news/science-news/science-news-
about-autism.shtml

• Spectrum News Autism 101 https://www.spectrumnews.org/features/special-
reports/autism-101/

https://www.altogetherautism.org.nz/
https://www.autism-society.org/living-with-autism/treatment-options/nonmedical-interventions/
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/research.html
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/news/science-news/science-news-about-autism.shtml
https://www.spectrumnews.org/features/special-reports/autism-101/

