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Reachout ASC @ReachoutASC Lynn McCann Reachout ASC

Supporting Autistic students in 
secondary school.
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Lynn McCann 
Established Reachout ASC in 2014

• Working with autistic , ADHD 
and PDA Profile children in 
mainstream schools.

• Supporting teaching, diagnosis 
and EHCP processes, working 
with parents and teachers, 
with the child at the centre.

• Training for schools, charities 
and groups. 
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What do I want you to learn? 

1. Every teacher is a teacher of SEND.   

2. Autism may not be what you think.  

3. What practical things you can do to enable autistic and 
ADHD students to learn. 

4. To be curious and know where to find help when you need 
it. 

3

1.Every teacher is a 
teacher of SEND.   

What do I want you to learn? 
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• The Equality Act 2010  /  
• Chilldren’s and Families Act 2014

• This duty is anticipatory – it requires thought to be 
given in advance to what disabled children and young 
people might require and what adjustments might need 
to be made to prevent that disadvantage. 

https://www.nasbtt.org.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2020/07/Legislation_information_downloadable-doc.pdf
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Teacher Standard 5 

Adapt teaching to respond to the strengths and needs of all pupils 

• Know when and how to differentiate appropriately, using approaches which 
enable pupils to be taught effectively.

• Have a secure understanding of how a range of factors can inhibit pupils’ ability 
to learn, and how best to overcome these.

• Demonstrate an awareness of the physical, social and intellectual development 
of children, and know how to adapt teaching to support pupils’ education at 
different stages of development.

• Have a clear understanding of the needs of all pupils, including those with 
special educational needs; those of high ability; those with English as an 
additional language; those with disabilities; and be able to use and evaluate 
distinctive teaching approaches to engage and support them.  
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Four areas of need

Cognition and 

learning

Sensory and 

Physical 

Communication 

and Interaction

Social, 

Emotional and 

Mental Health
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2. Autism may not be 
what you think.  

What do I want you to learn? 
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a spectrum…

Neurodiversity

Neurodivergent
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Labels… How would they make you feel?
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“Autism is a different way of thinking 
and processing the world and the way 
senses take in information about the 

world. Autistic people might also 
process internal thoughts and 
sensations in a different way.”

www.reachoutasc.com
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Are there more boys than girls on the 
Autism Spectrum?  

1:10

1:4

1:3

1:1 ?
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• Seem to have social ability
• Observes and imitates others 
• Mask their difficulties, seen as ‘fine 

in school’ 
• Are missed, misdiagnosed
• Greater risk of mental ill health
• Needs haven’t been recognised 

or met, parents blamed  

Autistic Girls
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Communication

Social 
Interaction

Thinking 
Differences

Sensory 
Processing

AutismLanguage matters: 

• Autistic person 
(preferred) 

• Person with autism

• Autism Spectrum 
Disorder (ASD)

• Autism Spectrum 
Condition (ASC)
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“...right from the start, from the 
time someone came up with the 
word ‘autism’, the condition has 
been judged from the outside, by 
its appearances, and not from 
the inside according to how it is 
experienced.”

(Donna Williams, 1996, p.14).
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Sensory Overload Simulation
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Sensory: Too much or not enough? 

What is a sensory diet and how do I implement 
one in my busy classroom?

https://cutt.ly/lw6LrRa
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What practical things 
you can do to enable 
autistic students to 

learn? 

What do I want you to learn? 
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Additional 
support

Targeted 
support

Teaching

Relationship

What do SEND children 
need? 

• Interests
• Behaviour support
• Connection / trust 
• Mentoring 
• MH support

• Clear communication, explained
• Structured, chunked, scaffolded
• Adapted and challenging 

• Specific support - eg. visuals, 
wordbanks, IT, EF structure, 

• Additional scaffolding
• Use of TAs 

• Interventions within school (SENCO / TAs)
• Outside agencies (eg. me!)
• Assessments from EP,  SLT, OT, CAMHS etc. 
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Communication

I can’t understand most of 
what the teacher says.  

They go too fast.  But when 
I say I didn’t understand I 
get told off for not having 

listened. 

I don’t get jokes, sarcasm or 
hidden meanings.  I find it 

hard to remember which bit of 
what we did already they are 
inferring to.  I’m not stupid,  I 
just need help to understand. 

The background noise in 
classrooms is excruciating.  I 
am trying so hard to listen all 
the time and I daren’t show 
that I missed something in 

case I get into trouble.  
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• Receptive and Expressive language 
• Echolalia 

• Language V intelligence
• Understanding perspectives - Guessing what is 

inferred  

• So much in school relies on TALKING 

• Intense focus on own interests is a good thing!
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Communication bottleneck:

“I tried to work out what the teacher 
was saying but she just kept TALKING!”  
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10 Ways to Support 
Autistic and ADHD 

students in High School 

1 Have a seating plan that works best for your autistic 
and ADHD students and don’t change it without letting 
them know.  

2 Cue the student into the lesson.  “Good morning and 
welcome to Geography. Today we will be …”   can make 
all the difference. 

3 Chunking. Break a task into smaller steps and reduce 
quantity for those who take longer to do things.

4 Manage opposition. Students who challenge or refuse are 
often highly anxious. Shouting and arguing only makes 
them more anxious and challenging.

5 Use visuals to support communication. Helps the student 
build a visual memory of the subject matter

6 Use clear, unambiguous language. Explain things and 
don’t assume they know.  Make  direct, specific and 
literal.  Say what you mean!

7 Structure group work. Pairs work better than groups. 
(But working on their own might produce better work 
for some). 

8 Homework support. Consider quality over quantity –
differentiate for these students. Use familiar, repetitive 
and highly-structured  tasks wherever possible.

9 Sensory and movement breaks. Autistic and ADHD 
children have a very good reasons for struggling to sit 
for long periods of time. 

10 Build positive relationships. Understand that they are not 
‘doing it on purpose’ – autism and ADHD are differences 
in the way the brain works, and school is much harder 
work, even when they try so hard. 

© L McCann

download our free 
Guide “7 Ways to support 
Autistic Students’.

Autistic pupils
• Need routine, familiarity and structure to 

feel safe. 

• Visual support helps cognition and 
learning. 

• Find ways of giving them thinking and 
processing time. 

• Make sensory adjustments, realise what 
it is like for them. 

• Explain everything, have high 
expectations, understand them. 

24
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Communication in School

• Don’t assume the autistic pupil has understood even 
if they say ‘yes’ – ask them to explain back to you.

• Slow down – use key words. 

• Keep your tone calm and clear.

• Add pauses for thinking / processing time.

• Prepare short, simple sentences that keep to the 
point. 
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• Say what you do want instead of what they have 
done wrong. 

• Use first, next, last when giving instructions.

• Direct questions can work better than indirect or 
open questions except when you are prepared 
to go with what they say. 

• Limit choices and don’t give instructions as 
choices (eg, “do you want to write down your 
homework?) 
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• Explain arrangements specifically. Eg. “I’ll 
see you at the beginning lunch time, here”, 
rather than ‘I’ll see you later’.

• Explain and let them know about changes in 
advance.

• Explain idioms, jokes and sarcasm. They can 
make an autistic student really anxious.

• Accept their honesty - it might seem rude but 
don’t take it personally.  
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• Have a secret signal for them to tell you they 
need help.  

• Talk about their interests with them – a great 
way to build trust between you.

• If parents are saying they are NOT okay in 
school but you don’t see it – they are 
probably ‘masking’ and need urgent help. 
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No matter what age the CYP is 

– don’t rely on them 

remembering what you said 

and being able to process that 

when they are stressed.  Make 

it visual!   They can check it 

again and again. 
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Support 
organisation. 

They are not 
‘doing it on 
purpose!’ 
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“Whilst it is true that autistic people 
can struggle to process and 
understand the intentions of others 
within social interactions, when one 
listens to the accounts of autistic 
people, one could say such problems 
are in both directions.”

Dr Damian Milton – The Double Empathy Problem 
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• Autistic pupils want positive interactions 
but not at the expense of always having to 
pretend to be like everyone else.

• Don’t force eye-contact. 

• Context needs explaining. 

• Learn social skills together with everyone 
and understand/accept differences. 

Social Interaction
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Access to learning

• Structure and familiarity

• Smaller chunks, less to process at once 

• Link to their interests

• Present information visually

• If they don’t learn the way you teach…teach 
the way they learn (QFT) 
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Anxiety in school 

• Unpredictability is the major cause of anxiety 
– Autistic people prefer predictability 

• Time concepts can be difficult
• May do all they can to control, make things 

predictable
• Routines can be essential
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What do I want you to learn? 

To be curious and 
know where to find 
help when you need 

it. 
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Always asking:
Why are they being like this? 
Why can’t they access this?
Are they learning?
Are they making progress? 
What are their strengths? 
What is their behaviour telling us?
What can I do to help them? 
with thanks to @JulesDaulby

Be a CURIOUS teacher
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In this together – parents and you. 

• Parents are at different stages of their SEND journey –
but for them it lasts the child’s whole school life and 
beyond.

• Many are very worried and anxious about their child’s 
future.

• Some will know far more than you.  Don’t be 
intimidated.  Learn together. 

• Communicate with them - phone home, postcard, 
feedback - about the things their child does well. 
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children with autism
strategies for accessing the curriculum
key stages 3&4

www.sen-northwest.org.ukwww.dfes.gov.uk

department for

education and skills
creating opportunity, releasing potential, achieving excellence

North West
Regional
Special
Educational
Needs
Partnership

https://www.adhdfoundation.org.
uk/resources/
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• Girls and autism 
• Preparing and autism friendly secondary classroom 
• 5 ways to support autistic students through exams
• ‘What is Revision?’   booklet
• What makes transition to secondary school work
• Autism and homework
• Autism and behaviour in secondary schools
• Autism and group interactions

https://reachoutasc.com/blog/
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There’s always another way! 
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https://www.adhdfoundation.org.uk/resources/

