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Layne Pethick and Frankie Kietzman

Brain-Based Teaching for Students with Autism
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Outcomes

z

Build an understanding of how the 
brain works in learning and behavior.

Look at specific brain research in 
autism and how it helps us 
understand characteristics for 
students with ASD.

Examine effective teaching strategies 
based on brain science, so that 
administrators can build staff 
knowledge based on working with 
students with autism.
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Welcome and Introductions
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Reality Basis
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Landscape of Learning andBehavior
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SomeQuick Facts about Learning and Behavior

z

200-300 vs 30-50

All learning is active and must be done in 3D before 
2D methods can be used.

- Especially with ASD

Social Skills are only learned by the brain when we are 
being social with others who can be our role models.

Behavior and social emotional skills must be taught, 
not trained.

Behavior change is difficult and takes time

- 5,000+ (10,000+ for some brains)
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How do you teach Social and Behavioral skills?

z

1. Identify a Teaching Tool
2. Designate a Time
3. Model it

4. Practice it
5. Reinforce it
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Brain Research and Autism: Areas of Focus

z

Brain development in early 
years/Sensory Processing

Executive Functioning

Social and Emotional 
Development
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Brain Development in Early Years / Sensory Processing
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Brain Development in Early Years / Sensory Processing

z

Abnormal brain development beginning in 
the 1st month of life

Rapid brain growth during 6 and 14 months 
and again around age 2.

The faster the growth, the greater the 
impairments.

Knowledge and skill organization

Sensory input and organization
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Processing andAutism

z

Processing is delayed in one or
more areas on average from 20
seconds to 2 minutes.
How well would you do?

- Spelling test
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ClassroomStrategies

z

Structure and routine.

Schedules should be individualized

Visuals need to be real pictures or as
realistic as possible to help the brain
transfer understanding.

Sensory tracking, intervention, and support.

Classroom organization and layout.

Teach the room, teach the school.
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Sensory Seekers

- Seating

- Access to sensory materials

- Scheduled sensory breaks

- Increased cardio exercise 

time

Sensory Escapers

● Headphones
● Considering seating arrangements
● Light filters
● Access to sunglasses
● Predetermined calm area

ClassroomStrategies

z
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Sensory items are individualized

Scheduled sensory breaks 
included prescribed diet

Access to items

OTcollaboration

Evidence of structure and 
routine

- Include: schedules, etc

Administrative Look Fors

z
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Autism, the Brain, and Executive Functioning
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Three Main Components

Working Memory – the capacity 
to hold and work with more than 
one piece of information at one 
time

Cognitive Flexibility – the 
capacity to change behavior(s) to 
fit the situation or to see a 
situation from another’s point of 
view or perspective

Inhibitory Control – the ability to 
control one’s own body and resist 
impulsive reactions to 
distractions

Autism andExecutive Function

z
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Visual supports
- Color coding
- Highlighting
- Chunking

Work systems

Game Play

Play Scripts

5 point scales

Video modeling

Meta-cognition modeling

ClassroomStrategies

z
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Mnemonics

Graphic organizers

Visual supports for multi-step 
directions

Behavioral supports
- Timers
- Sizeof my problem/reaction
- 5 point scales
-Pre-teaching expectations for 
possible outcomes

Administrative Look Fors

z
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Processing issue - Greeting 
Activity

Social motivation

The STSanalyzes biological 
motion cues, including eye, 
hand, and other body 
movements and predicts the 
actions and intention of others 
(non-verbal communication)

Social and Emotional

z
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Social Motivation Research

z

Children with ASDhave deficits 
in abrain pathway that normally 
makes social interaction feel 
rewarding.
Nerve fibers along the pathway, 
in red, are less dense in children 
with ASDthan in typically 
developing children.
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ClassroomStrategies

z

Explicit instruction on hidden 
curriculum:

Pairing
Incorporating interests 
Visual supports 

Consequence/Contingency
mapping

Video modeling 
Peer modeling 
Role play

Scripted or canned responses
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Replacement behavior identified

Staff can communicate behavioral plan

Multiple staff members interacting with 
each student

Peer interaction/involvement –
meaningful inclusion

Scheduled times for explicit instruction

Data collection across settings and 
individuals

Student can articulate behavioral 
expectations and their plan

The more involved the families are, the 
better the outcomes.

Administrative Look Fors

z
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Which Brain-BasedStrategiesWill YouUse?
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