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Activity

• Think of a situation that makes you anxious

• Do you avoid it? 

• How do you feel ?

• What strategies do you use ?



Activity
Most children with ASD feel anxious most of the time, by unpicking what is causing the anxiety we 
can give them strategies to cope, by creating an autism friendly school we can minimise some 
anxiety triggers (structure physically – zoned areas, decluttered and strategies – visual supports, 
timetables, scaffolds, chunked instructions)



All behaviour is communication



SEND – Neurodiversity
Anxious – avoidance, polite excuses, overuse of inhalers as 
breathing is affected

Not being able to prioritise – everything is important and 
needs to be perfect

Reluctance to start – task too big, causes not knowing where to 
start, fear of failure

Wanting to be invisible – quietly avoiding interaction, staying in 
the background

Parent view – wear your heart on your sleeve

wear your elastic heart on your chewed up sleeve



5 key questions

What am I doing ? What is happening / expected? Being asked to do – visual structure , now next 
work reward systems visual timetables

Where am I doing it ?  Which room, seat

Who is doing it with me ? Adults / learning group

How long will it last ? When will it finish ?

What will happen next, how will you signal that? Now next, job job treat, 



Key messages:

• Use clear and concise language (say only 
what you need to do)

• Give positive instructions that tell the pupil 
what you want them to do

• Only 1 person speaking to the pupil (1 voice 
talking)

• Say the pupil’s name first, then give the 
instruction

• Say ‘stop/pause’ instead of ‘no’

• Use work/reward as often as you need

• Use visual support to structure the day 
and/or the lesson

• Give timed warnings that an activity is about 
to end



• Use a countdown to indicate an activity has ended/’finished’ – 3,2,1 Show me SLANT

• Encourage independence at all times

• Keep a calm atmosphere, tone of voice and positive body language

• Use distractors and motivators

• Offer choices - 2

• Use visual structures – whole class visual timetable, individual timetables, now/next, choice board, 

• Praise positive behaviours - multiple

• Be consistent - Say what you mean and mean what you say



Strategies
• Identifying what triggers high levels of stress and 

anxiety.

• Recognising the strategies individuals may already 
use to manage their own stress and anxiety, but not 
trying to eliminate them (for example 
hobbies/interests or self-stimulatory behaviour –
‘stimming’ - can reduce anxiety).

• Providing the individual with ways of identifying their 
own rising levels of stress and strategies to manage 
them (for example emotional thermometer, 
emotional states)

• Creating a safe place - somewhere in the pupil can 
have the time and space





How to support in class

Structured classroom 

Visual timetable   

Schedule

Sensory breaks

Work-station

motivators



Visual timetables



Schedules



Choice  
boards



Work station

In tray 
Out tray
Left to right
(helping to organise)





Communication board

Limit vocabulary – key word instructions



Motivators





There are a range of behaviours you might regularly see with children who have high 
SEMH needs; some of these are:

•Violent outbursts to adults and other key children
•Distress because the parent/key person is not with them
•Running off
•Refusal to join or follow instructions
•Needing to be in control and controlling things around them
•Frozen behaviours when they appear to shut down
•Hiding
•Withdrawing from adults
•Self-harm
•Sleeping difficulties

SEMH needs



Transitions between activities, 
lessons, or environments can cause 
anxiety, due to the need to control.
• Move before others e.g. before to 

be ready, lead the line
• Count down to next activity
• Distraction – other activity

Use of Social Stories



Conscious Discipline





Extra resources

• National Autism website

National Autistic Society

For families | Anna Freud – SEMH and wellbeing

https://www.autism.org.uk/
https://www.annafreud.org/resources/family-wellbeing/

