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NOTE THAT…

•	 Not speaking or having limited communication-
al abilities does not mean that people with autism 
spectrum disorders do not have opinions! 
•	 It is never too late to find a way to communi-
cate!
•	 Finding an effective way to communicate is 
essential. Challenging behaviour is often due to 
problems in two-way communication. People with 
autism spectrum disorders need ways to describe 
how they feel, for example, when they have head-
aches or stomach aches, but also ways to com-
municate about positive things and interests.
•	 Some people with autism spectrum disorders 
learn to read and write on their own regardless 
of their developmental stage or competence pro-
file. The skills may be latent, especially when the 
person does not speak, and possible existence 
of these should therefore be tested from time to 
time. 
•	 Regular monitoring using video recordings is 
often needed to reveal the actual level of commu-
nication skills. Sensory problems may also com-
plicate communication. 
•	 A structured environment and functions con-
stitute the foundation of habilitation for people 
with autism spectrum disorders, but they must 
not suppress their own initiative to communicate. 
Communication needs arising from the environ-
ment can be used to stimulate the initiative to 
communicate. 
•	 When interacting with people with autism spec-
trum disorders, speak less, speak clearly and 
speak slowly. 
•	 Interpreter services for severely speech im-
paired people are provided for in the Services 
and Assistance for the Disabled Act and may also 
be available for people with autism spectrum dis-
orders. 
•	 Communication is a basic human right.
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People with Asperger’s syndrome have various grades of 
difficulties in understanding the speech, gestures and ex-
pressions of other people. They often interpret utterances 
literally, which may lead to misunderstandings. Visualisation 
may support understanding. Communication skills may vary 
considerably between individuals.

SUPPORTING COMMUNICATION
When teaching communication, the first task is to find the 
level on which the person with an autistic spectrum dis-
order and his or her immediate circle share a common 
understanding of objects or pictures and associated func-
tions.

The focus of teaching is on the visual sensory channel, 
because people with autistic spectrum disorders often have 
problems processing auditory information. Usually different 
means of communication are used in parallel – for example, 
pictures and sign language together with speech. Different 
means of communication are applied in different situations. 
Text may initially include pictures and learning may gradu-
ally proceed to text only.

Teaching communication often starts with learning to 
make requests, however, it is important to remember that 
asking for something is just one function of communication. 
Other functions of communication include seeking attention, 
denying, commenting, providing information (narrating), 
enquiring (asking for information), displaying emotions and 
functioning socially (e.g. courtesies).

COMMUNICATION

Effective interaction and communication skills are essential 
for human development, learning, membership of society 
and for quality of life.

Lack of communication, problems understanding speech 
and comprehending the purpose of communication are ma-
jor issues in the development, habilitation and care of chil-
dren with autism spectrum disorders.

Communication problems often show themselves as chal-
lenging behaviour thus comprehensively complicating inter-
action with other people. Not having the means to communi-
cate in a way that corresponds to abilities and developmental 
stage may lead to psychological problems over time.

Development of speech and language of children with 
autism spectrum disorders does not correspond to their 
age and their progression does not follow the usual order. 
Approximately 50% of people with autism spectrum disor-
ders acquire only rudimentary speech or no speech at all, in 
which case spoken language does not become the primary 
form of communication. Gestures and facial expressions 
used by people with autism spectrum disorders are limited 
and interpretation of the gestures and expressions of oth-
ers also presents problems. Eye contact, dividing attention 
and reciprocity skills are usually poor. People with autism 
spectrum disorders do not seem to pay attention to whether 
the other person shares the same interest. In a discussion 
with a person with an autism spectrum disorder, it may be 
difficult to know who the words are directed to.

When a person with an autism spectrum disorder ac-
quires speech, his or her manner of speech is often anom-
alous and the tone of voice is monotonous. There is often 
immediate or delayed echolalia (repetition of vocalisations 
made by another person) and palilalia (repetition of one’s 
own spoken words). Sometimes echolalia may have a com-
municative purpose that may be difficult to determine.
The key objective of the habilitation of autism is to find 

working means of communication for self-expression and 
for understanding others. The means of communication 
need to be selected individually in co-operation with the 
person with the autism spectrum disorder, his or her imme-
diate circle and professionals. If the person has Asperger’s 
syndrome, speech usually becomes the primary means of 
communication. Speech often contains special characteris-
tics, such as original and highly formal style and a monoto-
nous tone of voice.

The most commonly used means of augmenting or 
replacing speech (AAC, Augmentative and Alternative 
Communication) when communicating with people 
with autism spectrum disorders are:
•	 Object communication
•	 Graphical signs, picture communication: for  
	 example, PCS pictures, pictograms, photos,  
	 drawn pictures
•	 Written texts
•	 Sign language signs
•	 Physical guidance, touch.

Assistive technology for communication includes, for 
example, alphabet board, various voice output and 
writing devices and computer.

METHODS USED

Structuring with the help of pictures and/or texts. Pictures 
are stable and therefore easy to return to thus supporting 
understanding and clarifying interaction that may otherwise 
be difficult to identify. Example: The TEACCH programme 
(Treatment and Education of Autistic and related Commu-
nication-handicapped CHildren).

Behavioural therapy approach involving, for example, 
rewarding. Example: The Lovaas programme.

Facilitated communication training, facilitation, FCT. 
Provision of physical and mental support when communi-
cating by pointing at pictures or letters or using a writing 
device for people with an autism spectrum disorder and 
difficulties in guiding their own behaviour. The target is to 
gradually withdraw support and achieve communication 
that is as independent and spontaneous as possible.

Teaching interaction as well as reasons for and pur-
poses of communication. For example, using the Picture 
Exchange Communication System, PECS, in teaching initi-
ating contact, spontaneous communication as well as ask-
ing, replying and narrative skills.

Communication therapy is an element of a carefully 
constructed, goal-oriented total habilitation programme 
that will be planned together with a speech therapist. The 
immediate circle of the person with an autism spectrum 
disorder almost invariably needs guidance from a speech 
therapist or other professional when communicating using 
his or her individual means.

Music therapy is used to enhance the communication 
skills of people with autism spectrum disorders. Many peo-
ple with autism spectrum disorders respond better to musi-
cal stimuli than other external stimuli and are also able to 
react to them in an interactive way.

Practising gestures, expressions and social situ-
ations, for example, through social stories, comic strips, 
videoing and textbooks.

Strengthening communicative behaviour in everyday 
situations. Noise, pushing and shoving, etc. are often the 
first means that a person with an autism spectrum disorder 
uses to express him- or herself.

Different means of communication, assistive tech-
nology and teaching methods support each other.


