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What is ASD (autism spectrum disorder)?  

ASD is a lifelong condition which involves a person’s brain being “wired” differently.  The 

impairments described below affect people in very different and individual ways. ASD can affect 

anyone, from those with a learning disability, to those who are very 

able and academically gifted. At the higher end of functioning, 

people with Asperger’s syndrome don’t have the delay in language 

development seen in “regular” autism.  

It is important to remember that autism brings strengths. For 

example, many people with autism like to focus in on very small 

details of things, in great depth. Channelled in the right way this 

could make them brilliant artists, mathematicians or computer 

programmers.  

Some children with ASD are easily overstimulated as they experience sound, taste, colour, and 

other sensations very intensely. Though this can be distressing, for example in a noisy or 

crowded environment, it can also lead to great enjoyment and creativity. 

Generally children with autism have difficulties in three main areas: 

Communication:  Development of language is often delayed in children with an ASD. Both verbal and non-

verbal (e.g. gestures) communication can appear unusual. Children may make fewer gestures than “normal” 

children, such as pointing. They often struggle to make eye contact with others. Conversation with a child on 

the autistic spectrum may feel disjointed and not synchronised with the person they are talking to/with. Such 

children may struggle with the “to and fro” nature of a two-way conversation, and may dominate or avoid 

conversations.  People on the autistic spectrum tend to be “black and white thinkers”, and struggle to 

understand phrases that are not concrete or where the meaning is not obvious. 

 

Social interaction: Every environment has social rules, such as turn-taking and good manners. People with 

ASD can struggle to see others’ perspectives, so rules likes turn-taking are often difficult to grasp. Some rules 

may seem illogical and confusing to a child with ASD. Why would you use different words when you’re talking to 

a child as opposed to an adult? Why are there rules about who you can play with in the playground and who 

you can’t? Why do I have to wait my turn? 

 

 

Obsessions and Rituals: Because they often find the world unpredictable and scary, and are good at focusing 

on fine detail, people with ASD often develop intense and specialist interests.  These interests may become 

obsessions. Common ones are trains/ Thomas the Tank Engine, and science fiction, but they can be almost 

anything. An obsession can be positive as it gives a child a “specialist subject” which they can be expert on. 

They can help build a child’s self-esteem as well as being enjoyable. If an obsession begins to take over a 

child’s life in a negative way however, and other things get pushed out, it’s important to seek help.  

Often, people on the autism spectrum have obsessions and rituals not connected with an obvious interest. They 

try to create order in a world which seems chaotic. This can include lining things up, checking, or making 

certain repetitive movements, as just a few examples. If a child gets very anxious or worried about these 

things, and feels s/he must do them, seek help. 


