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Module 1:  

Characteristics of Individuals with ASD 

 

 

If You’ve Met One Person with ASD, You’ve Met One Person with ASD... 

 
 

What is autism spectrum disorder? 

 

Autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is a developmental disability that affects the way an individual’s 

brain functions. There are two main areas that are affected when an individual has ASD:  

● social-communication skills, and  

● restricted and repetitive behaviors.  

 

Social-Communication and Social 
Interaction Challenges 

Restricted, Repetitive Patterns of Behavior 

Social-emotional reciprocity Stereotyped or repetitive motor movements, 
use of objects, or speech 

Nonverbal communicative behaviors used for 
social interactions 

Insistence on sameness, routines, or 
ritualized patterns of behavior 

Developing, maintaining, and understanding 
relationships 

Highly restricted, fixated interests 

Hyper- or hypo- reactivity to sensory input 

 

 
 

It is estimated that 1 in 68 children and 1 in 42 boys in the United States have ASD. 
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CDC Facts about ASD 

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/index.html 

 

Individuals who have been diagnosed with ASD may have difficulty communicating with others, 

making friends and relating to other people. They may also have very narrow, intense interests 

and unusual reactions to sights, sounds, smells and touch. They may do the same things over 

and over again and get upset if their routine is interrupted or changes.    

 

Doctors and researchers are trying to find out what causes ASD.There could be many different 

causes, but it is very likely that an individual’s genes influence whether or not they have ASD. 

There are some families with more than one member who has ASD. Another factor that may 

influence whether or not someone has ASD is their environment.   

 

There is no medical test that can help us decide if someone has ASD. A doctor or other 

qualified professional has to make that decision based on if the individual has specific social-

communication and behavioral characteristics. One tool to identify the diagnostic criteria for 

ASD is from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual-5, which outlines criteria for Autism Spectrum 

Disorder.  

 

DSM-5 http://www.dsm5.org/Pages/Default.aspx 

 

The diagram below describes what the social-communication and behavioral characteristics of 

an individual with ASD might look like, depending on the severity level of his/her diagnosis in 

that specific area: 

 

 

https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/index.html
http://www.dsm5.org/Pages/Default.aspx
http://www.dsm5.org/Pages/Default.aspx
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There is a saying that “if you’ve met one person with ASD, you’ve met one person with ASD.” 

This means that people with ASD all share some basic things in common, but are also very 

different. This is why ASD stands for autism spectrum disorder. A spectrum is something that 

covers a broad range, but is still related. We must think about the person as a unique individual, 

no matter their diagnosis. 

 

Here are links to some videos that describe what it’s like to have ASD: 

● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MPb5WPvpsU8 

● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZsRdpPMAvfs 

● https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CfbRuhG1sbE 

 

 

 

Key Elements 

 

 

1) Communication 

 

Some people with ASD may not speak or have difficulty expressing their thoughts and feelings, 

but it does not mean that they cannot communicate. In fact, individuals with ASD may use their 

behavior to let us know what they are thinking and feeling. Having a functional way to 

communicate our wants, needs, likes and dislikes is critically important for everyone. 

 

It’s very important to remember that the brains of people with ASD work differently than the 

brains of people who do not have ASD. It may be difficult for someone with ASD to understand 

when we are speaking to them, particularly if we talk very quickly and use abstract language. It 

may be very helpful to use clear, concise language and not repeat what we are saying over and 

over again. We can help individuals with ASD learn and understand by using pictures, drawings 

or written words to communicate.  

 

2) Social 

 

One way we can support individuals with ASD to interpret and respond in social situations is 

through a story, or narrative, about that situation. The narrative does not have to be 

complicated, it just has to explain what happens in the situation and how most people respond. 

It can include pictures and words, just pictures or just words, depending on how the individual 

learns best. If you’d like to know more about writing a social narrative for someone with ASD, 

use this link:  http://carolgraysocialstories.com/social-stories/ 

 

It’s also very important for individuals with ASD to be able to have community activities that 

interest them. Sometimes, it may be very obvious what the person with ASD is interested in 

because he/she talks about it all of the time. Sometimes, it may be more difficult to understand 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MPb5WPvpsU8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MPb5WPvpsU8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZsRdpPMAvfs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZsRdpPMAvfs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CfbRuhG1sbE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CfbRuhG1sbE
http://carolgraysocialstories.com/social-stories/
http://carolgraysocialstories.com/social-stories/
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what interests the individual. Talk to the people who knows the person best, like his or her 

family members, and include these activities and interests in the individual’s day.  

 

3) Restricted/Repetitive Behaviors 

 

Researchers have learned that individuals with ASD do the things they do because their brains 

work differently than others. One of the ways we can tell an individual’s brain works differently is 

if he/she engages in repetitive behaviors or has restricted interests. Repetitive behaviors vary a 

lot from individual to individual. Some individuals with ASD may rock back and forth, some may 

repeat the same phrase over and over again, and some people may simply check the time 

repeatedly. Restricted interests also vary. Some individuals with ASD may be very interested in 

maps, or the weather, or a specific animal, or the universe. It can run the gamut. It’s important to 

be aware that these restricted interests or activities might be an area of great knowledge for the 

individual with ASD and showing interest in this topic may be a way to build rapport and could 

lead to a potential career. However, keep in mind that it might be very difficult for the individual 

to switch from his/her topic of interest to other topics or activities. 

 

If an individual repeats a behavior over and over again, it is important to ask yourself a few 

questions. Do you think the individual is trying to communicate something with his/her behavior? 

Or, does it look like the individual is just doing something that feels good to him/her? If the 

individual does not seem to be communicating anything with his/her behavior and they are not 

hurting themselves or anyone else, it may be absolutely fine to just let the individual do what 

they are doing. 

 

 

 

Activity 

 

1. Discuss how the characteristics of ASD might impact an individual’s ability to: 

❏ Get ready in the morning 

❏ Do laundry 

❏ Have a conversation with a new roommate 

❏ Play a board game 

❏ Go out to dinner with friends 

❏ Participate in a community group 

❏ Shop in a grocery store 

 

2. Complete the “All About Me” worksheet for your client. Place the completed document in 

an easy-to-access area such as the individual’s main file or their basic information folder 

so that new or unfamiliar people who come into their lives can become easily familiar 

with their interests, likes and dislikes. This information helps as a place to start to get to 

know the individual as well as a way to identify activities they might enjoy which could be 

planned. 
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Tips and Strategies 

 

 

● Remember-if you’ve met one person with autism, you’ve met one person with autism! 

Everyone with autism is a unique individual with different strengths, preferences and 

challenges. Get to know the individual. Don’t make assumptions.  

● Be aware that an individual with ASD may have difficulty communicating or making 

social connections with others, but that does not mean that he or she has an intellectual 

disability.  

● Learn how the individual communicates best. Is it spoken language? Pictures? 

Technology? Use this method to establish a connection with the individual.  

● Don’t repeat verbal information or make verbal demands over and over again. Give the 

individual time to process information.  

● Don’t rely on body language or facial expressions to communicate how you are feeling 

as these can be difficult for someone with autism to interpret.  

● Understand that restricted interests and repetitive behaviors are part of having autism 

and what make the individual unique!  
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