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M6TO: Introduction to Module

Hi, welcome to this module on Educator-Student Relationships, and thank you for supporting
Pasteleducation.org. Deficits in social communication and interaction are part of the diagnostic
criteria for autism spectrum disorders outlined in the DSM-5. By understanding and working
with a student, we can create a strong relationship between educator and child. This can
unlock many opportunities for effective teaching practices and development of life skills.

In this module, you will learn about various traits that can create challenges in creating and
maintaining relationships. By creating better relationships with students, we can help
individuals feel included in the class, increase motivation, and decrease problematic
behaviours. Please note, that these are traits that individuals with ASD might have but is not a
profile for each student. In addition, many of these traits are positive, making working with
children on the autism spectrum extremely rewarding; however, there are some areas in which
these may negatively impact relationships. Through this set of videos, we will discuss some
ways to avoid or manage these challenges to promote more supportive relationships between
educators and students.

It is important to understand the individual in order to know which topics are relevant to a
student, and how they may specifically apply. Relationship management incorporates many
tools and strategies that require in-depth understanding in separate topics, and for these
reasons, we might refer you to other modules. Remember, parents are a great resource to help
better understand a student and some strategies that already work.

Our two goals through this module are to help you understand how certain traits may influence
the perspective of an individual on the autism spectrum and to discuss some potential ways to
foster positive relationships.

We hope you enjoy this module, and in the next video we will begin by discussing some
guiding principles in developing relationships.

M6T1: Guiding Principles

Hi! Before taking the dive into certain challenges that might impact relationships, | want to take a
look at our guiding principles for supporting children with ASD. These are understanding the
individual, empathy, and patience. All of these are important for supporting children with ASD
across all types of challenges, but are especially important for developing relationships.

Our approach is to better understand the perspectives of a student with ASD to then find out the
best ways to interact. Though perspective taking, we can hopefully better understand the
interests, strengths, areas of challenge, learning preferences, communication abilities,
motivations, and all other aspects of the personality of the student we are working with. This
way, we can work towards building a relationship of trust.

Trust is then the foundation that enables us to exercise more effective teaching practices, and

help a student develop various skills. If we reflect on ourselves, we are much more likely to
listen to the ideas of someone we trust and respect. Once this relationship is developed,
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understanding the individual and empathy guide how to best approach teaching and supporting
a child. Patience is important since learning and relationship building takes time, and there may
be ups and downs. Many times, these goals take small steps to achieve, and requires a
continual effort.

Remember if a student is non-verbal, try to work with experts, parents or other resources to
ensure the system for communication is appropriate for the recommendations we will discuss. If
not, understanding the individual and empathy are crucial to help determine if a strategy may be
outside of the ability of the student, or a better communication system needs to be pursued.

Thank you for watching, in the next video, we will take a look at Social Communication
Challenges that can impact relationships.

M6T2: Social Communication Challenges.
Hi, in this video we will take a look at some social communication challenges that may impact a
child on the autism spectrum.

Communication challenges in social settings are part of the diagnostic criteria for autism
spectrum disorder. This may involve challenges in understanding verbal information, such as
analogies, metaphors, puns, context-dependent use of language and other abstract language,
or non-verbal information, such as body language, tone, sarcasm, and intent in language. For
some students, there are delays and deficits in the development of expressive and receptive
language. Of course, these are all variable across individuals and children range greatly in their
communication abilities.

One of the common barriers in communication is that information is often interpreted literally. A
simple example of how this might impact social interactions is with some common greetings.
The greeting “Hey, what’s up?” can be interpreted literally as “what is upward?” If the student
does not understand the social context surrounding this interaction, (s)he may answer “the sky.”
As an educator, we may choose to say, “What are you doing?” instead, or teach that the two
phrases are commonly used interchangeably in social greetings.

Eye contact is also a common part of communication that may be challenging for an individual
with ASD. From our social norms, we often want to have eye contact during communication as it
shows respect and that the other person is listening. However, for some children, it is hard to
maintain eye contact and listen at the same time. Since this has no negative impact on others,
our focus should be to support positive interaction in comfortable ways, instead of forcing a
student to conform with these social norms. Other times, if the child is able to maintain eye
contact, they may simply just need to be taught that eye contact is a part of expected social
interaction.

In the context of relationship building, we should appreciate that for all people, it is difficult to
build trust and comfort if proper communication is not in place. This is no different for individuals
on the autism spectrum. Although what “proper communication” means might vary depending
on the preference and ability of the student, if a child does not feel comfortable communicating
their thoughts, feelings, and ideas, relationship building can be very difficult. Even for nonverbal
students or early communicators who cannot yet talk about thoughts, feelings and ideas, there
are ways to develop a rapport with these individuals. By matching our communication and
language level with that of these students, we can still support positive communication. Feel
free to reach out to school, professional, or online resources to help establish a system for

‘ pastel
education

Copyright Pastel Education Inc. 2020



communication. Remember, the amount of time in interaction does not necessarily equal quality
in interaction. Sometimes less can be more — we have all been in situations where the
conversation is over-forced and stale.

One way that we can increase effectiveness of our communication is through simplification of
language. Since students may struggle with understanding more complex language, we can try
to speak in more concise and direct ways. For example, instead of saying “What a beautiful day!
Where are your outdoor shoes? Get them on and let’s go outside and play,” we might say “Put
your outdoor shoes on,” or maybe even just “Shoes” along with a gestural prompt. Again, we
should try to match the child’s language level, so if we know a child communicates in sentences
of one or two words, we should try to do the same.

Speaking in positive rather than negative terms is also helpful. For example, saying “please
raise your hand and wait for me to call on you,” as opposed to “please do not interrupt.” This
clarifies what the desired action is, and is easier to interpret. Visual supports are also great for
communication, which is covered more in-depth in Instructional Communication and Supporting
Daily Transitions.

Lastly, we should try to speak explicitly. As we discussed earlier, children with ASD often
interpret language literally, and by speaking explicitly, we are communicating in a way that
better supports their understanding. For example, rather than “I will be there in a second” which
from a literal standpoint is often impossible, we could say “I will be there as soon as | can.”

By understanding the challenges in communication that might apply to a student, we can find
ways to communicate better. This allows for better interactions to develop more supportive
relationships with your student. Thank you for watching, and in the next video, we will look at
how fixations can impact relationships.

M6T3: Fixations

Hi, in this video we will discuss how Individuals with ASD may have particular fixations or
restricted areas of interest. We will take a look at how fixations can be used to positively
influence the educator-student relationship.

For these specific topics of interest, children may be extremely engaged, enthusiastic and
knowledgeable. Let’s look at an Johnny, a third-grade student who has a particular interest in
trains.

In terms of social interactions, Johnny’s interest in trains can often be limiting, as peers and
other adults do not necessarily want to continually discuss trains. As common with individuals
with ASD, Johnny is still learning the concept of reciprocity: the natural back-and-forth of social
interaction.

Reciprocity is defined as the practice of exchanging things for mutual benefit. Johnny might not
understand that if he is given a chance to share his interests, it is normal social practice to listen
to the interests of others or what they might have to say. For some children, they may not
understand that other people have interests that are different from their own. Johnny has
difficulties comprehending that for successful interactions there should be a sharing of interests.
Because of this, Johnny has trouble understanding why people do not want to talk with him
about trains. As you can imagine, challenges in reciprocity can pose barriers for relationship
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development. It can be beneficial to request a therapist or other professionals advice on how to
systematically teach this.

As an educator, we can help make Johnny feel cared for and build our relationship by sharing
this interest in trains. Like all individuals, having shared interests helps to further friendships and
foster connections. Making an effort to learn about a student’s interests can be a great starting
point to build this relationship. This can be as simple as asking Johnny if he had a chance to
learn anything new about trains over the weekend, and taking the time to listen to what Johnny
has to share. These small actions can make a big difference in making a student feel valued.

We can also utilize this interest to help Johnny better understand educational material and
increase engagement. If we were to use this to help Johnny with math, we can use addition
examples using trains, instead of apples or other common objects. This can help keep Johnny’s
attention focused on the lesson and allow for better understanding of the subject-material.

Although we may want to talk with Johnny about trains all day, there are other responsibilities
we have as educators. If we have this student that wants to engage with us, we can manage
this to help Johnny focus on work. One way to do this is to tell Johnny, “If we finish [the task],
then we can talk about (the interest or trains) [interest (train)].” In this case, talking about trains
is a reinforcer of this behaviour, or essentially a reward that helps increase the probability of
Johnny focusing on work. This gives us the time to fulfill our other roles as an educator while still
acknowledging Johnny as a student. Overtime, we may even be able to pair with the
reinforcement, meaning that us as an educator interacting with Johnny, may be able to motivate
Johnny to focus on work, even without discussion of trains.

As | hope you can see, these fixations of students may be used to help build relationships. It
might be helpful to keep a list of a student’s interests to help with (1) class preparation and (2)
interaction with the student. Thank you for watching!

M6T4: Routine
In this video, we will take a look at the trait of preference for routine. We will focus on
understanding how this may influence children with ASD to better build relationships.

As we have previously discussed, individuals with ASD can experience a variety of challenges
in understanding social contexts. Combined with possible communication barriers and other
challenges, this can mean that for a child on the autism spectrum, the world can be a very
confusing and overwhelming place. With all this uncertainty that exists, routine provides
organization and structure that allows for predictability. This in turn helps provide a sense of
comfort. Children with ASD may create internal schedules that they use to better predict the
future, and when we break this, can cause elevated stress and challenging behaviours.

This dislike for uncertainty is a very natural thing for everyone and changing plans can be
stress-inducing for any person. However, for children on the autism spectrum, breaking this
routine can feel like being thrown into a world of uncertainty, which is a scary thought for any
person.

In terms of relationship management, by understanding the ways we can support their comfort
in the classroom and between activities, we can create an environment for better relationship
development. For children who have particular difficulties in understanding and predicting their
environment, routine is a tool that helps a child feel safe. Only when a child feels safe can
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relationship building occur. To develop this predictability, we can try utilizing visual schedules
that clearly outlines the structure for the day. For best use, we should engage the child every
time an activity is complete, such as by checking it off, and when the next activity is about to

occur.

Through the different skills in visual supports and simplifying language covered in our
Supporting Daily Transitions module, we can decrease the frequency of challenging behaviours
during these changes. These scenarios, if improperly managed, can negatively impact our
relationship with a student, as these often end with undesirable outcomes, such as timeouts, or
trips to the principal’s office. By preventing these situations from occurring we are able to avoid
potentially negative interactions.

We must also realize it is often our actions that might break the internal routine of these
students. This may be as simple as transitioning between activities when it is unexpected by the
student, regardless if it is in the schedule or not. Another example might just be a simple
mistake in the daily schedule that was posted. Through early and effective communication, we
can again avoid situations in which students associate blame or responsibility onto the educator.
This is beneficial to support students through transitions but also maintain this relationship.
When students do experience such challenges, try not to tell students to “calm down” or other
instructions but instead ask how we can help, or “how can | help you calm down?”

Lastly, for some students, having this sense of routine during our interactions with them can
help them feel more comfortable, especially in early stages of the relationship. To help provide
this, we should try to stay consistent with the time, topics, type of interaction and sequence of
conversation. For example, at the beginning of each day we can ask a student what they had for
breakfast.

Routine and transitions for children with ASD is a huge topic in itself, which is why we created a
separate module for it. | hope that through this video, you learned how routine may be perceived
by students with ASD and how it may impact our relationships in various ways. Thank you for
watching, and in the next video we will discuss expectation management.

M6T5: Expectation Management

In the last video, we discussed how preference for routine may cause challenges for students
during transitions and may impact our relationship with the child. One way that we can help this
is to use our language to better manage expectations, and we will extend this past preference
for routine as well.

As we know, one of the challenges that children with ASD experience is their literal
interpretation of language. In context of schedules, this means that if we tell our student, Annie,
that “we will start our art activity at 10:30,” she may have a rigid interpretation that the new
activity will start strictly at 10:30 sharp. If we choose to start this activity a few minutes early or
late, this can cause distress for Annie since this does not align with their interpretation of our
message, and this timing may have been incorporated into her internal schedule. This can
impact our relationship with Annie, as she may perceive our message as untruthful to our
actions.
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Since we do not have the ability to be precise to the minute, we can allow for better expectation
management by monitoring our communication. We can do this by avoiding absolute terms like
always, and never, as well as introducing words to allow room for error, such as, around,
roughly, often, and rarely. For example, we could tell Annie “we will start our art activity around
10:30.” These differences may seem trivial to us but can greatly influence how students interpret
our messages. This can be applied in other contexts, such as giving instructions, “cut close to
the line” vs “cut on the line”, or making other commitments, “l will try to give your quizzes back
by Wednesday.”

In terms of other teaching practices, one thing to keep in mind is to teach reality not utopia.
Because of this tendency to interpret things literally, individuals with ASD often have a very
realistic perception of the world and will interpret our messages rigidly. Students may either
have unrealistic expectations because of this or disregard us for saying something that is
perceived as untruthful. For example, if teaching about plants in science, we should
acknowledge that not all the seeds will grow into trees.

In a social setting, it is common to say that “we are all friends here” but in reality this is really not
the case. If we were to say this to Annie, while she is experiencing challenges in connecting
with her peers, these statements may hurt our relationship with the student. Many statements
like this are often unnecessary and may be better left by communicating that “we should all
respect one another.”

Expectation management can be very valuable in helping develop and maintain relationships
with children on the autism spectrum. Much of this stems from tendency to interpret literally, and
we should try our best to understand the perspective of the student. Through monitoring our
language and teaching reality we can support students to succeed in both educational and
social settings. Thank you for watching and in the next video, we will discuss Justice & Truth.

M6T6: Justice & Truth
- This is an area that | feel | do not fully understand so | would love some feedback on
examples and ways to incorporate this more effectively! | wanted to incorporate trait of
loyalty but was not sure and could not find good resources on how this might impact
relationships within the classroom.

In this video, we will take a look how individuals with ASD often have a strong sense of justice
and truth. These are all great traits but can pose some challenges when taken to the extreme.

One way that this feeling of justice might influence our relationship with a student on the autism
spectrum is with rules. Combined with the tendency to interpret in literal and rigid ways, along
with some challenges in understanding social exceptions, this can create situations that can
negatively influence educator and peer relationships.

One example of this is silent reading time. Imagine we have told the class that during silent
reading time students should stay quiet. If Mary, a student in our class, wanting to go to the
washroom, raises her hand and asks a question. Although we may realize that this is an
exception that should be allowed, this might not be the same for Jack, a student on the autism
spectrum. Not only might this rule-breaking be frustrating, but our acceptance of this may cause
Jack to lose respect for us. As we discussed in the last module, utilizing our language to allow
for exceptions, “please read silently, unless you have a question,” can be beneficial.
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Students with ASD may also prioritize truth in a statement as opposed to friendliness. Knowing
this, we should realize that if we were to ask a question, these students may be extremely
honest. For example, if we are helping Jack with an art craft, and after we ask rhetorically “now
doesn’t that look great?” Jack may answer “no, it's ugly.” Jack is not necessarily trying to be
disrespectful. If we realize that he might not understand the purpose of a rhetorical question,
and values truth, Jack is simply answering our question honestly. To help with our relationship
with Jack, we should remember that Jack is trying to be truthful and not take these statements
personally. We can also try to teach him ways to be more considerate of others feelings, when
appropriate.

We must remember that values of justice and truth are great traits for any individual, and in no
way are we saying that these traits are bad for students on the autism spectrum. However, there
are situations in which these traits may negatively impact our relationship with students. The
impact of this greatly varies between individuals, and by understanding the student, you can
know when this best applies.

It is important to be trustworthy ourselves, and we should never try to trick our student. If we
give consequences or rewards, always follow through, and if we can’t keep our word, we need
to address it and explain it. By understanding how these situations may be perceived by
students with ASD, we can create rules that help provide room for error and moderate our
emotions, understanding that truthful statements are not intentionally insensitive. That is the end
of this video, thank you for watching. In the next video, we will discuss theory of mind.

M6T7: Theory of Mind
Hi, thank you for watching this far in this educator-student relationship module. In this topic, we
will discuss theory of mind and how it may affect errors in attribution.

So, what is theory of mind? Simply put, theory of mind is the understanding of another
individual’s perceptions, beliefs, emotions and intentions. This helps people to understand why
other people act in certain ways, and helps us navigate social interactions. For example, if we
are talking with some friends about going out for dinner. Knowing that our friend, Kevin, is
vegetarian, we would not want to suggest a steakhouse. Theory of mind would be the
understanding that Kevin’s beliefs as a vegetarian would make him not want to go to a primarily
meat-based restaurant.

Theory of mind typically begins development around 4-5 years old, and continues throughout an
individual’s youth. However, children on the autism spectrum typically take longer to develop
theory of mind and may not ever gain the higher-level skills, especially those associated with
understanding emotions and beliefs. With deficits in these areas, navigating social situations
can be more challenging, and may impede social development. For children, this can impact
relationships with peers and educators.

Knowing this, we should realize that when we interact with students with ASD, they may not
understand the perspective, or emotional state that is influencing our communication. For
example, if it is during report card period and there happen to be some technical glitches with
the system we are using, this may lead to an exceptionally busy and stressful day. Usually, we
like to use flash cards to practice our times tables more interactively, but today we just do not
have the energy for it, and would like to ask the class to quietly practice math problems instead.
While the majority of the class may be able to read our bodily language and implicitly
understand why we want a quieter activity, Jennifer, a student with ASD might not. We should
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also realize this may be a deviation from the expected schedule and pose additional challenges
associated with these changes.

From Jennifer’s perspective, she may not understand our emotional state and that the reason
for our decision stems from this. In addition, she may make an error in attribution, believing that
the reason for our change in activity is due to laziness. This then negatively impacts her
perception of us as an educator, and may hurt our relationship.

From our perspective, if Jennifer continues to ask why and may seem upset with this choice, in
our emotional state, it may be easy to become frustrated with the lack of cooperation. By
understanding the challenges Jennifer experiences in interpreting the situation, we can prevent
our own misinterpretations of Jennifer’s actions. To help with this, we can try communicating
explicitly our reasons for choosing a quiet activity. “Hi everyone. The system for report cards
had issues. It has been tiring and stressful to deal with. For these reasons, | would appreciate if
we could work quietly until the end of the day.” This way, we are able to communicate to
Jennifer and the class how our internal state is influencing this decision, and not leave it up to
the students to read the situation. This clarifies our intentions to support more positive
interactions.

In this video, we introduced the topic of theory of mind, and looked at a situation in which
misunderstandings of our internal state can impact the educator-student relationship. Thank you
for watching, and in the last video, we will discuss allowing mistakes.

M6T8: Allowing Mistakes
- How can we fix-up these mistakes and allow for mistakes?

o Teaching mistakes involves understanding that there was no intent involved in
the action itself. As we talked about in the last module, this often requires
understanding of theory of mind, which can be an area of struggles?

o Again | tried looking online for some resources, but | feel like this is outside of my
expertise to write about.

As we discussed in our last video, students with an ASD diagnosis may have difficulties with
Theory of Mind, meaning they may be limited in their understanding of another person’s
perceptions, beliefs, emotion, and intent. Students with ASD often also highly value the concept
of precision and may not like it when mistakes are made. Another way to think about this, is that
student with ASD may have a tendency to be perfectionists.

If we combine this value for precision — or from the other side, a dislike for errors — with a
possible misunderstanding of intent, this can result in misinterpretations of others’ mistakes. For
mistakes that an educator can make, if we were to accidently bump into our student, Minh, and
knock a book out of his hands, this situation may be misunderstood. From our perspective, this
is an honest mistake, is a result of not necessarily paying attention to where we are going, and
has no negative intent.

However, as we know, students with ASD may have a concrete understanding of the world, and
have a black and white perspective. They may not see this mistake as small with little
consequences. If they have trouble understanding intent, we also have the risk of a child not
realizing that there was no maliciousness behind our action. There may be two factors that
influence our relationship with a child: a lack of acceptance for errors and the negative
emotional stress associated with this, as well as, a possible misunderstanding of our intent.
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To help with this we can try to teach Minh about both of these areas. For acceptance of errors,
we can try clarifying and labelling the mistake as an “accident” that is “no big deal.” In addition,
we should show Minh that this is correctable by picking up the book, giving it back, and possibly
explicitly talking through how this consequence of action has been corrected. Labelling as an
accident also helps to clarify that there was no intent behind our action, but explicitly apologizing
while communicating that we “did not see you” and “did not mean to bump into you” can further
help with this.

However, mistakes do not just impact a child’s perception of us as educators, student with ASD
make errors as well. Since these students may tend to be perfectionists and have this black-
and-white perception, it is understandable that their own mistakes are hard to accept. For
situations in which they make mistakes, we can utilize the same process we discussed in
labelling as an “accident,” clarifying “no big deal,” and showing how it can be corrected.

Mistakes are a natural part of learning and is a component of the trial-and-error processes we
utilize to master skills. For example, during a spelling quiz, Minh might misspell the word
“because.” For a student on the autism spectrum, the mistake in spelling can feel detrimental,
and cause a lot of emotional stress.

As an educator, we should realize this so that we can better support Minh emotionally and
academically. We can do this by labelling this error as part of “practice,” and explain how it is a
natural part of learning. We can communicate how “everyone makes mistakes,” and through
practice, we get better at not making these errors. It may also help to explain that Minh will get
additional chances to demonstrate his learning, or even have him work through a correctional
process, such as respelling the word, while we are with him. Our goal is to teach that errors are
natural, and an acceptable part of learning.

To wrap up this discussion on allowing mistakes, we should realize that the skills we talked
about in labelling errors and explicitly communicating acceptance takes time for a student to
become comfortable with. If initial attempts at this do not seem to work, remember to be
persistent and evaluate if there are aspects that can be done differently based on your
understanding of the student. It may be beneficial to request help from someone with expertise
in special education and autism spectrum disorders. Remember, it is okay for us to make
mistakes as well.

Thank you for watching this module on educator-student relationships. We hope this information
was helpful to establishing positive relationships with your students, and more in-depth
information in certain topics can be found in other modules. As always, feel free to reach out to
me using our contact form or email, and thank you for supporting pasteleducation.org.
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