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Chapter  8

Communication

Introduction
It wouldn’t be hard to argue that being able to communicate 
and to be understood by others is fundamental to our sense of 
well-being, belonging, participation and inclusion in society. By 
contrast, not being able to express our needs, thoughts and wishes, 
or not being understood when we are trying to do so, is the very 
definition, it seems to me, of alienation and exclusion. Indeed, it 
is for these reasons that the right to communicate is enshrined in 
national and international laws and conventions (CRPD; UN DESA 
2006), as will be summarised in this chapter.

Communication as a human right is ignored, people don’t try 
because they don’t have to, they aren’t expected to. Why is this 
acceptable? Why isn’t supported decision-making the ‘go to’, why 
are our rights lesser than others? (Kabie)

At the same time, readers will be aware that many autistic children 
are considered to have communication difficulties (APA 2013), and 
schools often place a strong emphasis on speech and language 
supports and interventions as a result (Roulstone et al. 2012). And so 
in this chapter, I discuss briefly what those difficulties are deemed 
to be, and consider the complex issues raised when children are 
thought to be poor communicators. When all is said and done, 
are we really ‘listening’ to those children, or are we instead simply 
paying attention to what we want to hear? 

In addition, I describe the impact of the context within which 
autistic children are expected to communicate in school and 
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explore the different ways autistic children might choose to express 
themselves. Ultimately, should we be thinking differently, and 
better, about their communication? 

The legal argument
To start with, the requirement to support all children to 
communicate effectively is enshrined in international conventions 
and national laws. According to the UNCRC (UNICEF 1989), for 
example, children have the right to express their views ‘freely 
in all matters affecting the child’ (Article 12), and, as we have 
seen, information should be imparted or expressed through any 
medium that the child chooses. This underscores the point that the 
emphasis should not always be placed on speech, and that children 
have the right to be supported in expressing themselves in the ways 
that most suit them. However, as you will see later in this chapter, 
my own study shows that this is not always the case.

The CRPD (UN DESA 2006) explicitly extends the right to 
communicate – which should be ‘on an equal basis with other 
children’ (Article 7) – to disabled children too, stipulating that they 
should be ‘provided with disability and age-appropriate assistance 
to realize that right’ (Article 7). Similarly, and within a national 
context, the CFA (2014), asserts that ‘the wishes of…the young 
person’ (Section 33) should be taken into account, and that local 
authorities must have regard to ‘the importance of the child and his 
or her parent, or the young person, participating as fully as possible 
in decisions relating to the exercise of the function concerned’ 
(Section 19). 

Therefore, both international and national legislation are 
clear that the views of disabled children must be sought in a manner 
that enables them to express themselves as easily as possible. 
Indeed, according to the CRPD (UN DESA 2006), such measures 
are necessary to enable ‘full inclusion’ (Article 24) in society. 

Communication difficulties
As discussed in Chapter 1, a diagnosis of autism usually involves 
the identification of some element of communication difficulty, or 
‘language abnormalities’ (Wing and Gould 1979, p.11). These are 
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considered to include a range of problems, including understanding 
(Bartak, Rutter and Cox 1975), narrative delivery (Norbury and 
Bishop 2003), use of pronouns (Lee, Hobson and Chiat 1994) and 
intonation (Tager-Flusberg, Rhea and Lord 2005), amongst many 
other issues (Rapin and Dunn 2013). ‘Selective mutism’ – an ability 
to communicate in some situations but not in others – has also 
been associated with autism (McKenna et al. 2017).

Diagnostic manuals like the DSM-5 (APA 2013) refer to 
‘persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction’,1  
where the emphasis is more on the social and interactive nature of 
communication. In addition, autistic children may be classified, 
somewhat simplistically, according to whether they are ‘verbal’ or 
‘non-verbal’, with those considered to be ‘non-verbal’ associated 
with low attainment in school (Dockrell et al. 2012) and poor longer-
term outcomes (Howlin, Mawhood and Rutter 2000). Interestingly, 
in the ICD-11 (WHO 2018), an important diagnostic manual, it 
is stated that autistic people can exhibit ‘a full range’ of language 
skill, although the measure of this ability pivots on the notion of 
‘functional language’, a problematic concept given that what is 
thought to be functional for one person, might not be for another.

I consider that I used to have communication difficulties – 
pronouncing certain words such as ‘hospital’ and ‘spaghetti’. If I 
have them now, they are very minor and don’t get in the way of 
things. (George)

I can’t say hard words sometimes. (James, 8)

I find talking difficult. (Zack, 10)

Some research has focused on how ideas are conveyed and what 
autistic people choose to talk about (Loveland et al. 1990). Dean, 
Fox Adams and Kasari (2013, pp.151–152) noted that an autistic 
girl is rejected by her peers because of her ‘narrative delivery’, the 
‘idiosyncratic/repetitive nature of her stories, and her persistence 
despite receiving peer sanctioning’. In this account, the autistic girl 
continues to narrate certain events, despite her ‘peers’ (a group of 

1 See www.cdc.gov/ncbddd/autism/hcp-dsm.html
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girls she has been placed with for the purposes of the research) 
seemingly making it clear that they are not interested in what she 
has to say. The researchers conclude that the problem lies with the 
girl and the fact that she is autistic, not with the other members 
of the group, one of whom, the authors note, fails to maintain the 
attention of the others, but nevertheless emerges as their leader. 

Thus, language impairment in autistic people is considered to 
include potentially multiple deficits, including their understanding, 
linguistic development, the topics they choose to talk about 
and how they communicate and engage in social situations, as 
summarised by the following:

Many questions remain to be answered about communication 
in autism. For example, how is odd intonation related to deficits 
in communication and social cognition? How do linguistic 
comprehension deficits relate to the various aspects of deviant 
language seen in the syndrome? What triggers the initial failure 
of social cognition and joint attention that seems to be associated 
with such pervasive communicative difficulties? (Tager-Flusberg 
et al. 2005, p.356)

Indeed, while some autistic people are deemed impaired because 
they are ‘non-verbal’, those who are ‘verbal’ might similarly be 
viewed as dysfunctional due to apparently saying the wrong things, 
in the wrong way and at the wrong time (Wood 2018a).

Understanding and belief
Being classified as having communication impairments can lead to 
the assumption that the person is intellectually disabled too, and 
that any utterances might be irrelevant or nonsensical, and so not 
to be taken seriously. Wing (2007, p.28) asserts a number of times 
that the ‘understanding’ of autistic children is often lower than 
their speech suggests, stating similarly that some ‘may appear to 
have some pretend play’, but that this is, in fact, ‘an empty copy 
of other children’s play’. We also saw in Chapter 6 that autistic 
children’s reading can be seen as a fairly superficial process, devoid 
of genuine understanding. Consequently, these viewpoints suggest 
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that autistic children might speak, play and read, but that true 
comprehension and meaningful engagement are absent. 

In addition, it is often assumed that autistic people ‘who are 
considered minimally verbal or nonverbal’ are ‘the most cognitively 
impaired’ (Dawson et al. 2007, p.657). Lawson (2008, p.80) also 
challenges the notion that autistic people who ‘don’t talk’ must be 
‘intellectually disabled’:

…language is considered the traditional normal currency 
of communication. Therefore, if you don’t use language as your 
communication tool, you may be considered disabled, disordered 
or dysfunctional. (Lawson 2008, p.74)

Moreover, Davis et al. (2000) found that staff in a special school 
questioned the ability of some children to be able to express 
themselves, which in turn impaired the efforts to communicate 
of those children. Therefore, if communication impairments are 
unquestioningly considered to be a core feature of autism, this can 
also lead to a tendency to neither trust nor value the communication 
of autistic people.

I didn’t speak much in infant school. I was able to speak but I had 
periods of time where I couldn’t. This was usually when I was under 
great stress, for example when the teacher was talking directly to 
me. There was an incident where another child bit me quite badly – I 
didn’t bother telling anyone because I don’t think I saw the point. My 
mother saw it and got cross, she took me to school and demanded 
to see the teacher/head teacher. So I had three people looking at 
me, talking at me, interrogating me. I just shut down, I don’t recall 
anyone actually asking me to show them the bite; they were just 
pulling at my clothes and invading my space and overloading me. 
When we got home my mother was so cross, she decided that I’d 
wilfully ‘shown her up’ and that the school thought that she was 
lying. She still mentioned this 30 years later as an example of what 
a bad child I was! (Kabie) 

These issues arguably reach their zenith in debates about Facilitated 
Communication (FC), which was originally devised by Rosemary 
Crossley to help people who have difficulties with the physical act of 
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communicating, rather than the cognitive processes required. FC 
involves support being provided to someone who has limited or no 
speech, as well as motor control or planning difficulties, to point to 
letters on a board or grid in order to spell out words. More recently, 
FC has been used to help autistic people to communicate, but has 
consistently failed tests of validity on the question of authorship 
when subjected to scientific scrutiny (Schlosser et al. 2014). Indeed, 
studies show that the person facilitating the communication is the 
real ‘author’ of the words typed by the disabled individual (Jacobson, 
Mulick and Schwartz 1995). So, by extension, any external help 
provided to a disabled person to be able to communicate can be 
viewed with suspicion.

However, in a fascinating article, Erevelles (2002) asserts that the 
discrediting of FC is based on an assumption that typically, any of 
us are able to represent ourselves fully through language, without 
any sort of problem or ambiguity. Which, when you think about the 
sorts of misunderstandings we all experience on a daily basis, is a 
very good point. Furthermore, Erevelles (2002) argues that while 
autistic people are perceived as disordered and irrational, the very 
techniques used to test the validity of FC are predicated on notions 
of order and reason, qualities autistic people are considered to lack. 
Therefore, while FC as an authentic means of communication is 
highly contested, including within the autistic community where 
it has been associated by some with abuse (Hearst 2016), questions 
remain about how its validity has been assessed. Indeed, for 
the autistic writer Klar-Wolfond (2008, p.115), a key issue is the 
requirement to ‘base everything on our need for proof of either 
competence or incompetence’. 

A further important example within the debate of validity when 
non-verbal forms of communication are used is provided by the 
autistic activist Amanda Baggs (2006). Her video ‘In My Language’ 
which, at the time of writing, has reached 1.4 million views on 
YouTube, shows her humming, tapping, flicking and rocking, which 
she describes as ‘my native language’. She ‘translates’ these physical 
responses by typing and using voice output software, which she 
employs apparently unaided. Baggs (2006) explains how the way 
she thinks and responds to her environment is ‘so different from 
standard concepts or even visualization that some people do 
not consider it thought at all’. Similarly, she describes how she 
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is considered impaired because she struggles with the language 
of others, who are not correspondingly thought to lack ability 
even though they do not understand her language. However, and 
perhaps somewhat consistently with the issues relating to belief and 
credibility previously described, Baggs has a number of detractors, 
some of whom describe her as a ‘fraud’ (Amanda Baggs Autism 
Controversy 2009). Interestingly, no such controversy appears to 
have accompanied the publication of two highly popular books by 
Higashida (2014, 2017), despite the fact that both were written via 
facilitated methods. 

Role of support
We saw in the last chapter how the support the autistic 
children received played a crucial role in various aspects of their 
participation, inclusion and well-being in school. This support was 
also very important in relation to their communication.

Fortunately, some school staff helped the children in a positive 
and enabling fashion, avoiding any kind of pressure or stress, 
and presenting them with genuine choices. These staff showed 
flexibility and humour, and demonstrated a sincere desire to enable 
the children to express themselves in an unadulterated manner 
(Wood 2018a). Furthermore, as we saw in Chapter 5, just as the 
support skills of school staff were observed to be enhanced when the 
children were engaged in motivating activities (Wood 2019), their 
ability to interact and encourage the children’s communication 
improved in these circumstances too. And so this underscores the 
point that communication is a two-way reciprocal act (Muskett 
2016; Wood and Milton 2018), where the right kind of input not 
only helps children to express themselves, but also correspondingly 
impacts positively on the communication of the supporting adult.

Teachers need to understand that they need to attend to us and be 
ready for subtle forms of communication, that stress, or excitement, 
fear, overload, etc., etc. will make us communicate differently. They 
need to learn to actively listen and learn about us as individuals. 
Communication is two-way and they may have to work to really 
hear us. We may not use the right tone of voice or body language, 
but our words still need to be heard. (Kabie)
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However, there were also difficulties in this area. I have described 
already how poorly planned (or completely unplanned) activities 
presented under the banner of ‘differentiation’ could be profoundly 
demotivating and counter-productive. I also noticed, in some cases, 
how this appeared to have a deleterious effect on the child’s spoken 
communication, as the child became weary and demoralised. In 
addition, some of the children were not native speakers of English, 
but any difficulties they experienced with spoken and written 
communication, or understanding, were deemed to stem from 
being autistic, rather than the fact that they were not fully bilingual.

Moreover, while some staff demonstrated a high level of 
proficiency in supporting the communication of the autistic children, 
others were not necessarily skilled communicators themselves: 
instructions were vague, confusing or even contradictory at times. 
And yet no one questioned the effectiveness of their support in 
terms of the communication skills of the autistic children, whose 
difficulties were deemed to stem from the very fact of being autistic 
alone, rather than any other factors entirely unrelated to them.

Effective communication with autistic people is about trying to see 
things from their point of view. Make sure your language is clear 
and unambiguous and that they’re not distracted (if possible!). If 
this proves difficult, pressuring them to talk to you at that very 
moment in time could be counterproductive – in extreme cases this 
could potentially even induce meltdowns due to pre-existing stress 
levels. (Michael)

Another issue was that sometimes, support for the communication 
of the autistic children slipped into control of their communication, 
both in terms of what the children expressed and how they did so 
(Wood 2018a). For example, one child was provided with a ‘choosing 
board’, ostensibly to help his communication and independence. 
However, the amount of actual ‘choice’ this child was provided 
with was negligible, because if he ‘chose’ an activity that the adult 
didn’t want him to do, he would be made to select another card. 
Or he would be removed from a task he was already enjoying to 
‘choose’ a picture representing it from the board, provoking anxiety 
on his part that he was being removed from his preferred activity. 
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Therefore, some of the children were simply ignored if they were 
communicating something different from what the adult had in 
mind, or they would be made to express themselves in ways that 
didn’t really work for them. Indeed, the Children’s Commissioner, 
with reference to the UNCRC (UNICEF 1989), asked ‘are we 
listening, and if we are, are we acting on what we hear?’ (Atkinson, 
foreword in Pellicano et al. 2014, p.3).

In addition, two of the children in my study were described as 
‘non-verbal’, and yet I often heard them say words, either when 
they were objecting to a certain task, or when they were engaged 
in an activity of interest. Sadly, these words were uttered into a 
void, neither heard nor acknowledged by the supporting staff, who 
might instead be preoccupied with some sort of communication 
paraphernalia, such as a visual timetable, or a ‘now and next’ 
board. Or the staff member might be verbally labelling items 
and actions, regardless of whether or not this involved any real 
engagement with the child. Indeed, sometimes staff seemed to be 
going through the motions of communication support, but without 
actually responding to and interacting with the child. Moreover, 
and especially with the younger children, there was a concern that 
they should learn social niceties (Bottema-Beutel, Park and Kim 
2018), such as greeting the class teacher in the morning, rather 
than focusing on what mattered to the child. 

In these instances, the support for communication that the school 
provided sometimes proved both contradictory and demotivating, 
where the child gained as little from trying to communicate 
as from failing to interact at all. Here, the emphasis was on 
compliance, rather than supporting the child’s communication 
needs. Moreover, while it was evident that the children were more 
skilled communicators than the adults appeared to realise in some 
cases, the combined labels of ‘autism’ and ‘non-verbal’ resulted in 
the children not being heard, or their wishes not being respected. 
Indeed, to label a child with communication difficulties can mean 
paradoxically that adults cease to observe, listen to and engage 
with that child. However, examples of good practice were certainly 
evident, and so it is vital that support staff are provided with the 
time and space they need to be able to develop these skills and share 
them with others (Wood 2018a).
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Communication context
My argument is not that autistic children are devoid of commu-
nication difficulties, but rather that unthinking assumptions can 
paradoxically make it much harder for them to make themselves 
understood. In fact, all of the 10 autistic children in my study, 
to a greater or lesser extent, experienced problems with spoken 
communication. According to their parents, they either did not 
have any speech at all, or language had been slow to develop in 
comparison to their peers (Mitchell et al. 2006). School staff also 
commented that some of the autistic children struggled to put their 
thoughts into words. Indeed, although none of the children was, 
in fact, ‘non-verbal’, some did have a very limited vocabulary, and 
mispronunciation of words and difficulty of recall were common 
(Norbury et al. 2010). Anecdotes could also be jumbled, both in 
terms of the words used and the order of events (Miniscalco et al. 
2007). And so the autistic children certainly demonstrated some of 
the speech and language difficulties I outlined earlier.

However, it was also clear that the context within which the 
children were expected to communicate could have a significant 
impact on their ability to make themselves understood. We 
have already seen the damaging effects of noise, for example, 
and the complex circumstances in which an autistic child might 
be expected to concentrate and work (Sainsbury 2009). Indeed, 
research has shown that noise, including background chatter, 
can have a particularly damaging impact on pupils with SEND, 
making language processing and learning more difficult (Dockrell 
and Shield 2006; Klatte et al. 2013). Yet the children in my study 
who were seated with a TA in a corridor, for example, or to one 
side of the classroom while the rest of the children were noisily 
engaged in another activity, were having to deal with more noise 
and disruption than their peers. Therefore, while the children 
demonstrated difficulties with speech, these problems could be 
compounded by the challenging circumstances within which they 
were expected to communicate.

If I am very stressed, my ability to communicate will break down. 
(George)
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If it’s a close friend, then talking is easy and I generally like it, but 
not-so-close friends and teachers/staff/other students can be 
difficult because (at secondary school in particular) a lot of the girls 
in my year will judge me and talk about me behind my back so I have 
to be careful what I say. Talking to teachers is awkward sometimes 
as I can’t be quite as honest as I would with my close friends because 
I would hate to offend them by saying something negative about the 
subject they teach, and I always make an effort to keep a positive 
relationship with my teachers. It helps if all of my teachers know 
that I am terrified of speaking in front of the class. (Grace, 14)

Sometimes I self-mute, sometimes I cannot get the words out 
of myself, if I’m in a situation which is hostile. If I am calm I can 
comment. (Jon)

When I’m stressed I can lose the ability to talk fluently. For example, 
when I went through airport security with my phone in my pocket 
and caused the alarm to go off. Because I was so stressed and they 
were trying to get me into a body scanner all I could say (shout) was 
‘phone’, ‘bag’, ‘bag’, ‘phone’. I was trying to tell them that I’d made 
the alarm go off because of my phone and that my alert card was in 
my bag – which was on the conveyer belt thingy. All they saw was a 
shouty person trying to push through security shouting and trying 
to get past. Also I may just stop talking. Or I will just start agreeing 
to everything to make people go away. (Kabie)

Nevertheless, other circumstances were seen to have a much more 
positive impact, and so we must return again to the subject of 
intense interests. For example, if the children struggled with open 
questions at times, this format seemed much more manageable 
when they were talking about subjects that interested them. Verbal 
responses in these situations were generally longer, more fluent and 
readily provided, and the children were more relaxed. 

One child, for example, who was often hesitant and struggled 
to answer most of my interview questions, was absolutely 
transformed when she was talking about a book she was enjoying. 
Here, she employed a wider lexis, a more varied sentence structure, 
asked questions, made comments and provided explanations 
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(Wood 2019). She also related aspects of the book to other events 
in her life, read independently and sought out information from 
different pages, showing higher-level reading skills identified by 
the DfE (2015c) as being linked to positive longer-term health, 
educational and employment outcomes. Above all, this child was 
the dominant communication partner in her exchanges with the 
TA, initiating the discussion, directing the conversation and even 
feeling sufficiently confident to correct the TA on one occasion 
(Wood 2019). Interestingly, this activity took place in quite a noisy 
classroom, which suggests that the drawbacks of noise might be 
counterbalanced by the advantages of intense interests. 

Therefore, enabling autistic children to focus on areas that 
interest them could have a significant, positive influence on how 
they express themselves, also resulting in an important shift in 
the power dynamic, with the child taking a more confident and 
assertive role in communication exchanges. In these circumstances, 
which I also found led to more, not less, compliance from the child, 
the communication needs of the child are supported and valued, 
rather than the intentions of the adult in charge.

Non-verbal communication
We all express ourselves in a myriad of non-verbal ways (Mehrabian 
and Ferris 1967), and autistic children are no exception to this. 
One boy in my study, who was not a native speaker of English, 
often struggled to find his words, but was able to employ a range of 
gestures, actions and mimes as he related what he was interested 
in. Another child would place the hand of his TA on a closed book 
to indicate he had had enough, or put an item away to show that 
he wanted to do something else. And yet these important messages 
could be ignored or pass entirely unnoticed. 

In fact, research suggests that autistic children from bilingual 
homes are not necessarily disadvantaged in terms of their linguistic 
development compared with non-autistic children, and also that 
they might use more gestures over time (Zhou et al. 2017). The 
employment of gesture has also been found to be an important 
indicator in identifying whether or not young children have 
communication difficulties, or instead are simply ‘late talkers’ 
(Crais, Watson and Baranek 2009).
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In addition, as we saw in Chapter 2, the class teachers in my 
study revealed a number of strategies aimed at gaining silence in 
the classroom. This was despite the fact that a lot of noise was 
seemingly tolerated by them. However, in the drive to encourage 
the communication of the autistic children, I found that their 
silence could be overlooked. 

As I explained, some of the autistic children were noted to be 
clearer and more fluent in their speech when talking about topics 
that interested them. But others were observed instead to be silent, 
calm and concentrated when engaged with motivating activities. 
One child, for example, had high levels of focus and concentration, 
but very little speech. However, when he was contentedly and 
silently absorbed in activities that interested him, evoking the ‘flow 
states’ (McDonnell and Milton 2014) described in Chapter 5, he 
was sometimes interrupted by the communication interventions 
intended to help him. If he was engrossed in looking at a book, 
his well-intentioned TA might try to get him to label the pictures, 
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meaning that his ‘silent communication’ was not recognised and 
was, in fact, disrupted by attempts to help him communicate.

However, according to Davis et al. (2000, p.210), children must 
be permitted to be ‘the final gatekeepers to their worlds’ and 
have the right to not respond if they so wish. This point is also 
made by Lewis (2010, p.20), who considers that ‘listening better 
includes hearing silence’ and recognising that ‘silence is not neutral 
or empty’. Acheson (2008) has also argued that silence must be 
understood within the specific, intersubjective contexts where it 
is manifested. Therefore, in the drive to help autistic children to 
communicate, we must not ignore the expressive value of their 
silence and other forms of non-spoken communication.

Right now, we still have people saying that some autistic people ‘do 
not communicate at all’ – there isn’t any real understanding of how 
to assist people. (Kabie)

Communication differences
The autistic adults in my study offered some interesting perspectives 
on the issue of silence, as well as communication more generally. 
They complained, for example, that non-autistic people seem to 
feel the need to ‘fill silences’ and to talk for the sake of it, without 
having anything meaningful to say. Indeed, they commented on 
what they considered to be the propensity of non-autistic people to 
engage in pointless chit-chat, which was felt to be a waste of time. 
According to them, the meanings of non-autistic people might also 
be unclear, inaccurate and buried in useless verbiage, without them 
even getting to the point of what they actually want to say. 

The difficulties I encounter are due to others not understanding 
or not being willing to understand or not explain things properly. 
(George)

Non-autistic people seem to have…quite rigid ways of 
communicating – they need to recognise and accept this. I feel that 
how autistic people communicate is different, sometimes obviously 
so: people who use text to speech software or symbols or sign; 
sometimes not so obviously. (Kabie)
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In fact, some of the school staff valued the honesty and 
straightforward nature of the communication of the autistic 
children, which they said was refreshing. Furthermore, in 
interviews with the children, I sometimes found that questions 
were answered in a delayed, alternative, literal or tautological 
manner. In other words, they did answer the question, but in ways 
I hadn’t anticipated. And as we saw in Chapter 4, this phenomenon 
also has implications for how autistic children perform in tests and 
exams. But is a literal response to a question ‘wrong’ or of less value 
than one that is more interpretive? Does a delayed response make 
that answer less valid? These are the sorts of questions that need 
to be tackled if autistic children are to be supported and valued in 
their communication.

Nowadays I have no difficulties in communication. When I was 
younger, communication was harder as people are very unclear 
in their language and I couldn’t decode it. Things like metaphors, 
idioms, indirect requests, etc., which aren’t to be taken literally, 
were often misinterpreted by me. If only people could say what 
they actually mean! (Michael)

These issues suggest that while some autistic children certainly have 
communication difficulties, especially in terms of speech, there are 
also matters of interpretation, of one person imposing a way of 
looking at the world, and responding to events, on another. Indeed, 
we only have to look at the ideas of philosophers of language and 
meaning, such as Barthes (1968), to realise that understanding is a 
complex interweaving of different positionalities, assumptions and 
perspectives. Within the context of autism, this has been framed 
as the ‘double empathy’ problem (Milton 2012a), whereby the 
misunderstandings between autistic and non-autistic people are 
not considered to derive from autistic social impairment (Heasman 
and Gillespie 2017), but rather, mutual misunderstandings. Indeed, 
despite being positioned as ‘different’, there is no hesitation on the 
part of educators and assessors, for example, in thinking they can 
confidently interpret the worlds of autistic children.

Communicating with non-autistic people is always a problem. 
Sometimes it feels as though I speak a different language! I tend to 
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have the wrong tone of voice and look really ‘flat’; for example, when 
in labour I just said in a matter of fact way: ‘it really hurts I think I’m 
about to give birth’, meaning that I only just got into the delivery 
room on time on a couple of occasions. When telling the doctor I 
feel depressed or that something hurts a lot I don’t say it in a way 
that makes them believe me. In my life I’ve been in extreme danger 
but haven’t been taken seriously by police, etc. because of the way 
I communicate. (Kabie)

Furthermore, research is beginning to shed new light on phe-
nomena such as echolalia (a tendency to repeat words and phrases, 
typically considered to have little functional benefit), showing that 
it does, in fact, have a communicative role and can be a stepping 
stone to language development (Gernsbacher, Morson and Grace 
2016). In addition, Gernsbacher et al. (2016) question the generally 
held view that for autistic children, there is a gap between receptive 
and expressive language development, and that pronoun misuse, 
for example, is unique to autism. So, while some autistic children 
do require help with their communication, there is also a need 
to recognise that sometimes they are simply communicating 
differently, and so it is incumbent on supporting adults to recognise 
and value their modes of expression.

Conclusion
The right to communicate, and to be supported in so-doing, is 
enshrined in law. And good support can enable autistic children 
to develop self-confidence, independence and agency. However, 
the very identification of speech and language difficulties in 
children can mean that adults are oblivious to the various ways 
the children express themselves, or even that they disbelieve them 
entirely. Moreover, helping children to communicate can slip into 
controlling their self-expression, rather than valuing what matters 
to them. As a result, poor support in this area can be disempowering 
and achieve the opposite of the desired intentions of independence 
and improved communication. 

In addition, the situations within which autistic children are 
expected to express themselves can have a very major impact, 
both positively and negatively. And even though autistic children 
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might have some difficulties with speech in particular, they are 
not necessarily poor communicators, and may express themselves 
in a myriad of unrecognised ways. Furthermore, it is worth 
considering whether in some cases at least, the issue is not so much 
of communication difficulties, but communication differences 
(Heasman and Gillespie 2018).

One member of staff had commented that autistic people are 
unable to read non-verbal clues, but my evidence indicates that 
part of the problem, at least, lies with the inability of non-autistic 
people to understand the sometimes very evident verbal and non-
verbal communication of autistic children and adults. Therefore, 
it is essential to recognise and support the range of ways in which 
autistic children might be communicating and to adopt a multi-
modal approach to communication support. This could also 
include computers and other technological devices (Murray and 
Lawson 2007), which appear to be somewhat underused in terms 
of communication support in schools (Wood 2018a).

Communication is the MOST important thing and learning how 
to say no and express thoughts in a way that can be understood 
– whatever that is: not just verbally (verbal expression shouldn’t 
be seen as the ultimate as it is now; it’s communication to be 
understood that matters). (Kabie)

Key points

 ¨ Good support consists of valuing what the child wants to 
communicate and how the child wants to do so. Adults should 
be sensitive and responsive to the different ways in which autistic 
children communicate.

 ¨ Noisy, busy environments, where there is a lot of background 
chatter, can make it more difficult for autistic children to 
communicate effectively.

 ¨ Enabling autistic children to focus on their interests can have a 
positive impact on their ability to communicate.

 ¨ Communication can be silent and this should not necessarily be 
problematised.
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 ¨ The interactive, shared nature of communication should be 
emphasised, taking into account the style and skills of the 
communication partner.

 ¨ There is a need to employ more technology for communication 
support.

 ¨ A child’s communication must be validated, even if they are not 
‘on message’ with what the adult wants to hear. 
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