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Learning Objectives

• Explore the risks to Autistic students.
• Understand the neurodevelopmental patterns with Autism.
• Trauma informed changes to consider. 



Dangers for Autistic Children

• Wandering
• Pica
• Self harm 
• Victimization



Wandering

• Since 2011, there have been 1500 cases of a person with Autism missing or found 
missing with 200 fatalities.

• A third of all wanderings end in death or needing medical attention.
• 71% of deaths are from drowning with natural bodies of water or canals being the 

most common location. 
• Greatest number of wanderings was in the age 10-14 years though those at age 

5-9 years, had the highest mortality. 
• Those less than age 5 years of age are at the greatest risk of death from 

wandering, up to 60%.  



Pica 

Eating all kinds of items- most commonly
• Soap
• Clothing
• Pebbles
• Household toxins
• Dirt 



Pica – Why?

• Sometimes this is due to seeking the textural experience or 
sensory feedback.

• Sometimes it is a difficulty to discern food from non-food. 

• Sometimes it is to seek out a nutrient they are deficient in 
(common with often limited diets). 



Victimization 

Victimization takes on many forms-
• Social vulnerability leads to bullying such as being teased or persuaded
• Money or theft issues 
• Abuse in the forms of physical, emotional and sexual  



Victimization – Why?

• Social reciprocity deficits impede ability to understand or 
communicate safety concerns.

• Non-verbal patients may not be able to report abuse. 

• Emotional lability and deficits in emotional expression can 
provoke care takers.  



Self-Harm, Biting, Scratching, Hitting, Head Banging or Pinching 

• This may be in an effort to communicate a need or emotion. 
• Sensory seeking may be the cause in some cases.
• Replacing fear or pain with a self harm activity.
• We may teach self-harm inadvertently. 



Neurodiversity in the Classroom
• Stressors in the classroom are common though may impact autistic 

children in a more impactful way creating trauma.  

• Sensory gaiting is a process to filter out irrelevant sensory 
information and autistic children have differences suppressing 
irrelevant input and orienting it. Behaviors can often be understood 
better when considering these differences. 

• Heightened anxiety and behavioral dysregulation are common.



Neurodiversity in the Classroom

• Deficits in communication and social reciprocity make it difficult for 
autistic children to communicate their needs or understand danger or 
warnings. 

• Transitions and unfamiliar situations may trigger behaviors.

• Heterogeneous presentation of autism makes it hard to know what a 
specific child needs. 



Neurodiversity in the Classroom

• Impulsive behavior is common.  Either running toward a sensory 
stimulus or away from a noxious stimulus may result. 

• Deficits in communication, tantrums and shutting down may 
provoke teachers or others in the classroom. 

• Autistic children have similar behavior patterns and needs of 
children who have experienced trauma. 



Trauma Informed Changes to Consider

• Collaborate with children and  families to know what works for kids 
and what triggers they may experience. 

• Storyboards can help with transitions and other routines in the day . 
• Modify the environment and offer sensory aids.

oQuite place with subdued lighting and low sensory stimulation.
oOffer a cart with aids such as noise blocking headphones or fidget toys.



Advocate for Long Term Solutions

• Educate others
• Tool kits
• Safe Places of permanence
• Sensory aids 



Create SPACE for Children with Autism 

Mary Doherty MB, B.Ch, BAO, PhD created SPACE
• Sensory needs
• Predictability 
• Acceptance of behaviors that may be challenging
• Differences in 
• Communication 
• Empathy



Practical Tools 

• Resetting the nervous system
oHigh five game
oHand skating 
o Shoulder patting 

oPredict behaviors before they happen putting a response before a behavior to 
prevent it and not reinforce it. 



Key Points

• Autistic children may closely parallel children who have suffered trauma
• Adopting Trauma Informed Practices can lead to success for the students
• Safety is of utmost importance
• Long term solutions are needed 



Thank You

• For all you do for children!!
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