
Teaching English Language Arts to
Adolescents With Autism: Enhancing
Language and Literacy Skills
Teaching English language arts to adolescents with autism can be a challenging
task. Autism, a neurodevelopmental disorder, affects individuals' social
interactions, communication abilities, and often leads to repetitive behaviors or
restricted interests. While each autistic individual may have unique strengths and
weaknesses, many children and adolescents on the autism spectrum struggle
with language and literacy skills. In this article, we will explore effective strategies
and approaches to enhance language and literacy abilities in adolescents with
autism.

Understanding the Language and Literacy Challenges Faced by
Adolescents With Autism

Adolescents with autism often face difficulties in various aspects of language and
literacy development. Some common challenges include:

Verbal Communication: Many adolescents on the autism spectrum have
difficulties with verbal communication. They may struggle with expressive
language, understanding spoken instructions, or engaging in proper
conversations.

Reading Comprehension: Autism can impact an individual's ability to
comprehend and make sense of written texts. Difficulties in understanding
context, drawing inferences, or decoding words may hinder reading
comprehension skills.



Written Expression: Writing can also be a significant challenge for
adolescents with autism. Organizing thoughts, formulating coherent
sentences, and applying grammar and spelling rules may pose difficulties.

Implementing Effective Strategies and Approaches

Effective teaching strategies and approaches can significantly enhance language
and literacy skills in adolescents with autism. Here are some proven methods:
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Visual Supports: Visual supports, such as visual schedules, graphic
organizers, or visual cues, can aid in comprehension and language
expression. Visual cues can help in understanding and recalling information,
creating meaningful connections between words, and organizing thoughts
during written expression.

Social Stories: Social stories are short narratives that present specific
situations and social interactions. By using social stories, educators can
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provide explicit instructions and facilitate understanding of appropriate
language use, conversation skills, or social norms.

Individualized Instruction: Recognizing the individual strengths and
weaknesses of each student is crucial. Tailoring instruction to address
specific needs and interests can foster engagement and motivation, resulting
in improved language and literacy skills.

Multi-Sensory Approaches: Incorporating multi-sensory approaches, such
as hands-on activities, kinesthetic learning, and auditory cues, can enhance
language and literacy learning. For instance, using manipulatives or sensory
materials can facilitate word recognition or spelling.

Collaboration with Speech-Language Pathologists: Collaboration
between educators and speech-language pathologists is essential for
supporting language development. Speech-language pathologists can
provide expertise in assessing language abilities, creating individualized
goals, and suggesting strategies for language and literacy instruction.

Using Technology to Enhance Language and Literacy Skills

Technology can offer valuable tools for teaching English language arts to
adolescents with autism. Here are some examples:

Speech Recognition Software: Speech recognition software can help
students with autism improve their expressive language skills by providing
real-time feedback and suggestions. It allows them to practice speaking and
receive immediate assistance in developing proper language usage.

Text-to-Speech Software: Text-to-speech software can assist students with
decoding and reading comprehension difficulties. It reads out written texts,
helping students follow along and understand the content at their own pace.



Interactive Apps and Games: Various interactive apps and games are
designed to enhance language and literacy skills in a fun and engaging
manner. These applications often provide visual and auditory stimuli,
incorporating repetition and reinforcement strategies for effective learning.

Promoting a Supportive Classroom Environment

Creating a supportive classroom environment plays a vital role in promoting
language and literacy development in adolescents with autism. Here are some
strategies to consider:

Structured Routines: Establishing structured routines and clear
expectations can help individuals with autism feel secure and reduce anxiety.
Consistency in daily classroom activities enables students to focus on
language and literacy tasks with greater confidence.

Positive Reinforcement: Applauding effort, progress, and achievement can
foster a positive learning environment. Positive reinforcement techniques,
such as verbal praise, rewards, or token systems, motivate students with
autism to actively participate in language and literacy activities.

Peer Collaboration: Encouraging peer collaboration and social interactions
can support language development. Pairing students with autism alongside
neurotypical peers can enhance communication skills, promote cooperative
learning, and provide opportunities for language modeling.

Teaching English language arts to adolescents with autism requires implementing
effective strategies, utilizing technology, and establishing a supportive classroom
environment. By understanding the language and literacy challenges faced by
individuals with autism and tailoring instruction to address their unique needs,
educators can enhance language and literacy skills in a meaningful and engaging



way. With the right approaches and support, adolescents with autism can unlock
their potential as confident and effective communicators.
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With 1 in 59 children being diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD),odds
are that students on the spectrum will be in many classrooms across every
subject area.Seeing the Spectrum argues that secondary English teachers are
uniquely equipped to prepare students with autism for future success, both in
school and in life. Writing for preservice and current English language arts
teachers, Robert Rozema offers practical, evidenced-based strategies for
teaching literature, informational texts, writing, and communication to students on
the spectrum. These strategies are appropriate for inclusive classrooms with both
neurotypical students and students with autism. The final chapter includes a
complete unit plan on Of Mice and Men, illustrating how curriculum focused on
commonly taught literary works can be reimagined to accommodate the needs
and draw on the strengths of students on the spectrum.
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“I appreciate this book. I appreciate the gift Robert Rozema has given me. My
thinking and teaching will now be more diverse, more consciously competent,
more compassionate, and therefore more vital.”
—From the Foreword by Jeffrey D. Wilhelm, distinguished professor of English
Education, Boise State University, and author of “You Gotta BE the Book”

“Seeing the Spectrum examines real young people and daily classroom
interactions to help teachers better understand the mental and emotional
processing of their autistic spectrum students and devise assignments to scaffold
their success. Rozema knows what matters in English: reading literature,
developing empathy, understanding complex ideas and interpersonal
relationships, writing to express complicated ideas. The diverse tools, strategies,
and ideas he describes foster inclusiveness, compassion, and success for all
students.”
—Allen Webb, professor of English, Western Michigan University
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