
PLANNING FOR LEARNERS ACROSS REOPENING SCENARIOS

LEARNER WITH AUTISM

PURPOSE
To further understand what actions we need to take to support all learners upon 
reopening of schools, we can examine the specific and unique needs of diverse learners 
as they intersect with various reentry scenarios. Doing so builds the team’s capacity to 
empathize with student needs, develop practical solutions, and define the 
appropriate set of actions that optimize school accessibility. These profiles are not 
intended to serve every child, every time - but offer a range of prompts, ideas, and 
resources that support our good faith efforts to do so.

STUDENT PROFILE
Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) may have any combination of unique 
academic, social/emotional and behavioral needs with significant variance across students 
with the same diagnosis. This profile highlights a student with autism who is taught in a 
self-contained setting and participates in alternate assessment.

Possible disability classification categories: Autism Spectrum Disorder, Intellectual Disability, 
Developmental Delay (if under 10 years old)  

STUDENT CHARACTERISTICS
● Student has significant cognitive needs and participates in alternate assessment 
● Student requires instruction in social skills, life skills, and activities of daily living as well 

as core content instruction 
● Student may require sensory support or a recommended sensory diet
● Student may demonstrate behaviors that are not typical of same age peers
● Student may utilize an assistive technology device

EXAMPLE IEP SERVICES
● Receives special education services 80+% of their day in a self-contained setting with ; 

primary instruction delivered by a special education teacher 
● Receives speech/language and/or OT as related services at least weekly

TO BE SUCCESSFUL...
Students with ASD require instruction that prioritizes student’s IEP goals which may 
incorporate daily living skills as well as academics. Learners benefit from instruction that 
emphasizes routine, repetition, and  frequent reinforcement. The use of visuals, schedules, 
and prompting that maintain consistency and predictability will support students with ASD 
through changes in expectations, transitions between settings, and new learning 
opportunities.
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https://www.tn.gov/content/dam/tn/education/special-education/sped_unpacking_alternate_instructional_framework.pdf
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SCENARIO A: Return to School Building (90-100% students in person)

LEARNER WITH AUTISM

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR SUPPORT

Provision of 
Specialized 
Services

Services within the student’s self-contained setting are likely to carry on per 
more normal circumstances. Some supports may need to be reworked to reduce 
physical prompting or increase distance between students. Consider ways to 
utilize outside as a classroom throughout the day.

Consider how the student will receive related services (e.g.  speech/language 
therapy and/or occupational therapy) within the school day. If there are multiple 
students that receive similar services, can sessions be scheduled on the same 
day or in sequence and provided in the classroom rather than transitioning to 
another space?

Access to Core 
Content

While students may have unfinished learning, it will be important to begin the 
year with diagnostic assessments to establish baselines compared to annual 
goals. Prioritize the intersection of standards and annual goals. Consider how 
familiar modes of instruction/instructional strategies can be leveraged In order 
to provide continuity in learning and experience for this student.

Progress 
Monitoring

Progress can likely be monitored using more typical measures in the familiar 
setting of school. Make a plan that incorporates regular progress monitoring 
from the beginning of the school year. Consider how this plan may shift if the 
student demonstrates regression on annual goals or benchmarks.

Setting/ 
Environment

If student participates in homeroom, specials, lunch, or other periods with his 
non-disabled peers, how will access be provided while minimizing movement 
amongst students? Make a plan to foster interactions with non-disabled peers 
while maintaining social distancing guidelines. Can homeroom be done in a way 
in which two classes join via video conference? Can classes be paired in a way 
that reduces number of groupings involved?

Accommodations

Accommodations that the student may need, such as additional prompting, 
read aloud, extended time, chunked assignments, or visual schedules, are likely 
delivered in the same ways given this scenario. If hand-over-hand prompting is 
necessary, plans should consider alternatives or ways to designate limited staff to 
provide this kind of prompting/with appropriate PPE.

For a student with ASD, this scenario would need to consider how to provide an 
equitable educational opportunity with peers with IEPs and similar needs and a 
special education teacher. 
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SCENARIO A: Return to School Building (90-100% students in person)

LEARNER WITH AUTISM

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR SUPPORT (continued)

Behavior Support

Student may require support with wearing a mask or face covering, especially if a 
mask is not feasible due to student’s sensory needs. Plan instruction that 
supports student in maintaining social distancing and other health and safety 
guidelines (e.g. social story, classroom visual, engaging family as support). Pair 
with frequent positive reinforcement.

Consider how student needs will be met when challenging behaviors present. 
Students may experience increased anxiety remaining in the same room all day 
or related to the health crisis. Develop procedures for crises including identifying 
a crisis support team, developing safety plans that emphasize deescalation 
strategies, and reserving PPE for the crisis team as necessary.

Roles & Staffing

Primary instructional staffing will be a special education teacher who is able to 
remain with a specific group of students all day. Consider looping the teacher 
and the same group of students when possible as this will provide students and 
families with continuity of relationships, environment, and  learning strategies. If 
paraprofessionals are present in the classroom, consider how to maintain similar 
groupings throughout the day and across the week.

Family & 
Community 
Engagement

Frequent communication with families about academic and behavioral progress 
will optimize student success in the building. Students may experience anxiety 
or distress when transitioning back to attending school in the building. Discuss 
with families any calming or soothing strategies that were effectively utilized 
while the student was engaged in remote learning. If possible, replicate those 
strategies to ease transitions. While school may have returned to in person 
instruction, not all students may be able to return with consistency. 
Communication with families will be important to plan for individual 
circumstances. 

Budget 
Implications

Consider if funding is available to allocate additional staff (e.g. paraprofessional) 
to support students with maintaining social distancing and handwashing. 

ACTIONS

1. Communicate with families now about distance learning experiences and 
needs that arose during this season that may affect return to school.

2. Create a daily schedule that prioritizes inclusiveness but minimizes 
cross-class groupings and physical transitions.

3. Identify primary supports student will need to ease transition back to 
school and prioritizes continuity and consistency.



WWW.DIVERSELEARNERSCOOP.COM

SCENARIO B: Remote Learning (100% students remote)

LEARNER WITH AUTISM

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR SUPPORT

Provision of 
Specialized 
Services

As the student receives 6+ hours per day of specialized services, plans for remote 
service will not be a direct translation. Consider a variety of ways to provide service 
while prioritizing consistency in daily schedules. This may include:

- Synchronous learning opportunities like class morning meetings or 1:1 lessons

- Asynchronous learning opportunities like online instructional platforms, 
pre-recorded mini-lessons, self-correcting academic activities (printed or 
picked-up/delivered to student inc. manipulatives student may need)

- Parent supported activities such as incorporating IEP goals, academic content, 
or daily living skills into home routines (preparing a meal, completing chores, …)

- Social activities that provide access to a range of peers, including access to 
school synchronous activities (morning announcements with principal, Friday 
Zoom dance party) or specially planned opportunities (Zoom lunch bunch with 
peers, neighborhood socially distanced meetups).

Collaborate with family to determine a learning schedule that works for the family 
and student. Develop a visual schedule that incorporates breaks and other 
social/emotional/behavior supports that the child requires. Use of choice boards or 
menus that allow flexibility in how learning goals are accomplished.

Related services provided remotely may require telehealth/telemedicine platforms. 
Use a common scheduling template to ensure collaboration between providers and 
family to identify times that are best for service.

Access to Core 
Content

Make a plan to support student and family to incorporate learning into home 
routines. Thematic units and project based learning may be more accessible to 
students and families than discrete lessons. For example,  a student could 
participate in a cooking activity that incorporates math and science standards.

Progress 
Monitoring

What information will you need about the student’s performance at home in order 
to tailor instruction? Brief video conference assessments, as well as check-ins with 
families, may be an effective way to collect data on student progress.

Setting/ 
Environment

Support families in setting up a home learning environment that emphasizes safety, 
predictability,  and independence. Are there familiar visuals or materials that can be 
dropped off for families to use? Will the student need sensory- friendly headphones 
for computer based work or a touch-based tablet vs. traditional netbook? Does the 
family need support to set up a cool down corner?

For a student with ASD, this scenario would need to consider how to support families 
with creating schedules, routines and planning for online instructional time and 
independent learning at home. 
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SCENARIO B: Remote Learning (100% students remote)

LEARNER WITH AUTISM

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR SUPPORT (continued)

Accommodations

Provide support for parents to understand prompting hierarchy and their child’s 
need for additional prompting. Chunk assignments and break up schedules to 
allow for frequent breaks and additional positive reinforcement. Use 
computer-based work that provides frequent praise and needed prompting.

Behavior Support

Provide social stories about school being online and what that means for 
communicating with the teacher. Incorporate opportunities to build social and 
emotional skills, especially those that support students through transitions and 
changes to remote learning platforms or protocols. Plan to support transitions 
between online learning and at home learning experiences, as transitioning off 
devices at home may be a challenge.

Roles & Staffing

Coordinate scheduling with the special education teacher and related service 
provider(s) to plan sessions remotely. Teachers will need additional training on 
new technology to deliver service effectively. Make a plan for paraprofessional to 
support if available. Para may provide additional 1:1 mini lessons or check-ins or 
support material creation related to IEP goals.

Family & 
Community 
Engagement

Frequent communication about the student’s academic progress and concerns 
will allow for adjustments to be made to instruction and will provide progress 
monitoring data. Send weekly thematic emails to families that connect academic 
learning to home learning opportunities. Find ways (e.g. individual check-ins or 
class family video conferences) to equip families with strategies to support 
behavior, social, and emotional progress. Communication with families will be 
important to plan for individual circumstances. 

Budget 
Implications

Because students will not have access to materials they normally would at school, 
consider providing additional instructional materials to be kept at home (e.g. 
math manipulatives, sound cards, laminated PECS cards).

Students may require additional EdTech or different technology than provided as 
standard by the district. The IEP team may consider if a student is able to achieve 
geater independence with an ipad (preloaded apps) versus a computer.

ACTIONS

1. Communicate with families now about distance learning experiences and 
needs that arose during spring that may affect continued remote learning.

2. Develop individual student schedule with families and service providers 
that incorporates various modes of learning.

3. Determine if student has the right technology at home or if additional/ 
different technology will be required for the fall. 
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SCENARIO C: Hybrid Model (30-50% in school/50-70% remote)

LEARNER WITH AUTISM

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR SUPPORT

Provision of 
Specialized 
Services

The school may consider preferencing this student for more in-school time 
within a full school hybrid model. If both school and home learning are 
employed for this student, consider which services, content areas, or 
opportunities are best to be prioritized for in-school learning and which can be 
accomplished during at home time. It may be beneficial to consider if related 
services could be provided in a hybrid model (e.g. if OT is recommended 2x week, 
one session is delivered in person and one remotely to promote generalization of 
skills). Service minutes may not be a 1:1 translation due to varying settings, but 
expectations for learning can be upheld through continued and consistent 
instruction toward IEP goals.

Access to Core 
Content

Prioritize instruction that aligns with annual goals and academic standards. 
Consider thematic instruction that will provide opportunities to transfer 
knowledge and skills from school to home. 

Progress 
Monitoring

What information will you need about the student’s performance at home in 
order to tailor instruction? Consider a technology based system for capturing 
progress monitoring data so that it can be collected across school and home 
settings easily (e.g. Google Forms, Boom Cards, etc) Data collected should note if 
collected in home or school setting as this may affect student performance and 
interpretation of data.

Setting/ 
Environment

In order to prioritize consistency, consider a hybrid model like that could 
maximize the number of continuous days of instruction. This might mean that 
students attend school 5x per week, every other week. An every other week 
schedule may also alleviate issues that arise with transportation. If this is not 
possible, consider if two or three consecutive days is possible. 

Consider ways to build familiarity between home learning and school settings to 
support continuous learning and lessen the jarring transition for this student.

Accommodations

Determine the accommodations that support learning both in-person and 
remotely. Technology can provide accommodations such as prompting, read 
aloud, chunked assignments, or visual schedules. Use similar accommodations 
in both settings to increase effectiveness.

For a student with ASD, this scenario will need to consider what an optimal hybrid 
schedule looks like (e.g. what days, what times, consecutive or alternating) as well as 
what to prioritize for in-school instruction vs remote learning. 

https://theautismhelper.com/using-google-forms-collect-classroom-data/
https://theautismhelper.com/using-boom-cards/
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SCENARIO C: Hybrid Model (30-50% in school/50-70% remote)

LEARNER WITH AUTISM

KEY CONSIDERATIONS FOR SUPPORT (continued)

Behavior Support

Transitions are usually challenging for the student. Provide social stories 
highlighting changing instructional environments and how to express 
frustration, especially if there are unexpected changes. Provide schedule, 
advanced notice and clear expectations about time in school vs time in remote 
learning. 

Roles & Staffing

Provide instruction by the same special education teacher and related service 
providers in-person and remotely. Teachers will need additional training on new 
technology to deliver service effectively. Classroom paraprofessionals may 
support with in-person instruction and transitions between instructional 
settings. 

Family & 
Community 
Engagement

Communication with families will be important to ensure safety and 
instructional continuity of learning between in person and remote learning. Plan 
for regular communication to ensure changes in student and family needs are 
reflected in instructional model decisions.

Budget 
Implications

This student may require special transportation. Make a plan for bussing that will 
prioritize student and staff safety. 

Allocate funding for additional staff (i.e. paraprofessional) to support the 
classroom teacher with social distancing, handwashing and challenges with 
transitions that students experience with a hybrid model. 

To minimize contamination, consider how to provide students with one set of 
materials to keep at home and one set of materials that can be kept at school. 

ACTIONS

1. Communicate with families now about distance learning experiences and 
needs that arose during the spring that may affect participation in a 
hybrid model of school.

2. Determine what limitations exist to the scheduling of a hybrid model and 
plan for any circumstance that can be mitigated now (e.g. staffing models, 
transportation, multiple sets of materials). 

3. Develop an individualized student schedule that sorts learning 
experiences into those best achieved in person and remotely.



KEY RESOURCES FOR STUDENT SUPPORT
LEARNER WITH AUTISM

RELATED RESOURCES
For more resources focused on diverse learner reentry support, please visit www.dlcresourcecenter.com.

Remote Learning for Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder
Guide developed by the Autism Training and Technical Assistance Project for Remote Learning. 
Provides guidance on supporting students with understanding remote learning, supporting 
behavior, social engagement and additional resources. 

Star Online Learning System
STAR Online Learning System provides remote curriculum resources for students with ASD 
including those who are non-verbal. 

Supporting Individuals with Autism Through Uncertain Times
AFIRM provides guidance supporting understanding of uncertaining and 
scheduling/development of routines for individuals with ASD. This may be a helpful resource for 
teachers and families in what to look for in changing behaviors. 

Supporting Students with Disabilities in K12 Online and Blended Learning
Michigan Virtual Learning Research Institute provides guidance on supporting students with 
disabilities by disability classification. Pedagogical considerations are provided for teaching 
students with ASD. 

Dealing with COVID
A robust collection of social stories, videos, and visuals that support understanding of our current 
health crisis and the need to maintain safety through health protocols.

Family Resources for Complex Learners
The PA Training and Technical Assistance Network (PaTTAN), in collaboration with the Bureau of 
Special Education, has created this website for families and general educators supporting 
complex learners at home. Resource categories include adapted academics, assistive technology, 
sensory needs, and supports for families.
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We believe educators are stronger together! The Diverse Learners Cooperative is a 
nonprofit organization that connects teachers and leaders with professional learning, 

resources, and networks to propel best practice for diverse learners. We are aware that these 
resources alone may not be sufficient in meeting your reentry planning needs. If you’re 

interested in receiving more targeted support, please be in touch directly.

http://www.dlcresourcecenter.com
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/Remote-Learning-Students-with-ASD.pdf
https://starautismsupport.com/SOLS-Learn-More
https://afirm.fpg.unc.edu/supporting-individuals-autism-through-uncertain-times
https://michiganvirtual.org/research/publications/supporting-students-with-disabilities-in-k-12-online-and-blended-learning/
https://www.smore.com/udqm2-covid-19-preparedness
https://sites.google.com/pattan.net/pattan-significant-cognitive-d/home
mailto:brooke@diverselearnerscoop.com

