When Play May Not Come Naturally...

While the ability to play 15 believed to come naturally to most children, for others,
playing may be difficult or even stressful. Children with autism, for example, may
experience challenges that affect how they play when compared to other children
their same age.

Autism is a neurologically based developmental disorder,
Dvi fTerences in how the brain processes information resulfs in
difficulties with communication, social inferactions, sensory
processing, amd restricted or repetitive behaviors, How much
these nreas are affected can be different for each chald.

The features of autism often interfere with play when the
child 15 mteracting with others. Some children with autism
may also experience challenges playing with toys in ways
that they were intended. Tt is important for children showing
these difficulties to be screened and evaluated by a qualified
professional in order 1o plan the best strategies and inferven-
LLOTNS,

Age-appropriate play can be affected in many wavs, In
order to help a chald with autism learn the basics of social
play, it 15 important o understand some of ther challenges
and how play and social interactions may be affected. Be-
low 15 8 brief description of some of the features of autism
and how each may impact plav,

Ways children with autism may play differently:

®Line up toys or objects rather than play with them as they are infended
*May prefer playing by themselves

=Mav shiow some paralle]l play {beside other children withowt interacting)

Below is a brief description of how some of the features of autism may result in
challenges during plavtme:

Joint Attention 15 shering attention to something, like an object or actvity, with
gnother person. As language develops, a typical child may point to and lebel an
object. For instance, they may call attention to things or events with words, such as
“Look mom, a hird!™
=This wsually emerges during imfancy, and lack of joint attention 15 often
viewed as  one early sign of autism
= A child with autism may nof look at something someone €lse points out,
and may mol attempr to draw the amention of others to something
= Difficulty with jemnt aftention can coninbute w why children with autism
seem uninterested mn ploying with others and may prefer certain objects
rather than people

Language and Communication difficulties can affect the child’s ability to com-
municate a5 well as understand the verbal and nonwverbal cues by others. Children
with autism may have limited language skills, and may have difficulty understand-
ing the language used by others,
=Mav have limited verbal skills and may need prompfing or use of other

miethods (such as piciures or signing) to communicate with others
*Muay not respond to peers” attempts o communicate or interact, amd

may appear unintenested
#* Moy oet frustrated and show behaviors when unable to communicate

Opportunities: As with all children, play 15 glso an opportunity to promote lan-

puage development in young children, includimg children with autism. Play-based
interventions can create an opporiunity to help a child develop language and leam the
words needed 1o engage in play with peers. Children with autism may nead the assis-
tance of an adult when plaving with peers in order to provide guidance amd suppor
with commumcation. Speech and languapge pathologists can provide evaluation and
therppeutic interventions. There are also behavior therapists, educators, and other
service providers who have tremming and experience with autism and utihzing effec-
tive strategies for promoting social communication.

Social Understanding 15 developed during the carly childhood vears and 15

important o positive interactions with others. Challenges recognizing and under-

standing actions of others may occur,

*Mav experience confusion and frustration when in a social siuation

*May not indtiate interaction with others or respond o others” attempis 1o inferact

*May engage with others in an awkward or sometimes inappropriate manner {may
say something off-topic, or may umintentionally say something that could seem
rude o others)

=Sometimes may appear to have lack of empathy or only want hisher way

= Moy appear withdrawn

Play can be difficult and even stressful
for some children.

Opportunities: Due o differences in how they think, children with autism have
difficulty understanding things from another person's perspective or why other people
miny dio or say the things they do. While this can be a barmier to play with peers, with
the help of an adult, play can also be an opportunty for autis-
tic children to leam about the social behavior of others. Strat-
egies such os child directed play methods, structured play,
video modeling, and many other strategies have been devel-
oped by educators and other professionals who have studied
autism and social development, These strategies also give typi-
cal peers a chance 1o better understand and appreciate chil-
dren who may be different

Reciprocal Play involves imterscting with a plavmate inoa
back-and-forth manner, and 15 developed duning the carly
wvears of childhood. Thas 1s a common area of difficulty for
g child with autism.
*May be preoccupied with only thei interests and
inclivicual play
*May not recognize that others have interest in an activity,
Tou
*Taking turns and sharing can be difficult, bt can also
be taught
Opportunities;: As with many children, simple activities, such as rolling a ball back
and forth or alternating putting shapes into a shape sorter with 8 playmate, often re-
quire an adult to help facilitate or “coach™ the children in the activity. As a child with
autism leams to participate in play, simple board games may be introduced with the
help of an adult. There are also specialized therapies and interventions that focus on
developing play skills in children with autism, Educators, behavior therapists, and
others with expertence and training in such methods can be a great resource for chil-
drem with autism and their families,

Sepsory Processing involves how the child may repct to sighis, sounds, fouch and
other things in the environment. A child may be hypersensitivie o some things, but
ey also seem w need or seek oul sensory experiences. A child who is sensitive (o
hisher environment may have difficulty with certain activities and m group environ-
mients, Some examples of how sensory processing can impact 4 child with autism
imelude:
*A child sensitive to touch may become upset if peers touch him'her
during play
*A child sensitive to noise may avoid playing with children in a noisy
plavroom
* A chald with autsm may have difficulty ina plavroom with bis of tems
hanging on walls and too many wys around the room
*A child that seems to need a ot of movement and activity may have
difficulty joining other children in play with toys or at a tahle
*A child that seeks out a lot of touch may bother his'her peers
* A child that needs a lof of sensory input may show behaviors such as hand-
flapping, spinning, rocking, or others that may interfiere with play and
interacting with peers
Opportunities: While sensory processing issues can be a barrier to children with
autism, all children con benefit from sensory play activities. They are a way for chil-
dren to share positive expeniences with thewr peers, and sensory play can also help
prevent over stmuletton or redirect a chald thet may need some sensony mput. Occu-
pational Therapists often evaluate and work with children who have sensory process-
ing difficulties 1o help identify particular sensory needs,

Restricted patterns of play and high interests are common charactenstics of
aufism, This may get in the way of the child sharing the interests of peers and
joining play activities or conversations with others,
Some examples may include:
FPlaving with tovs in an unusual way or only focusing on g spectfic detuil of
an object. For mstance, a child may spin a tov car's wheel repeatedly rather than
pushing it around floor
*Developmg high iterests and playing only with objects associated with that
interest. For example, a child may have an interest in a certaim super
hero or carteon character, or may be interested i a specific subject, such as
dinosaurs or trains
Opportunities: Restricted patterns of interests may also be viewed as a tool for
beginning social inferactions. These interests can be a starting point for conversation
when the child with autism 15 plaving with others, and they can provide an opportunity
for helping peers join him in age-appropriate play. Many educators and profession-
als in the field of autism can help create opportunities to use high interests for learn-
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