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➜ TEACHING & LEARNING

Mel Fisher, Thrive’s® Relationship Manager for the East of
England and mother of an autistic son, outlines what the past
10 years have taught her about a relational approach to ASD.

Autism
Spectrum
Disorder:

A 2015 study carried out by Kevin
Conallen and Phil Reed showed that
children with autism can differentiate
betwwtween emotions, they just require more
prompting to identifyyfy the appropriate
label. As the mother to an autistic son
and someone who has spent my career
working with children with ASD in a varietyyty
of mainstream and specialist settings, I
have learned a lot about what is effective
in helping children to do this and I believe
that the best way to achieve this is to have
a relational approach with the child.

hile every child with
Autism Spectrum
Disorder (ASD) is unique,
common characteristics
include sensory issues
and difficulties with
social interaction and

emotional expression. This means that
these relational skills need to be explicitly
taught. If we want our children to be able to
respond appropriately when another person
is happy, sad, angry or upset, we need to
teach them what this looks and feels like.
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Understanding emotions
MEL FISHER
Mel Fisher has
spent much of her
career working with
children with ASD
in mainstream and
specialist settings
including residential
schools. She provided
behavioural and
emotional support
as part of a team
based in Suffolk and
outreach services to
schools in Norfolk.
She is now Thrive’s
Relationship Manager
for the East of
England. For more
information about
Thrive® see:
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WHAT IS A RELATIONAL
APPROACH ANDWHAT
ARE ITS BENEFITS?
A relational approach is a way of
interacting or communicating with others
that embodies core values such as respect,
inclusiveness, honestyyty, compassion,
co-operation and authenticityyty. Being
introduced to a relational approach 10
years ago was life-changing for me and I
wish that I had known this when my autistic
son was younger. For me, this learning
came when I was working in a specialist
setting for children with Social Emotional
and Mental Health (SEMH) needs and
I learned about the Thrive Approach®,
which trains teachers and other education
professionals in how to help children to
become more emotionally resilient.

defensive behaviours they use to ensure
their needs are met but these are not always
helpful or socially appropriate.

It can feel uncomfortable for us to
challenge these defensive behaviours as, for
the child, they are coping mechanisms and
to remove them could temporarily appear
to cause more distress by pushing them
further outside their window of tolerance. But
with the knowledge and support provided
by a relational approach we can have
the confidence to know how and when to
intervene. We can make our intervention
effective and teach them more appropriate
strategies to help them deal with the situation
they find challenging.

Throughout my career, I have worked
with many children with ASD and I remain
convinced that a relational approach is
appropriate and beneficial to use with
children with ASD. These children often have
interrupted development in their early years
which impacts on their abilityyty to self-regulate
and communicate their needs, especially
where expression of emotion is concerned.

This is due to the way they perceive
information, the way they experience the
world, the way they process this information
and, last of all, the role of emotions in
regulation. By using a relational approach,
we can support children to recognise and
respond to their feelings and to name their
sensations and emotions.

Autistic children, and neurotyytypical
children, have a well-developed set of

We can make our
intervention effective

and teach them more
appropriate strategies
to help them deal with
the situation they find

challenging
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HOW CANWE DEVELOP A
RELATIONAL APPROACH?
Creativityyty and the arts are at the heart
of a relational approach and play is a
crucial part of this learning. Play improves
opportunities for connection with others by
engaging children emotionally. Providing
them with new experiences and strategies
to express their needs allows them to try,
through drama, music and role play, ways
to manage new and challenging situations.

This supports children to understand who
they are and how to be in their relationships
with others. Children with autism often need
to learn to be creative and imaginative by
being given repeated opportunities to role
play, express themselves and learn from
observing their peers.

Play begins at birth with the parent and
child learning to interact with each other.
This could be peek-a-boo or tickling and
involves attunement and connection through
ttthhheee fffaaaccceee and via positive touch. For many

autisticcc children, even at this early stage,
they fffind this uncomfortable.

If the baby doesn’t react positively
to ttthe adult and reciprocate the play
then, understandably, the caregiver
mmmight be inclined to stop, creating
aaan unintended rupture or possible

interruptions in forming a secure
attachmmmeeennnttt ooorrr bbbooonnnddd. DDDiiiffffffiiicccuuulllties with

eye cccontact and
positttive touch,
thereeefore, start at
the first stage of

dddevelopment

and we can relate this to problems in
developing relationships with others.

As the baby grows and starts to explore
their surroundings, they might not engage
with the caregiver and show a lack of
interest in playing or even a rejection of
play that is sensory. As this capacityyty to play
is so important in normal development, it
is imperative that children are given the
opportunities to go back and experience
this earlier stage in their lives again with
many repeated, positive experiences of
connection with a trusted adult.

THE START OF CONNECTION
As we learn more about autism, we
understand the importance of establishing
a relationship and making a connection
with the child. Even though autistic children
often appear to reject this, human contact
and relationships are a basic need for us
all. Children can be taught how to accept
relationships with others and enjoy them,
but it must be carefully, patiently and
sensitively done.

Difficulties with positive touch, eye
contact and sensory perception are classic
difficulties in people with autism. Massage
has a positive effect on reducing anxietyyty
and stress levels as touch is important to
the nervous system. Oxytocin is released
through loving touch and is a natural
antidote to the stress hormone cortisol.
Before children can accept massage, they
need to experience a range of activities
designed to encourage positive touch
through play and the arts. Making any

ment or bond. Difficult
eye c
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there
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form of eye contact is uncomfortable for
some people with autism and, again,
we have a range of ways to support
children to find this more acceptable by
concentrating on activities around the
face. It is an interesting fact that people
with autism often focus on the mouth rather
than eyes, finding that less challenging.

We know that children and young
people on the spectrum are often in states
of high arousal due to uncomfortable levels
of anxietyyty. Understanding what they are
frightened of or worried about is key to
reducing this stress. Using the relationship
you have with them, you can anticipate
these needs by observing their behaviour,
supporting them to remain regulated by
understanding and naming what they are
likely to be feeling, anticipating threat and
challenge in order to minimise it, noticing
when they are dysregulated, validating
their feelings and containing them. These
relational responses support children to
become calmer and provide them with vital
self-regulation tools for the future.

Autism is lifelong, but education can
and does make a huge difference. The
challenge is to discover what social and
emotional learning children need, then use
proven strategies and activities so that the
learning is safe, effective and meaningful.
By focusing on supporting the child through
a positive, trusting relationship, we can
then work with the interruptions identified to
make them emotionally stronger and more
resilient in times of stress so that every child
can thrive and reaaallliiise ttthhheiiir fffullllll potttentttiiialll.
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HOHOWW CANWE DEVELOP A

Children with autism
often need to learn to be
creative and imaginative
by being given repeated

opportunities to
express themselves


