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Less structured parts of the school day such as lunch or break times can be difficult for autistic
children and young people to cope with. This may be for a number of reasons such as difficulty
with communication, social skills and sensory differences.
Here, we look at how teachers and other school staff can help them during break and lunchtimes.
We also talk about changes to the school day and how important it is to set appropriate and
achievable homework.

Break and lunch time
In contrast to their peers, children and young people on the autism spectrum may not enjoy break
and lunch times. This could be because they:
find the lack the structure and routine that they need difficult
are daunted by noisy, busy and unpredictable environments, such as the dining hall
can lack the fast processing of conversation and social interaction skills that are needed
may be fearful of bullying, including social isolation.

Here are some ways you can help
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/education/difficulties-break-times/teachers?utm_source=The National Autistic Society&utm…
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Organise structured lunchtime clubs, focusing on shared interests.
Provide social learning.

Try using social stories or comic strip conversations if a pupil is concerned about a particular
situation.
Ensure that there is good supervision by staff that have had understanding autism training.
Teach autism awareness and acceptance amongst peers.
Have a zero tolerance ‘no bullying’ policy and ensure that all staff are aware of procedures.
Use a buddy system or have a buddy bench in the playground.
When using a buddy system, it’s important to not let the autistic child or young person become too
dependent on just one person. If they do and that person is absent then their anxiety level may
increase and this can lead to distressed behaviour or a meltdown.
Some autistic pupils may find social interaction too demanding. If you have tried to help them form
friendships, but can see that they would rather be alone, then try to accommodate them having this
time in a quiet and safe area.

Changes to the school day
Pupils on the autism spectrum can find any kind of change or transition difficult. Having a different
teacher or learning support/teaching assistant can be unsettling as can changes in the timetable
due to enrichment activities. It’s important that you prepare them for change.
Lesson changeover times can also be challenging. It may be appropriate for you to allow an autistic
pupil to leave the class early so that they can avoid busy and noisy corridors. You could also match
them with a mentor or buddy who can accompany them.

Further help from our charity
Read more about bullying and autistic pupils
Read how you can help autistic pupils with exams
Sign up for our Autism Practice newsletter

Useful contacts
Autism Education Trust

https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/education/difficulties-break-times/teachers?utm_source=The National Autistic Society&utm…
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Related information
Difficulties at lunch and break times

Homework

https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/education/difficulties-break-times/teachers?utm_source=The National Autistic Society&utm…
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Exams

What can I do if my child won't go to school?

Extra help at school

Education: Resolving differences

Education choices
https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/education/difficulties-break-times/teachers?utm_source=The National Autistic Society&utm…
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Join the community
Our online community is a place for autistic people and their families to meet like-minded
people and share their experiences.
Visit our community page

Keep up to date with all the great things we're doing
Subscribe for updates

Useful Links

We are registered as a charity in England and Wales (269425) and in Scotland (SC039427). The National Autistic Society is also a company
limited by guarantee, registered at Companies House (01205298). VAT registration number: 653370050. © The National Autistic Society 2020
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