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I
magine yourself teaching a physical education class. In the middle of your 
explanation of an activity, a student starts running around, flailing his or her 
arms, and making a screeching sound. You approach the student and begin 
to explain that the behavior is inappropriate; however, the student begins to 

rock back and forth and continues to make a screeching sound. 
Now imagine yourself as a student standing in the gym. Your clothes are itchy 

and heavy on your body; you hear children talking, yelling, their voices echoing; 
basketballs are bouncing; fluorescent lights are buzzing; and children’s sneakers are 
screeching on the gymnasium floor. Simultaneously, you see basketballs moving in 
the air, cones and equipment scattered on the floor, and children moving all around 
you. Welcome to a physical education class for a student with autism. 

Autism. This one word has a tremendous impact on parents, teachers, and espe-
cially on the individual with autism. Autism is the fastest growing developmental 
disability; every 21 minutes another child is diagnosed with it (Cure Autism Now, 
2006). Autism is a puzzling disability in that the etiology is unknown and it affects 
each individual differently and in varying degrees. Individuals with autism live in 
an unpredictable world; they are not sure of what comes next in their daily life, 
nor do they have an understanding of what to do or when to do it. Due to deficits 
in communication, students with autism experience anxiety and confusion, which 
then causes withdrawal and disruptive and self-stimulatory behaviors (Collier & 
Reid, 2003; Jones & Block, 2006; Mesibov & Shea, 1996).

The prevalence of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) is one in 150, making autism 
the fastest growing developmental disability in the United States (Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention, 2007). Due to the laws supporting students with 
disabilities and the prevalence of autism, it is extremely likely that most general 
physical educators will have to teach a student with autism sometime during their 
career. Teachers can create a positive educational environment that will facilitate 
learning by having an understanding of autism and of the characteristics associated 
with children with autism. Those characteristics include deficits in social interaction 
and communication, as well as restrictive, repetitive, and stereotypical behaviors 
(American Psychiatric Association [APA], 2000; Mesibov & Shea, 1996). See table 1 
for specific characteristics that affect students with autism in the physical educa-
tion environment. 

The physical education environment is constantly changing with regard to 
class organization (i.e., partners, small groups, or large groups), the task itself, or 
the equipment being used. For a student with autism, this environment can be 
absolutely chaotic (Houston-Wilson & Lieberman, 2003), causing withdrawal and 
disruptive or self-stimulatory behaviors (APA, 2000; Collier & Reid, 2003; Jones & 
Block, 2006; Mesibov & Shea, 1996). Due to deficits in communication, students 
with autism have trouble understanding what to do and when to do it, which 
causes anxiety and confusion. 

Effective communication is critical in teaching. Physical educators rely on verbal 
communication to explain and demonstrate a new task and to provide students 
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with feedback. In turn, physical educators rely on students’ 
verbal communication in order to provide assistance with 
a task or activity. However, students with autism may be 
nonverbal or have minimal speech, and they may have 
difficulty comprehending the spoken language. Therefore, 
verbal explanation may not be the most productive way of 
conveying information to a student with autism (Mesibov 
& Shea, 1996).

Individuals with autism have expressed that they process 
visual information more efficiently than auditory input 
(Grandin, 1995). This article therefore focuses on visual 
teaching strategies that support the learning styles of students 
with autism in an inclusive physical education class. The 
specific visual supports discussed are the Picture Exchange 
Communication System (PECS), activity schedules, task 
cards, visual warning devices, and boundaries.

It must be noted, however, that no two students with 
autism are the same. Although research has indicated that 
visual supports help to increase social interactions, improve 
skill development, and increase on-task behaviors, the par-
ticular visual supports that are used must meet the individual 
needs of the student with autism (Dettmer, Simpson, Myles, 
& Ganz, 2000; Fittipaldi-Wert, 2007; Krantz & McClannahan, 
1993). Instead of using just one type of visual support, it 
may be possible to follow a progression when implement-
ing visual supports with some students. For example, the 
teacher could begin by presenting the student with autism 
an actual picture taken of an object to be manipulated or 
of the student performing a specific skill, and then progress 
to a PECS card with the corresponding written description, 
and finally to a card with only a written description of an 
object or skill. 

Visual Supports
Visual supports provide students with autism with clear 
expectations, give them a predictable schedule of events, pro-
mote independent transitions, and indicate changes that may 
occur throughout a day (Morrison, Sainato, BenChaaban, 
& Endo, 2002). Visual supports create predictability, order, 
and consistency, which are what students with autism need 
and want (Simpson & Myles, 1996). Pictures, line drawings, 

visual activity schedules, spots and lines on the floor, timers, 
written schedules, and specific boundaries are all examples 
of useful visual supports (Blubaugh & Kohlmann, 2006; Rao 
& Gagie, 2006). 

Picture Exchange Communication System
The Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS) is a 
visual communication tool for educators and their students 
with autism. It consists of a card with black-and-white or 
color drawings that depict an object or skill and also has the 
corresponding description written above the object or skill 
(Charlop-Christy, Carpenter, LeBlanc, & Kellet, 2002). For 
example, a PECS card with bowling pins would represent 
bowling. The PECS cards are created by a computer program 
(BoardmakerPlus), which is predominately used by special 
education teachers. It can be beneficial for physical educa-
tors to collaborate with the special education teachers in 
creating resources, routines, goals, and objectives for the 
students with autism. The physical educator should carry a 
PECS ring that is attached to a lanyard and that holds PECS 
cards with line drawings of physical education activities and 
commands such as sit, stand, check schedule, throw, and 
catch (figure 1). 

Table 1. Challenges in Physical Education for Students with Autism

Physical Education Students with Autism

Incorporates cooperative and partner activities Demonstrate an absence or minimal cooperative play 

Consistently changes with regard to class organization,  
tasks given, and equipment used

Desire sameness 

Relies on the use of verbal instruction and feedback
Have difficulty comprehending spoken language. 
Some students may be nonverbal or have minimal 
speech and are visual learners.

Is in an environment with excessive noises due to the acous-
tics and buzzing from fluorescent lights in the gymnasium 

Display hypersensitivity to sounds and light, which 
can cause self-stimulatory and disruptive behaviors

Modified from Fittipaldi-Wert (2007)

Figure 1. PECS Ring



41JOPERD • Volume 80 No. 2 • February 2009

Activity Schedule
The PECS cards and pictures can be used to create activity 
schedules. Through collaboration with the classroom or 
special education teacher, a routine can be devised before 
the student with autism enters the gymnasium (Simpson, de 
Boer-Ott, & Smith-Myles, 2003). For example, the classroom 
or special education teacher could have a schedule board in 
class that advises the student of the daily activities. When it 
is time for physical education, the student takes the picture 
of the physical education teacher, or a symbol that represents 
physical education, off the schedule board and hands it to 
the physical educator as he or she enters the gymnasium. The 
student would then proceed to check the activity schedule 
in physical education (Houston-Wilson, 2005).

The activity schedule for physical education should be cre-
ated by using a white board and Velcro in addition to PECS 
cards or pictures that depict the class activities. This allows 
the student to pull the activity card off before performing the 
task. The student’s name should be at the top of the activ-
ity schedule, and the activities depicted by pictures or PECS 
cards should be attached to the board in sequential order. An 
envelope at the bottom will allow the student to put away 
each activity card before performing the task (figure 2).

Depending on the student’s abilities, the physical edu-
cation schedule board can indicate the activities through 
pictures (which may include the student performing the 
activity), line drawings, words, or a combination of words and 
pictures (Quill, 1995). When creating pictures, it is important 
to be aware that a child with autism may have difficulty 
screening out irrelevant information, so each picture should 
include only one item (Houston-Wilson, 2005). 

Task Cards
The PECS cards and pictures can also be used to create task 
cards. Creating task cards (figures 3, 4, and 5) that depict 
a specific exercise or task that is to be completed can also 
provide additional visual supports and structure (e.g., Frisbee 
catch, bowling, jumping jacks). 

Visual Warning Devices
Individuals with autism have difficulty comprehending spo-
ken language, systems, orderly relationships, and time within 
the constantly changing physical education environment. 
Therefore, it is important to develop a routine that will let 
the student know that an activity is ending. This can be ac-
complished through the use of visual warning devices such 
as a timer or stop watch (Dettmer et al., 2000). This provides 
the student with autism a visual cue that there is no time 
remaining and that he or she needs to check the schedule for 
the next activity. If there is down time in physical education, 
an area can be marked with the student’s name or a picture 
of the student that informs the student where to wait. 

Boundaries 
Boundaries designate the exact area in which a task is to 
be performed, while also promoting independence for a 

Figure 2. Activity Schedule
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student with autism (Houston-Wilson & Lieberman, 2003; 
Schultheis, Boswell, & Becker, 2000). Boundaries can be in 
the form of cones, floor tape, or higher boundaries that block 
the student’s view of other activities to minimize distrac-
tions (Houston-Wilson & Lieberman, 2003; Schultheis et 

al., 2000). The benefits of boundaries have been observed 
by the Treatment and Education of Autistic and Related 
Communications-Handicapped Children recreational struc-
ture program (Schultheis et al., 2000). Observations in this 
program indicated that children with autism identified and 
remembered activities that had been clearly marked and 
displayed less stereotypical behaviors. Also, the boundar-
ies used were 4 feet high, which decreased the amount of 
external stimuli.

Conclusion
Accessible, high-quality physical education programs can 
provide students with and without disabilities the oppor-
tunities to develop and improve their social skills, physical 
fitness, interactions with peers, cooperative learning, and 
personal and social responsibilities, while also exposing 
them to lifelong activities (Staveren & Dale, 2004). Hav-
ing an understanding of the characteristics associated with 
autism will help physical educators to provide appropriate 
modifications and adaptations that will facilitate a success-
ful environment for students with autism and their peers. 
Visual supports help to provide a predictable and organized 
environment by appealing to the processing strengths of 
students with autism or of any student who processes visual 
information more effectively. There is no single best teaching 
method when teaching students with autism. However, it 
is beneficial to focus on what is known about students with 
autism: they process visual information more effectively than 
auditory information.
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