
Working with clients 
who struggle with 

words.



Expressive and 
Receptive Language
Expressive language refers to an individual's ability to convey 
their thoughts, ideas, and feelings through spoken or written 
words. It involves using vocabulary, grammar, and syntax to 
express oneself effectively. 

Receptive language refers to the ability to understand and 
comprehend spoken or written language. It involves listening, 
reading, and comprehending the meaning of words, sentences, 
and conversations. 

While expressive language focuses on the production of 
language, receptive language focuses on the understanding 
and interpretation of language. 

https://thisvsthat.io/expressive-language-vs-receptive-
language  

https://www.additudemag.com/language-disorders-in-adults-
symptoms-and-treatment/

https://www.triumphtherapeutics.com/understanding-
expressive-and-receptive-language-in-children/
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Selective 
mutism

• Selective mutism is an anxiety disorder where a person is 
unable to speak in certain social situations, such as with 
classmates at school or to relatives they do not see very 
often.
• It usually starts during childhood and, if left untreated, can 
persist into adulthood.
• A child or adult with selective mutism does not refuse or 
choose not to speak at certain times, they're literally unable to 
speak.
• The expectation to talk to certain people triggers a freeze 
response with feelings of anxiety and panic, and talking is 
impossible.
• In time, the person may learn to anticipate the situations 
that provoke this distressing reaction and do all they can to 
avoid them.
• However, people with selective mutism are able to speak 
freely to certain people, such as close family and friends, 
when nobody else is around to trigger the freeze response.
• Selective mutism affects about 1 in 140 young children. It's 
more common in girls and children who have recently 
migrated from their country of birth.



Marked contrast in the person’s ability to engage with different people, characterised by 
a sudden stillness and frozen facial expression when they're expected to talk to someone 
who's outside their comfort zone.

They may avoid eye contact and appear:

➢nervous, uneasy or socially awkward

➢rude, disinterested or sulky

➢clingy

➢shy and withdrawn

➢stiff, tense or poorly co-ordinated

➢stubborn or aggressive, having temper tantrums, or getting angry when questioned 

More confident people with selective mutism can use gestures to communicate – for 
example, they may nod for "yes" or shake their head for "no".

But more severely affected people tend to avoid any form of communication – spoken, 
written or gestured.

Some may manage to respond with a few words, or they may speak in an altered voice, 
such as a whisper.

Signs of selective mutism



Experts regard selective mutism as a fear (phobia) of talking to certain people. The 
cause is not always clear, but it's known to be associated with anxiety.

If people have a speech and language disorder or hearing problem, it can make 
speaking even more stressful.

Some individuals have trouble processing sensory information such as loud noise 
and jostling from crowds – a condition known as sensory integration dysfunction.

This can make them "shut down" and be unable to speak when overwhelmed in a 
busy environment.

When mutism occurs as a symptom of post-traumatic stress, it follows a very 
different pattern  - the person suddenly stops talking in environments where they 
previously had no difficulty.

Another misconception is that a person with selective mutism is controlling or 
manipulative or has autism. There's no relationship between selective mutism and 
autism, although people may have both.

https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/conditions/phobias/overview/
https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/conditions/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd/overview/
https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/conditions/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd/overview/
https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/conditions/post-traumatic-stress-disorder-ptsd/overview/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/autism/


Introducing questions

• Use chatty comments with rhetorical questions that need no answer 

[typically these could start with ‘I wonder …’ or could be statements 

such as ‘this is a great opportunity, isn’t it?’ or non-directed questions like 

‘how on earth do you make a cake out of those ingredients?]

• Show me/which of these/how much questions can be answered by 

pointing … using scaling can be really useful

• Leave open-end and personal questions until later

• Comments outweigh questions!



Selective Mutism: https://spotify.link/8flq29mgRDb
 

www.selectivemutism.org.uk 

https://spotify.link/8flq29mgRDb
http://www.selectivemutism.org.uk/


WAIT for a full 5 seconds 

WAIT            REPEAT/REPHRASE             WAIT            MOVE ON 



A commonly recognised challenge is the 
mismatch in communication styles of 
autistic people and non-autistic people.  
This difference in communication style can 
cause misunderstandings.

Autism commonly co-occurs with a range 
of speech, language and communication 
support needs. This can affect:

• Nonverbal communication

• Comprehension or understanding of 
other people’s communication

• Expressive Language

• Social communication

https://www.autismtoolbox.co.uk/understanding-

autism/communication/ 

Autism and 
communication

https://www.autismtoolbox.co.uk/understanding-autism/communication/
https://www.autismtoolbox.co.uk/understanding-autism/communication/
https://www.autismtoolbox.co.uk/understanding-autism/communication/


Conversation Initiation and Maintenance

Initiating and maintaining conversations can be challenging for autistic individuals. 
Some individuals may struggle with taking turns in dialogues, interrupting others, or 
knowing when to speak, which can lead to difficulty holding conversations or 
interacting smoothly in social settings.

• Put some parameters in place about when and how long to speak for

Choosing appropriate topics for conversation and maintaining conversational 
relevance can be difficult for some autistic individuals. Some people may struggle to 
follow social cues and conversational norms, leading to awkward silences or 
irrelevant talk.

• Put any questions or conversations in context

• If a topic is inappropriate explain why



Expressing Emotions and Social Cues

Identifying and expressing emotions can be challenging for some autistic adults. 
Recognising internal states or communicating feelings clearly can be difficult, 
leading to misunderstandings. Building emotional connections can be complex.

Social cues and expectations can also be challenging to navigate for some autistic 
adults. Understanding social norms and etiquette can be a hurdle, leading to 
behaviours perceived as unexpected in certain situations.

• Don’t leave things unsaid because you are being ‘polite’ or ‘tactful’

• Share any social rules explicitly and explain your facial expressions/body language

• Eye contact can be very unpleasant for some people and ‘chat’ can be 
extremely tiring



Engaging/relating to a person often involves chat or small talk – ‘hello, how are you 

today?’, ‘nice weather’, did you get here OK? etc…

This may not make sense to some people and may take up a lot of energy!

An autistic person’s observations on ‘chatting’:

“Why do u think it’s so exhausting chatting to people?”  “For a lot of us, it's exhausting 

because of what it involves... Listening to the other person and processing what they say, 

and then the energy required to formulate a response. If we are already low on spoons, 

then it just adds to the exhaustion we can experience ” [sic]

https://www.autism.org.uk/advice-and-guidance/topics/mental-health/autistic-fatigue/autistic-adults 
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Language Processing is crucial to successful communication, and autistic people can 
encounter specific challenges. These difficulties may impact comprehension, expression, 
and overall language fluency.

• Give time to process

• Check understanding frequently

Literal Interpretation of language can lead to potential difficulties in understanding sarcasm, 
humour, figurative language, and implied meaning. Misinterpretations of these nuances 
can cause confusion, missed social cues, and misinterpreted intentions in communication.

• Say if you are making a joke

• If you feel you have not been clear – check and re-phrase

Not everyone has the ability to ‘imagine’ their future self – making it impossible to answer 
questions like “where do you see yourself in 5 years” 

A good way to start from present self and work forward is  ‘Good Day, Bad Day’. There is a 
great template on the NDTi website 



https://www.ndti.org.uk/programme/preparing-for-adulthood/

https://www.ndti.org.uk/programme/preparing-for-adulthood/ 

https://www.ndti.org.uk/programme/preparing-for-adulthood/


Expressing Thoughts and Ideas Clearly

Autistic individuals may encounter difficulties organising their thoughts, leading to challenges 
in expressing themselves clearly and concisely. 

Difficulty with verbal fluency, sentence structure, and word choice can impact their ability to 
communicate their ideas and perspectives effectively.

• Make sure people have a ‘sense checker’ in their circle of support

Repetitive Language Patterns

Some autistic individuals may exhibit repetitive language patterns, such as echolalia 
(repeating phrases or words), scripting (using memorised phrases), or stereotyped language. 

While these patterns serve various functions, they may impede smooth communication and 
understanding.

• For job interviews it may help people to take a ‘script’ which works for this particular 
situation



Sensory Overload: Environmental and social stimuli can often overwhelm an autistic person, 
impacting their ability to process and understand spoken language. 

Loud noises, visual distractions, or cluttered environments can lead to difficulty focusing on 
auditory information, impacting comprehension and participation in conversations.

Some autistic people may experience specific auditory processing challenges, such as 
difficulty distinguishing sounds, filtering background noise, or perceiving the nuances of 
speech. These difficulties can make it challenging to follow conversations, especially in 
complex or noisy environments.

• Consciously check your environment – declutter, reduce distractions, or move to a more 
peaceful space if necessary

• Give time for processing

• If someone struggles with information overload start with just one thing and add in more 
later -  say what you are doing so the client knows you are taking a gradual approach



Too much information

Sometimes an autistic person may behave in a way that you 
wouldn't immediately link to sensory differences. 

A person who finds it difficult to process everyday sensory 
information can experience sensory overload, or information 
overload. 

Too much information can cause stress, anxiety, and possibly 
physical pain. 

This can result in withdrawal, distressed behaviour or meltdowns.

• Information can always be provided separately and/or at a 
later date



1800 seconds on autism
https://www.bbc.co.uk/progra

mmes/p08b5qyn 

https://communicationfirst.org/listen/#toolkit 

If you like to watch or listen ….

https://communicationfirst.org/listen/#toolkit
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p08b5qyn
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p08b5qyn
https://communicationfirst.org/listen/#toolkit


https://wondery.com/shows/how-do-you-cope/episode/17544-professor-jason-arday-i-learned-to-mask-within-an-inch-of-my-life/


https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/what-we-do/employment/paid-work-experience 

                     

                         https://doitprofiler.com/ 

Autism Services Directory https://www.autism.org.uk/autism-services-directory 

https://adhduk.co.uk/adhd-and-work/ 

https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/what-we-do/employment/paid-work-experience
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/what-we-do/employment/paid-work-experience
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/what-we-do/employment/paid-work-experience
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/what-we-do/employment/paid-work-experience
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/what-we-do/employment/paid-work-experience
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/what-we-do/employment/paid-work-experience
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/what-we-do/employment/paid-work-experience
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/what-we-do/employment/paid-work-experience
https://www.ambitiousaboutautism.org.uk/what-we-do/employment/paid-work-experience
https://doitprofiler.com/
https://www.autism.org.uk/autism-services-directory
https://www.autism.org.uk/autism-services-directory
https://www.autism.org.uk/autism-services-directory
https://www.autism.org.uk/autism-services-directory
https://www.autism.org.uk/autism-services-directory
https://adhduk.co.uk/adhd-and-work/
https://adhduk.co.uk/adhd-and-work/
https://adhduk.co.uk/adhd-and-work/
https://adhduk.co.uk/adhd-and-work/
https://adhduk.co.uk/adhd-and-work/
https://adhduk.co.uk/adhd-and-work/


Information overload

Using Career Navigator: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bzjmCmpZi0g&feature=youtu.be 

Autism TMI Virtual Reality Experience https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DgDR_gYk_a8 

Meltdowns and Shutdowns https://embrace-autism.com/meltdowns-and-shutdowns 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bzjmCmpZi0g&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DgDR_gYk_a8
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Making changes to the format of interventions

Examples:

• changing the time of an intervention – this may help if a person has medication in 
the morning, is uncomfortable on busy public transport, gets very tired at certain 
times of day … e.g. General open days and employer events may be 
overwhelming for some people – ask for an alternative time to visit

• splitting interventions into smaller chunks … can help with energy, focus and 
concentration

• additional pre-session information – can be useful in reducing anxiety. Some 
people will feel better if they can SEE you before they meet you so do add a 
photo. If you explain in advance that you are happy to make reasonable 
adjustments, it makes it easier for people to ask. 

• offering visible choices – you can send examples prior to meeting, use cards or 
sticky notes for people to choose from or use a practical activity. Not everyone 
works best with words, so having a few strategies that involve movement or 
pictures, and writing the words down, can help

 



• revisit the ‘contract’ regularly. As you move through 
the exploration part of guidance people’s needs and 
ideas change. This can be particularly apparent for 
people with an impairment who experience barriers 
and challenges not encountered by their non-
disabled peers. So check back on your planned work 
with them regularly to see what has changed

• send questions ahead of time. 

• 4 + 1 questions can help people to think about a 
particular challenge or situation and plan for change. 
Because the 4 plus 1 questions are answered by more 
than one person, it groups together learning from 
different perspectives. It can ‘reframe’ thinking about 
things that have not gone to plan. 



If you are working with a support worker who assists with a 
person’s communication include them in your contracting at the 
beginning of your intervention and send them the same pre-
session information as the client. 

Establish clearly that

• you want them to help with communication between you and 
the client, but NOT to talk for them

• they should not offer their own opinion unless requested to by 
the client

• they are bound by the same confidentiality agreement as 
yourself and the client



Nasen is committed to helping practitioners use technology to reduce or 

remove barriers to learning – they teamed up with Microlink PC (UK) to deliver AT 

Training, with funding from the Department for Education. 

The resource banks below contain some of the materials they produced as a 

result

Assistive Technology Miniguide

https://nasen.org.uk/atminiguide 

https://nasen.org.uk/assistive-technology 

 

Assistive Technology

Image of microlink pc website

https://www.microlinkpc.com 

For a more personal viewpoint try Spaced Out & 

Smiling:

Exploring What it Means to be Autistically Happy & 

sharing what we learn as we transition to independent 

living

https://spacedoutandsmiling.com/blog 

https://nasen.org.uk/atminiguide
https://nasen.org.uk/assistive-technology
https://nasen.org.uk/assistive-technology
https://nasen.org.uk/assistive-technology
https://www.microlinkpc.com/
https://www.microlinkpc.com/
https://spacedoutandsmiling.com/blog


Free accessibility tools:

How to Find and Enjoy Your Computer’s 

Accessibility Settings | Microsoft Windows 

Get started with accessibility features on Mac – 

Apple Support (UK)

Making Chromebooks accessible for people with 

disabilities

https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/windows/learning-center/how-to-find-computer-accessibility-settings
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/windows/learning-center/how-to-find-computer-accessibility-settings
https://support.apple.com/en-gb/guide/mac-help/mh35884/mac
https://support.apple.com/en-gb/guide/mac-help/mh35884/mac
https://support.apple.com/en-gb/guide/mac-help/mh35884/mac
https://www.google.com/chromebook/accessibility/
https://www.google.com/chromebook/accessibility/
https://www.google.com/chromebook/accessibility/


Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC)
www.assistiveware.com/learn-aac 
A couple of examples:

www.talkingmats.com www.assistiveware.com/products/proloquo2go 

for iPad and iPhone

https://www.assistiveware.com/learn-aac
https://www.assistiveware.com/learn-aac
https://www.assistiveware.com/learn-aac
http://www.talkingmats.com/
https://www.assistiveware.com/products/proloquo2go
https://www.youtube.com/embed/d3zKPHLk6-Q?rel=0&cc_load_policy=1&autoplay=1&showinfo=0&cc_lang_pref=en
https://www.talkingmats.com/about/what-is-a-talking-mat/


https://www.mivoiceapp.co
m 

https://www.mivoiceapp.com/
https://www.mivoiceapp.com/
https://www.mivoiceapp.com/


video about communicating better with people who have learning disabilities

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wuLAQOHFn2U

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wuLAQOHFn2U
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wuLAQOHFn2U


https://rnid.org.uk/information-and-support 

https://rnid.org.uk/information-and-support
https://rnid.org.uk/information-and-support
https://rnid.org.uk/information-and-support
https://rnid.org.uk/information-and-support
https://rnid.org.uk/information-and-support


Square breathing

Childline toolbox: Simple

breathing techniques

-Also referred to as the box 
breathing technique, 4×4 

breathing, four-square 
breathing, and 4-part 

breath. 

Sit in a comfortable 
position

Begin by slowly exhaling all 
of your air out

Then, gently inhale through 
your nose to a slow count 

of 4

Hold at the top of the 
breath for a count of 4

Then gently exhale through 
your mouth for a count of 4

At the bottom of the 
breath, pause and hold for 

the count of 4

Visualising a square can 
help - there are lots of 

images and animations 
online which can be useful 

when you practice this 
technique

Childline toolbox: Simple 
breathing techniques

Click on the picture to watch a 
video

https://www.childline.org.uk/toolbox/calm-zone/
https://www.childline.org.uk/toolbox/calm-zone/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2FriSddUY84
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2FriSddUY84


Use These Breathing Exercises to Stop a Panic Attack: 
4-7-8 Breathing
• Also called the relaxing breath, the 4-7-8 exercise helps to calm the nervous system. To try it, 

begin by sitting with your back straight.
• Place the tip of your tongue against the ridge of tissue behind your upper front teeth. You'll keep it 

there for the entire exercise.
• Completely exhale through your mouth, making a "whoosh" sound.
• Close your mouth and inhale quietly through your nose as you mentally count to four.
• Hold your breath for a count of seven.
• Exhale completely through your mouth, making another "whoosh" sound to a count of eight.
Lion's Breath
• Lion's breath is a type of yogic breathing known as pranayama. Perform this exercise while seated 

comfortably in a chair or on the floor.3
• Breathe in deeply through your nose, allowing your belly to expand as you fill your lungs with air.
• When you can't breathe in more air, open your mouth wide and stick your tongue toward your 

chin.
• Breathe out forcefully through your mouth while making an "Ahh" sound.
• Repeat for several breaths.

https://www.verywellhealth.com/breathing-exercises-for-anxiety-5088091


Alternate Nostril Breathing
• Alternate nostril breathing (ANB) is another breathing technique that can be done as part of a 

yoga or meditation practice. You can do it to help you calm your mind.13

• Jahan I, Begum M, Akhter S, Islam M, Jahan N, Haque M. Effects of alternate nostril breathing exercise on respiratory functions in healthy 
young adults leading stressful lifestyle. J Popul Ther Clin Pharmacol. 2020; 27(1):e104-e114. doi:10.15586/jptcp.v27i1.668.

• Sit in a comfortable position with the spine long and the hips relaxed.
• Release any tension from your jaw and close your eyes.
• Place your left hand on your left knee with the palm up.
• With your right hand, place the tips of the index and middle fingers on your forehead in 

between the eyebrows. Put your ring and little fingers on the left nostril and the thumb on the 
right nostril.

• Use the ring and little fingers to open and close the left nostril. Use the thumb for the right 
nostril.

• On exhalation, close the right nostril with your thumb. Breathe out through the left nostril.
• Breathe in through both nostrils, close the right nostril, and breathe out through the left 

nostril.
• Breathe in through the left nostril and then close with the ring finger. Release the thumb on 

the right nostril and breathe out through the right nostril.
• Inhale through the right nostril, close with the thumb, release the ring finger from the left 

side, and exhale through the left nostril.

https://jptcp.com/index.php/jptcp/article/view/668
https://jptcp.com/index.php/jptcp/article/view/668


https://whatsyourstrength.co.uk/  

https://whatsyourstrength.co.uk/


https://www.wonderwhat.co.uk 

https://www.wonderwhat.co.uk/discover
https://www.wonderwhat.co.uk/
https://www.wonderwhat.co.uk/


https://superpeople.co.uk/the-achieve-project


Ideas for a sensory toolkit



Ideas for a sensory toolkit

This could include:

• Fidget toys for times when staying seated or still, or “waiting” is necessary.  Fidget toys are also excellent for assisting with 

self-regulation and moments of anxiety and stress. 

• Proprioceptive tools which offer a bit of physical work, such as clay, play dough , a stress ball or balloon filled with sand 

and knotted securely

• Tools to provide deep pressure touch such as a weighted blanket, cushion or toy

• Visually soothing toys and gadgets...such as a liquid motion bubbler or spinning toy

• Visual or tactile prompts for activity – Cards and games 

 These can be careers related e.g.  What’s Your Strength? Career Navigator, Shape of Careers, I don’t Know! Panjango

• Visual timetables



• A portable timer to help with transitions

• Fine motor and visual motor-based activities, such as pencils, scented markers, pegboard, Etch a Sketch, Lego, 

puzzles, Minecraft, Roblox, chess  

• Things to use for ‘scaling’ or demonstrating concepts visually such as an old set of keys, pipe cleaners, stones, 

buttons, ribbons, beads

• Tools for defensiveness such as noise cancelling headphones, a floppy hat, sunglasses, earplugs, and/or nose plugs. 

• Metaphorical prompts – toys, objects or pictures which can have ‘meaning’ attached to them

• Move! Offer walk and talk, swap chairs 

• A sensory room, or quiet room, in your setting - find out how to book it for clients who might need it



Any questions, 
comments, 
thoughts, ideas?...

• https://www.linkedin.com/in/jules-benton-31b90242 

• talktojules@outlook.com 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/jules-benton-31b90242
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jules-benton-31b90242
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jules-benton-31b90242
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jules-benton-31b90242
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jules-benton-31b90242
https://www.linkedin.com/in/jules-benton-31b90242
mailto:talktojules@outlook.com
mailto:talktojules@outlook.com
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