
AUTISM SPECTRUM DISORDERS: Strategies for home and school  
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Using Special Interests to 
Motivate and Engage Students 
Special interests, fixations and self-stimulation are often a very 
important part of life for someone with ASD. They are usually 
their only form of relaxation and down time. Special interests 
and fixations often give the child something they can control 
and is predictable to them, bringing order to their world. 
Special interests can include drawing, Lego, Mindcraft, 
Pokeman, fans, YouTube and so much more. Self-stimulation 
can be more sensory based like rocking, hand flapping, 
twirling, vocal stimming and more. If you are unsure what their 
special interest or self-stimulation is watch what the child is 
doing when they are left alone. These can often be quite 
bizarre – over the years I have seen collecting bottle tops, 
filtering tan bark, fans, lights, light bulbs, vacuuming cleaners. 

It is very important we have in place the rules and routines 
around special interests, as they find it hard to finish and self-
regulate. 

Special interests should also be used to motivate and engage 
students. By using a child’s special interest we can teach them 
just about anything! 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

“Teachers often see special interests as a 
barrier to learning, but they should be seeing it 
as a route to learning.” Dean Beadle 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Motivating and Keeping the Student on Task 

ASD student’s needs are very complex as they don’t respond 
to the social rewards which teachers often employ with other 
students. Things such as a smile or praise for good work can 
sometimes go unnoticed. Sometimes a teacher will use that 
look to refocus students or to keep them on task or to warn 
them. However this is usually ineffective for ASD students as 
they find body language and gestures difficult to interpret and 
often don’t look at the teacher’s face. 

Praise: 
The student doesn’t always know how to respond to praise. 
Keep in mind how and when you give praise. Explain to the 
student why you are giving praise and how great it feels to 
receive praise. This is one of those warm fuzzy feelings that 
they are not sure how to respond to. 

Excerpts from The Essential Guide to Successful Secondary 
School by Sue Larkey and Anna Tullemans 

Essential Tips to Motivate Students 

• Use their special interest no matter how bizarre
• Use their special interest no matter how bizarre
• Use their special interest no matter how bizarre
• Use their special interest no matter how bizarre

What if they don’t have a special interest? 
This is rare and usually only happens when their anxiety and 
confusion levels are overwhelming. Talk to the parents about 
a previous special interest and try to renew this interest. 

How to Use This Special Interest 

• Allow the student to visit specific websites about the
special interest.

• Allow access to:
o Catalogues
o His own special photo book
o Videos
o Stickers
o Games
o Special interest magazines
o Figurine collections
o Drawing their special interest
o Books on their special interest
o Collectors cards
o Music, iPod etc

• Give an assignment around the special interest or a
particular aspect of this interest.

Controlling Access to Special Interest 

There needs to be guidelines around the access to this special 
interest. These guidelines and parameters need to be very 
specific. 
• Have rules on when the special interest can occur.
• Make sure there are clear guidelines when using this as a

reward. For example “When you have completed this
science experiment then you can read your ‘Star Wars’
book for five minutes”.

• Always let the student know when the next access will be.
“When the five minutes is finished you can have the ‘Star
Wars’ book again when you have finished Maths”.

• Never tell them a straight out “NO” for the ‘Star Wars’ book
as they will become very anxious and think they may not
be allowed access to it again. Instead tell the student when
they can have it again and be specific with either time or at
the end of an activity.

Using the Special Interest to Teach Curriculum 
Outcomes 

Select work which uses their special interest. For example in 
Maths use their special interest as the focus of their activity, 
measure, weigh, circumference etc. For more ideas see pg 61 
of The Essential Guide to Successful Secondary School. 

Recommended from Year 5+ to Prepare for Secondary 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
The Essential Guide to Successful Secondary School 
By Sue Larkey and Anna Tullemans 

Full of timesavers, tips and easy to use proformas. Includes tests, exams, assignments, homework, 
curriculum adaptions, organisational skills, camps, excursions and more. This is a great guide for 
transition to secondary and includes great tips for transition. This is a must have from Year 5 onwards to 
prepare the child for secondary school. 
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