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Strategies for Teaching Children With 
Autism Who Display or Demonstrate 
Circumscribed Interests

Ms. Lewis is a kindergarten 
teacher in a full-day 
inclusion program with 22 

students, 3 of whom were identified 
as being on the autism spectrum 
disorder (ASD). Ms. Lewis 
co-teaches with Mr. Charles, a 
special education teacher, and they 
have an assistant teacher who works 
with the children with disabilities. 
Collectively, the kindergarten 
teachers have a reading goal that 
kindergarten students will know his 
or her letters and consonant letter 
sounds by the beginning of the 
holiday break in December. They 
also have a school-wide goal of 
using engaging and relevant material 
to capture student interests and 
increase reading ability.

The results of the recent end of 
the first-quarter reading readiness 
assessments showed that 40% of the 
students are still struggling with 
letter recognition and letter–sound 
associations that they should have 
mastered. Ms. Lewis and Mr. 
Charles think the students who are 
struggling should receive targeted 
instruction, additional classroom 
practice, and one-on-one assistance, 
so that they will meet the grade-level 
reading goal as scheduled. They also 
decide that these students should 
have engaging classroom content 
and fun packets sent home, so these 
skills can be practiced with their 
families.

Ms. Lewis and Mr. Charles also 
decide they should add additional 
individualized instruction for the 
students with autism to identify 
their individual, personal interests. 
They feel that engaging these 
students in academic content using 
their unique interests may elicit their 
attention to educational materials 
and/or instruction, and will serve as 
a reinforcer for new learning. Both 
teachers hope their efforts will result 
in skill improvement by the targeted 
goal. The purpose of this article is 
to identify specific steps special and 
general education professionals can 
take to utilize circumscribed 
interests (CIs) to increase desirable 
behaviors and academic engagement 
in their classroom.

Instructional Strategies 
to Assist Children With 
ASD

The environmental and 
instructional changes that Ms. Lewis 
and Mr. Charles developed to 
improve the literacy skills of students 
in their classroom will most likely 
benefit the students who are 
struggling. Homogeneous reading 
groups, additional classroom 
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practice, one-on-one instruction, and 
rhyming activities have all been 
effective in assisting young children 
build literacy skills (National Center 
for Family Literacy, 2009). Students 
with ASD, however, may need 
additional supports than those 
mentioned in the scenario to 
maximize their learning. These 
students tend to have difficulty 
communicating with others and may 
not convey when they do not 
understand a concept nor ask for 
assistance when it is needed. This 
may also lead to behavioral 
challenges and lack of interest in 
educational content. As a result, 
practitioners who work with children 
with ASD need to learn how to read 
a student’s nonverbal cues, predict 
problem situations, and develop a 
communication system to increase 
knowledge and understanding 
(Mesibov & Howley, 2003).

There are numerous intervention 
strategies for teachers to modify 
activities and materials to meet the 
needs of students with ASD. One 
possible intervention strategy is 
attending to CIs. CIs, common to 
children with autism, involve 
particular fascinations on specific 
objects or ideas and a narrowed 
focus or intensity toward a 
specialized interest (Porter, 2012). 

Although these interests can be 
problematic, recent research has 
discussed the unique opportunities 
these fascinations can create for 
teachable moments in the classroom 
in two ways (Boyd, McDonough, & 
Bodfish, 2012). First, the CI may 
elicit student attention to 
educational materials and/or 
instruction. For example, if a child’s 
CI is a yo-yo, pictures of a yo-yo 
can be incorporated into 
instructional materials by the 
teacher. Lanou, Hough, and Powell 
(2012) effectively used an iceberg 
theme as an educational material to 
academically motivate a child who 
was fascinated with the sinking of 
the Titanic. Second, the CI may 
serve as a reinforcer for new 
learning. For example, a preferred 
baby doll can be used as a 
reinforcing item during an 
intervention or classroom lesson. A 
child may be more likely to perform 
successfully in an intervention if the 
reward is time with the baby doll 
upon completion of the task. Baker 
(2000) effectively used video game 
playing as a reward when a child 
participated in social play with his 
sibling. When focused on these CIs, 
practitioners can incorporate these 
interests in lesson plans and 
academic content to increase 
engagement and desirable behavior.

To design lessons, or engage 
students through their CI, teachers 
must be aware of two points. First, 
they must know the student’s 
particular CI. For example, if 
Johnny only wants to play with 
teddy bears, it is apparent that this 
is his particular interest. Some CIs 
are not as easy to determine. For 
these CIs, teachers can gather 
information about student 
preferences in three ways: caregiver 
interviews, direct observations, and 
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systematic assessments. Caregiver 
interviews utilize information from 
those closest to the student by 
asking questions such as “What 
does he like to do at home?” and 
“Does he prefer blocks or cars?” 
(Cooper, Heron, & Heward, 2006). 
Direct observation allows the 
teacher to view the student with free 
access to all classroom items. The 
teacher can subsequently record the 
items the student chooses and the 
amount of time he spends with each 
item (Toner, 2012). Finally, 
systematic assessments can be 
conducted in many ways to 
methodically determine the preferred 
reward. These methods vary from 
single-item preferences to multiple-
choice assessments (Toner, 2012). 
Information from each of these 
strategies allows the teacher to 
develop a collection of possible 
sensory reinforcers to motivate 
students to participate in classroom 
activities. Once the teacher 
determines the child’s CI, the next 
step is to incorporate the child’s 
interest, to make a lesson engaging 
and elicit new learning.

As previously stated, the purpose 
of this article is to identify specific 
steps special and general education 
professionals can take to utilize CIs 
to increase desirable behaviors and 
academic engagement in their 
classroom. In the following, we 
provide three examples illustrating 
the use of CIs in Ms. Lewis’s class. In 
each, we state the student’s interest 
and then provide evidence-based 
interventions that can be easily 
transferred and applied for current 
teachers in their classrooms.

Visual Supports or Cues

April is a 6-year-old in Ms. 
Lewis’s classroom diagnosed with 

moderate autism, but she does not 
have an intellectual disability. She 
struggles with letter–sound 
associations. Her CI is airplanes. In 
the classroom, April will scour the 
bookshelf and grab only books 
related to planes or helicopters. She 
also brings in books from home that 
contain elaborate illustrations of 
airplanes. She can recount the parts 
of the airplane and how airplanes 
are able to fly in the air. When the 
teachers ask April a question, she 
uses every opportunity to relate her 
response back to an airplane. April’s 
CI of airplanes greatly affects her 
ability to remain focused in the 
classroom. She has little interest in 
classroom activities or books unless 
the material has an airplane focus. 
April spends the majority of 
instructional time unengaged and 
missing out on important material.

Individuals with ASD are 
known for having one, or several, 
intensely focused interests. These 
“special interests” can give the 
individual with ASD a great deal of 
enjoyment and satisfaction, but they 
can be so consuming that they 
interfere with learning (Klin, 
Danovitch, Merz, & Volkmar, 
2007). To capitalize on April’s 
airplane interests to motivate her to 
learn letter–sound associations, her 
teachers plan to design visual cues 
and task cards that appealed to both 
her cognitive abilities and personal 
interests. They also plan to discuss 
when it is appropriate for her to 
discuss airplanes and when it is not.

Students with ASD often have 
visual-spatial relationships strengths 
(Edgin & Pennington, 2005). 
Practitioners should capitalize on 
these strengths by using visual 
approaches to teach academic skills. 
Visual strategies help students focus 
on the message, understand a change 

“

”

These ‘special interests’ 

can give the individual with 

ASD a great deal of 

enjoyment and 

satisfaction, but they can 

be so consuming that they 

interfere with learning 

(Klin, Danovitch, Merz, & 

Volkmar, 2007).
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in routine, and help with repetitive 
behaviors (Odom et al., 2003) and 
have been previously been found 
effective in improving social 
interactions and gross motor 
performance on various tasks (e.g., 
Breslin, Robinson, & Rudisill, 2013; 
Johnston, Nelson, Evans, & Palazolo, 
2003). However, it can be an 
ineffective strategy if the visual 
supports do not meet the student’s 
individual needs, skill level, age, and 
interest (Cohen & Sloan, 2007). 
Visual cues and task cards that 
incorporate April’s airplane interest 
will most likely capture her attention 
and keep her focused so she can learn 
the necessary academic material. This 
strategy is effective for both 
maintaining interest of the child and 
for decreasing stereotypic and 
problem behaviors (Conroy, Asmus, 
Sellers, & Ladwig, 2005). These 
visuals are a suitable way to 
incorporate April’s CI to help her 
focus on the academic material, 

reduce potential problem behaviors, 
and experience academic success. It is 
also likely that she will learn when it 
is appropriate to talk about airplanes 
and when she is allowed to engage in 
this behavior as the teachers discussed 
this with her when the visual cue and 
task cards were presented to her 
(Conroy et al., 2005).

Revisiting Ms. Lewis’s class, we 
see that Mr. Charles, the special 
education teacher, developed visual 
cue and task cards of airplanes for 
every letter of the alphabet. For 
example, for the “L” sounds, Mr. 
Charles made a card showing an 
airplane landing with a letter “L” 
on its wing (see Figure 1). The 
visual cue and task cards allowed 
April to review the letter and its 
corresponding sound daily. April’s 
family was also given a set of the 
same visual cue and task cards to 
review at home. After this 
intervention, there was a dramatic 
increase in the number of accurate 
letter–sound associations April, and 
the strategy provided the visual 
support that was necessary to 

Figure 1
Example of visual task card

Note. This figure illustrates a visual task card 
to introduce the concept of the letter “L”
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maintain her attention. It also 
incorporated her parents, promoting 
generalization. Fundamental to this 
strategy, however, was its use of a 
motivating interest, which may have 
increased April’s willingness to focus 
on the academic material.

Social Stories

Mike is a 5-year-old student 
diagnosed with mild, or high-
functioning, autism. He is 
academically advanced, performing 
well on all classroom activities, but 
he has difficulty with staying 
engaged during reading group 
activities. His CI is dogs. During 
group activities, Mike remains 

engaged for approximately 10 to 15 
min and then loses focus. When he 
loses focus, he typically discusses 
dogs with peers sitting near him. 
Mike’s CI of dogs greatly impacts 
his ability to remain engaged and 
participate in classroom discussions. 
His constant discussion of dogs 
causes him to miss a great deal of 
academic content, disturbs the 
learning of his peers, and puts him 
at risk of peer rejection. His teachers 
have tried visual cue and task cards, 
various behavior modification 
systems (e.g., behavioral rubric, 
behavioral contract, token 
economy), and positive praise, but 
all methods were unsuccessful at 
improving his behavior and keeping 
him focused on academic material. 

Social Story Example: Dogs

My name is Mike.

I love dogs.
I love to talk about dogs.

Sometimes I talk about dogs in the classroom while the teacher is talking.

The kids are trying to listen to the teacher.

I shouldn’t talk while the teacher is talking.

There are good places for me to talk about dogs.

I can talk about dogs at lunch, on the playground, or on the bus.

The classroom is not a good place to talk about dogs.

I will listen when the teacher is talking. 

By listening, I will make my teacher and peers happy. 

Figure 2
Example of a social story

Note. This figure illustrates a social story used for a child with a circumscribed interest of dogs 
and then provides steps to writing a social story adapted from Abrams (2011)
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As these methods were unsuccessful 
with Mike, Mr. Charles decided to 
try a social story that teaches Mike 
the needed social skills as well as 
incorporates his CI of dogs (see 
Figure 2).

Due to an impaired ability to 
read nonverbal cues or take the 
perspective of others, students with 
ASD may not recognize that they 
are bothering other students and 
hurting their social status with peers 
(Attwood, 2007). Social stories help 
children comprehend skills they 
need to make respectable choices 
that will increase their social 
approval and help them understand 
the perspective of others (Abrams, 
2011; Delano & Snell, 2006). The 
use of a social story that 

incorporates a child’s CI is similar 
to the effective power card strategy 
offered by Spencer and colleagues to 
teach a target behavior to a student 
with ASD using a story combined 
with an illustration of a child’s CI 
(Spencer, Simpson, Day, & Buster, 
2008). Mike has an interest in a CI 
that conflicts with his educational 
needs and also affects his 
communication, peer interaction, 
and social skills. A social story can 
assist him in interpreting social cues 
from others and identify appropriate 
responses. In addition, as social 
stories are best developed by 
individuals who know the student 
well, the social skills taught in the 
story can be tailored to the target 
student. However, their success 

1. Determine targeted behavior

2. Select one behavior at a time

3. Use !irst-person to write the story

4. Include drawings and pictures

5. Have the student participate in the story 
development

6. Describe the dif!icult situation

7. Explain why the behavior is unacceptable by 
replacing it with appropriate behavior

8. End the story by describing the acceptable 
behavior

Figure 3
Steps to writing a social story Abrams (2011)

 

“

”

Mike has an interest in a 

CI that conflicts with his 

educational needs and 

also affects his 

communication, peer 

interaction, and social 

skills.  A social story can 

assist him in interpreting 

social cutes from others 

and identify appropriate 

responses.
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often depends on the skill of the 
story writer and the child’s with 
ASD ability to take the perspective 
of other individuals. Writing a social 
story is a scientific matter, and  
eight simple steps are included in 
Figure 3.

Revisiting the classroom 
scenario, we learn that Mr. Carter 
wrote a social story that conveyed 
the importance of listening to the 
teacher while he or she was talking, 
the most appropriate places he can 
talk about dogs during the school 
day, and how his listening in the 
classroom will make the teacher and 
his friends feel happy. The social 
story used first-person terms and 
was through Mike’s point of view. 
The objective was to get Mike to 
understand the importance of 
remaining engaged during 
instructional activities. Mike 
reviewed the story daily, and a 
miniature copy of the story was 
given to him to keep in his pocket. 
He could reference the story on his 
own or the teacher reminded him to 
review his story whenever his 
behavior was off-task. After the 
introduction of the social story, 
there was a dramatic decrease in the 
number of complaints from peers 
regarding Mike’s behavior. He was 
also able to explain the most 
appropriate places to discuss dogs 
and how others felt when he listened 
in the classroom. This social story 
strategy paired a social explanation 
of other people’s thoughts that 
addressed Mike’s weak perspective 
taking and clarified an unwritten 
social expectation. By reading the 
social story aloud and outlining 
expected behavior, Mike better 
understood the teachers’ concerns 
and the importance of learning 
academic material.

Pivotal Response 
Training (PRT)

Patrick is a 5-year-old student 
diagnosed with moderate autism 
and has difficulty with letter 
recognition. He is verbal but usually 
only speaks in two word utterances 
or quotes lines from movies. 
Patrick’s favorite television 
character is Merlin the Martian. He 
often emulates Merlin and responds 
to questions from the teacher using 
quotes from television episodes. 
Patrick has limited communication 
with his teacher and peers, but on 
occasion, he can provide 
appropriate and fitting responses 
using direct quotes from Merlin the 
Martian episodes. If he is unable to 
provide a fitting response with a 
Merlin quote, Patrick will rock back 
and forth in his seat repetitively. 
Patrick’s CI of Merlin the Martian 
affects his ability to participate in 
class. He has little interest in 
classroom activities and generally 
only responds to Ms. Lewis when he 
has a “fitting” quote to her 
question. Mr. Charles decides he 
will capitalize on Patrick’s CI to 
improve his letter recognition.

It is not uncommon for 
students, especially those with 
moderate to mild autism, to have a 
particular affinity for technology, 
movies, and certain fictional 
characters (Goldsmith & LeBlanc, 
2004). Although this may seem like 
it does not translate to the 
classroom, teachers can use these 
allures for academic materials. For 
Patrick, Ms. Lewis and Mr. Charles 
can employ PRT to address Patrick’s 
educational needs. PRT uses natural 
learning opportunities to target and 
modify specific behaviors for 
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children with autism (Koegel & 
Kern-Koegel, 2006). The goals of 
PRT are to allow choice, provide 
clear instructions, and follow-up 
with positive reinforcement (Koegel 
& Kern-Koegel, 2006), and has 
been previously found to be effective 
in motivating a student to engage in 
appropriate behavior or a non-
preferred activity (Mancil & Pearl, 
2008). Four specific steps for Ms. 
Lewis to follow with Patrick can be 
found in Figure 4. Overall, the goal 
of PRT is to demonstrate positive 
changes in behavior and provide 
motivation through multiple cues.

For a student like Patrick, 
motivation in class content may be 
difficult. Because he usually only 
responds with phrases from movies 
and television shows and typically 
only enjoys working with a 
computer, it can be frustrating and 
tedious to find materials that are 
both academically relevant and 
engaging. PRT allows Ms. Lewis 
and Mr. Charles to employ a 
systematic way to increase Patrick’s 
participation while still providing 

him with his needed sensory input. 
PRT is a time-intensive technique 
and requires staff training in the 
proper method, but it does lead to 
an increase in child’s motivation and 
a decrease in inappropriate behavior 
when implemented appropriately.

Returning to Ms. Lewis’s 
classroom, we see that she and Mr. 
Charles used PRT to address 
Patrick’s letter recognition needs in 
several ways. First, Mr. Charles 
purchased Merlin the Martian 
stickers and added the stickers to 
instructional materials Patrick was 
using throughout the school day 
(e.g., books, worksheets). Second, he 
created a family fun packet that had 
images of Merlin the Martian 
throughout it so he could work on 
letter recognition skills with his 
family. Third, Merlin the Martian 
assessed Patrick’s literacy skills as an 
adaptation or modification rather 
than the typical pencil and paper 
format or administration by 
teachers. Patrick responded to this 
new approach and appeared to have 
genuine fun with the instructional 

Create a 
Positive and 
Fun Activity

Evoke Desired 
Behavior 
Through 

Prompting

If Desired 
Response is 

Achieved, 
Provide 
Positive 

Reinforcement

If Desired 
Behavior is 

Not Achieved, 
Continue 

Prompting

Figure 4
Steps to pivotal response training

Note. This figure illustrates four steps to Pivotal Response Training adapted from Koegel and 
Kern-Koegel (2006)“

”

PRT allows Ms. Lewis  

and Mr. Charles to  

employ a systematic  

way to increase  

Patrick’s participation  

while still providing him 

with the needed sensory 

input.
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content. He seemed more willing to 
participate in lessons and both the 
amount and quality of his 
independent work increased. As with 
the other strategies, incorporating 
his CI was an essential component 
of the intervention.

Final Thoughts

Special education professionals 
and teachers of students with autism 
face many behavioral and 
instructional challenges. In addition to 
teaching content to a demanding 
population, teachers are often faced 
with particular circumscribed and 
special interests that often take up 

time and divert attention from the 
students. As educators, it is our job to 
assess students, identify their areas of 
need, and change the way we think 
about their CI by viewing it as a 
positive potential for instruction. The 
strategies described here capitalized in 
students’ authentic interests and 
strengths to validate their passions 
while also increasing motivation and 
access to the curriculum. Although 
utilizing these interests and 
incorporating them into lessons 
requires effort and planning, teachers 
who appropriately combine evidence-
based instructional strategies with the 
preferred objects and interests of 
students make the classroom a well-
run and engaging environment.

“

”

As educators, it is our  

job to assess students, 

identify their areas of 

need, and change the way 

we think about their CI by 

viewing it as a positive 

potential for instruction.
Authors’ Note

You may reach Tiara Saufley Brown by e-mail at tsb5ba@virginia.edu.

References
Abrams, J. (2011, January 29). Step-by-step instructions: How to write a social 

story [Blog comment]. Retrieved from http://blog.autismspectrumdirectory.
com/2011/01/29/step-by-step-instructions-how-to-write-a-social-story/

Attwood, T. (2007). The complete guide to Asperger’s syndrome. Philadelphia, 
PA: Jessica Kingsley.

Baker, M. J. (2000). Incorporating the thematic ritualistic behaviors of children 
with autism into games: Increasing social play interactions with siblings. 
Journal of Positive Behavior Interventions, 2, 66-84.

Boyd, B. A., McDonough, S. G., & Bodfish, J. W. (2012). Evidence-based 
behavioral interventions for repetitive behaviors in autism. Journal of 
Autism and Developmental Disorders, 42, 1236-1248. doi:10.1007/s10803-
011-1284-z

Breslin, C. M., Robinson, L. E., & Rudisill, M. E. (2013). The effect of picture 
task cards on performance of the test of gross motor development by 
preschool-aged children: A preliminary study. Early Child Development and 
Care, 183, 200-206.

Cohen, M., & Sloan, D. (2007). Visual strategies for people with autism. 
Bethesda, MD: Woodbine House.

Conroy, M. A., Asmus, J. M., Sellers, J. A., & Ladwig, C. N. (2005). The use of 
an antecedent-based intervention to decrease stereotypic behavior in a 
general education classroom: A case study. Focus on Autism and Other 
Developmental Disabilities, 20, 223-230. doi:10.1177/1088357605020004
0401

Cooper, J. O., Heron, T. E., & Heward, W. L. (2006). Applied behavior analysis 
(2nd ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall.

 at JAMES MADISON UNIV on March 28, 2016yec.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://yec.sagepub.com/


Autism and Circumscribed Interests / Brown and Stanton-Chapman

YOUNG EXCEPTIONAL CHILDREN    Vol. XX, No. X, Month XXXX10

Delano, M., & Snell, M. E. (2006). The effects of social stories on the social 
engagement of children with autism. Journal of Positive Behavior 
Interventions, 8, 29-42.

Edgin, J. O., & Pennington, B. F. (2005). Spatial cognition in autism spectrum 
disorders: Superior, impaired, or just intact? Journal of Autism and 
Developmental Disorders, 35, 729-745.

Goldsmith, T. R., & LeBlanc, L. A. (2004). Use of technology interventions for 
children with autism. Journal of Early and Intensive Behavior Intervention, 
1, 166-178. doi:10.1.95.4913

Johnston, S., Nelson, C., Evans, J., & Palazolo, K. (2003). The use of visual 
supports in teaching young children with autism spectrum disorder to 
initiate interactions. Augmentative and Alternative Communication, 19(2), 
86-103.

Klin, A., Danovitch, J. H., Merz, A. B., & Volkmar, F. R. (2007). Circumscribed 
interests in higher functioning individuals with autism spectrum disorders: 
An exploratory story. Research and Practice for Persons With Severe 
Disabilities, 32, 89-100.

Koegel, R. L., & Kern-Koegel, L. (2006). Pivotal response treatments for autism: 
Communication, social, and academic development. Baltimore, MD: 
Brookes.

Lanou, A., Hough, L., & Powell, E. (2012). Case studies on using strengths and 
interests to address the needs of students with autism spectrum disorders. 
Intervention in School and Clinic, 47, 175-182.

Mancil, G. R., & Pearl, C. E. (2008). Restricted interests as motivators: 
Improving academic engagement and outcomes of children on the autism 
spectrum. Teaching Exceptional Children, 4, 2-15.

Mesibov, G., & Howley, M. (2003). Accessing the curriculum for pupils with 
autistic spectrum disorders: Using the TEACCH programme to help 
inclusion. London, England: Dave Fulton Publishers.

National Center for Family Literacy. (2009). What works: An introductory 
teacher guide for early language and emergent literacy instruction. 
Washington, DC: National Early Literacy Panel Report.

Odom, S. L., Brown, W. H., Frey, T., Karasu, N., Smith-Canter, L., & Strain, P. 
(2003). Evidence-based practices for young children with autism: 
Contributions for single-subject design research. Focus on Autism and 
Other Developmental Disabilities, 18, 166-175.

Porter, N. (2012). Promotion of pretend play for children with high-functioning 
autism through the use of circumscribed interests. Early Childhood 
Education Journal, 40, 161-167. doi:10.1007/s10643-012-0505-1

Spencer, V., Simpson, C. G., Day, M., & Buster, E. (2008). Using the power card 
strategy to teach social skills to a child with autism. Teaching Exceptional 
Children, 5, 2-10.

Toner, N. (2012). Conducting preference assessments on individuals with autism 
and other developmental disabilities. Autism Platform. Retrieved from 
http://www.opwdd.ny.gov/opwdd_community_connections/autism_
platform/parents_corner/conducting_preference_assessments_on_
individuals_with_autism_and_other_developmental_disabilities

 at JAMES MADISON UNIV on March 28, 2016yec.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

View publication statsView publication stats

http://yec.sagepub.com/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/285836058

