
Give clear directions 
Practice brief 

The practice 

Teachers give clear directions and allow students time to respond. 

How does it help? 

Many students on the autism spectrum benefit from support with social communication and interaction and 
expressive and/or receptive language.  Difficulties in these areas can influence students’ ability to tune into 
instructions and understand what is required of them.  Providing short, specific instructions and pausing for 
students to respond increases both response opportunities and correct responding.  

What is it? 

• Directions are short, specific statements which tell students what they are expected to do and how they are
expected to do it.  They should start with a verb.

• Wait time is a short (5-10 second) pause after the delivery of a direction which provides students with the
time to process the direction, and teachers with an opportunity to check for attention and understanding.

How does it work? 

Directions provide students with the information (i.e., who, what, when, where, why, how) needed to complete 
the required task.  Directions should be short, specific, and start with a verb.   

When giving directions: 

• gain student attention using a verbal and/or non-verbal cue such as “3, 2, 1… listen to 
me”

• wait and scan checking for attention

• deliver the direction/s

• wait and scan checking for understanding

• as required, prompt students to begin following the direction
• provide feedback to students who followed, or tried hard to follow, the direction

• use a firm, calm, and measured voice.

Visual supports such as “first-then” cards and schedules can help students on the spectrum to ‘tune into’ 
directions and/or to follow the direction as independently as possible.  



How do I do it? 

When giving directions: 

• gain student attention, wait and scan for attention

• deliver the direction/s, wait and scan for understanding

• if necessary, give a prompt to begin following the direction.

It works better if: 

• teachers use “thanks” rather than “please” at the end of directions

• teachers always give directions from the same space within the classroom (non-verbal cue)

• teachers separate instructions from curriculum/content talk.

It doesn’t work if: 

• teachers continue talking while waiting and scanning

• teachers give directions without gaining student attention.

How will I know if it’s working? 

• The teacher spends less time on giving directions, and more time on curriculum/content talk.

• Students follow directions without prompting.

• Students independently follow directions.

Where can I go to find out more? 

• Working with Autism: “Giving Directions to Children”
http://workingwithautism.com/giving-directions-to-children/

Australian Professional Standards for Teachers (APST) 

Implementing this practice will meet the following Australian Professional Standards for Teachers: 

• 3.5 – Use effective classroom communication

• 4.2 – Manage classroom activities

http://workingwithautism.com/giving-directions-to-children/
http://bit.ly/2sDgqEB
http://www.amaze.org.au/uploads/2015/06/Amaze-Info-Sheet-Teaching-a-Student-on-the-Spectrum-June-2015.pdf
http://www.amaze.org.au/uploads/2015/06/Amaze-Info-Sheet-Teaching-a-Student-on-the-Spectrum-June-2015.pdf
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