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Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASD) often show an inability to be cognitively flexible. 
They basically become stuck on a one-way road to solving a problem and keep repeating the 
manner in which they do something, or think about something, even if it does not lead to a 
solution to the problem.  

Cognitive Flexibility is an ability to shift or adapt cognitive representations and/or attention to 
changing situational demands and is one of the important executive functions that affects 
learning novel concepts as well as to the executive functions of inhibition and working memory 
(Deak, 2004). Let’s face it, we can often feel deflated if our day is interrupted by something 
unexpected, an appointment is cancelled, or an opportunity that one has looked forward to is 
delayed.  Now multiply that tenfold for some individuals with ASD.  What might follow is what is 
known as “the meltdown.’’ When stressed or anxiety ridden, the student may lack the necessary 
cognitive ability to quickly bring into working memory (from long-term memory) a myriad of ways 
to solve an issue.   

An assessment I have administered to students with ASD calls for following set rules or visual 
keys that are given prior to answering the question.  When the student is told that the rules 
change to such and such, the cognitive inflexibility is apparent, as the student will want to stick 
to the initial set of rules and offers incorrect responses.  One student told me to write to the test 
company because he believed that it made an error as the answer wasn’t in the provided key! 

An older child with ASD wanted to do all his math “in his head” because he had always done it 
this way.  He needed to consider how he might solve increasingly complex problems when more 
than one step is involved.   

Another child always had movie night on a particular day of the week with his mom.  Well, things 
happen and on one evening, it had to be changed. The child became upset as the movie night 
with mom was postponed to another day and his expectation was for that night and not another 
one.  A way to handle this, as we know rigidity takes several forms, is to have a list of possible 
alternatives should the movie night not happen.  Always have a backup.  Maybe it is a game on 
that night instead, or a special time to read a book together, etc.  A large calendar works as well.  
Put the movie night on the calendar, but in another color put another movie night on another 
day as a backup, in case it cannot happen. 

Consider the following activity when working with learners who are rigid or inflexible in their 
thinking.  As Barsch (1968) suggested, “educators (and parents), have come to recognize the 



importance of the ability of a learner to perceptually shift in order to efficiently cope with the 
multivariant demands of an academic day” (p. 96).  Motor shifting must be considered if we are 
to attempt to unhinge students from their rigid patterns of thinking and moving. Motor shifting 
is an “expression of flexibility and relies upon motor planning ”(p. 94). 

Over the course of the past decade, several studies have been done on the impact of perceptual-
motor training on executive functioning, particularly in getting an individual to think outside the 
box.   Children with ASD demonstrate difficulty in performing tasks that are based in perceptual 
and motor skills.  These deficits affect the way they move through their day and influence 
multiple sensory and neuromotor systems. Perceptual motor training has proven to be more 
effective in those students who are physically active than in those who are sedentary.  Another 
benefit is the social connection the child or adult will have in playing a game with others and 
observing their responses. We should consider how sensory processing deficits may affect 
information processing, behavior, and cognitive flexibility. 

1. Have the student step away from the desks and practice different moves on demand. 
Simon Says is a good game for this.  Call out different moves such as giant steps, tiny steps, 
hop two footed, hop on the right foot only, etc.  With these kinds of games we are 
enriching perception and cognition through perceptual motor activities and helping to 
diminish rigid motoric patterns.  In addition such games may increase cognitive flexibility 
because we have to think of a different way to move in a game - type format.  Ask the 
students if they have any ideas how to move in a different way, etc.  We are helping our 
students to think differently. 

2. Have the child keep schedules or to-do lists from which they have to check things off.  This 
assists them in actively engaging in the tasks. 

3. Make changes early and often in the schedules so they become accustomed to the 
changes.   

4. Have various changes in the schedules each day so that they do not get stuck in a routine 
and have to read the schedule for the day to note what to expect.  Teach them not to 
expect rigidity in the schedules on a given day and change things up, making the change 
in front of them. 

5. Work up to difficult changes in a schedule by first making a positive change and removing 
something the child doesn’t enjoy and replacing it with something desirable.  Next, make 
a neutral change.  Remove something the child neither likes nor dislikes, and maybe 
replace it with another neutral activity.  Finally, make a challenging change.  Remove 
something the child really favors. Eventually, you may attempt replacing it with 
something less favorable (Creating Autism Interventions that Promote Flexibility: Your 
Ultimate Guide).  

 


