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Foreword
Embracing Same Chance: 4 Collaborative Resource

This resource embodies the united vision of AslAm and Down Syndrome Ireland,
aiming to cultivate a more inclusive and empowering environment for each
Autistic person with Down syndrome, or a dual identity. It stands as a testament
to the combined dedication of these organisations in advocating for the rights,
strengths, and unique contributions of the people who enhance our communities.

Practical Guidance for Engagement

This guide was co-created to offer actionable strategies and insights for
designing accessible and engaging activities that respect the distinct sensory,
communication, and developmental needs of participants. By adopting a person-
centred, neuroaffirmative approach, this resource aspires to motivate facilitators,
educators, caregivers, and community leaders to craft programmes that promote
connection, inclusion, and personal growth.

Our Shared Purpose

AslAm and Down Syndrome Ireland share a commitment to:

e Champion inclusivity by designing environments where each person feels
valued and empowered.

e Promote understanding by educating communities about the strengths and
needs of Autistic people with Down syndrome.

e Challenge barriers that prevent full participation and engagement.

e Support families, caregivers, and professionals by providing resources that
enhance their ability to create accessible spaces.

Acknowledgmertts

The guide acknowledges contributions from the Autistic and Down syndrome
communities, emphasising a commitment to diversity, Same Chance and
meaningful change.
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Introduction

Autistic people, including those with dual identity of Autism and Down syndrome enrich our
community with their unique talents, perspectives, and diversity. When we design
programmes or activities that respect and celebrate their distinct needs and strengths, the

impact can be truly transformative.

This guide provides practical strategies for planning, setting up, and facilitating engaging and
accessible activities. Our goal is to uplift and empower participants, rather than attempting to
"fix" or "manage" them. By adopting a strengths-based, person-centered approach, we can

create environments where everyone can flourish.

The tips and techniques shared here are meant to help you adapt activities to be inclusive of
those identifying as both Autistic and having Down syndrome. However, these principles can

also be applied more broadly to benefit the entire community.

The aim is to create activities that are sensory-friendly and tailored to each person’s
preferences and abilities, while promoting self-determination. Self-determination empowers
people to make choices based on their own wants and needs. However, for Autistic people
with Down syndrome, barriers such as communication challenges, overprotection, and low
societal expectations can make it harder for them to exercise autonomy. This might include
offering options for communication, visual aids, and sensory supports for example, providing
fidget toys, setting up quiet areas for relaxation, or creating safe spaces to help regulate their
nervous system. It is vital to place the individual at the heart of these experiences by actively

listening to their input and allowing them to guide their participation.
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A Note About Language

AslAm and Down Syndrome lIreland recognise that language can be a powerful and
evocative way of describing ourselves and that Autistic people and people with Down

Syndrome will have many different reasons for why they prefer to use one term over another.

Identity-First or Person First? It's Complicated!
For example:
Identity first:
o Autistic person. Down syndrome person.
o Janeis Autistic. Jane is Down syndrome.
Person first:
o Person with autism, person with Down syndrome.

e Jane has autism. Jane has Down syndrome.

Many Autistic persons prefer identity-first language, such as "Autistic person," viewing their
Autism as a core part of their identity. They may perceive it as a difference, a disability, or both,
influenced by concepts like Neurodiversity and the Social Model of Disability. These
perspectives highlight how societal structures create barriers that can hinder the inclusion and

participation of Disabled persons, including those who are Autistic.

Many people with Down syndrome have a preference for person-first language such as “a
person with Down syndrome”. Having a very visible difference linked with a disability can lead
to attitudes which focus on the disability, rather than meeting the person as a person, with their

own rights, strengths, needs and preferences.

Please note that Language and what is considered best practice with regard to language will
evolve over time. No matter what language you use, the most important thing is to accept a

person as they are and to be open and willing to learn from a diversity of perspectives
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When addressing someone with this dual identity (e.g., Down syndrome and

autism), the most neuroaffirmative approachis to:

1.Ask the person (or their caregivers, if necessary) how they prefer to be identified.
Personal preference should always come first.
2.Respect both communities' preferences while blending person-first and identity-first

language.

For example:
"A person with Down syndrome who is Autistic." m

"An Autistic person with Down syndrome."
“They are an Autistic person with Down syndrome who communicates in their own unique

way

This approach acknowledges both identities in a balanced and respectful way, affirming the
value of personal choice and community preferences. It's also helpful to remain flexible and

open to adapting your language based on feedback.
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Understanding Autism

Whatis Autism?

Autism is a lifelong developmental disability or difference that impacts how a person
communicates, interacts with others, and experiences the world around them. It is important
to understand that autism is not an illness or something to be "cured" it is a natural variation
in human neurodiversity. Autistic people have unique perspectives, strengths, and
challenges, and their needs may vary widely from person to person.

Recognising Support Needs

Autism exists on a spectrum, meaning every Autistic person is unique, with diverse
strengths, challenges, and support needs. Around 3.3% of the Irish population are Autistic.
Many Autistic people also experience co-occurring conditions such as ADHD, anxiety,
epilepsy, or intellectual disabilities, which can influence their overall profile and the kind of
support they may require.

Support needs may include assistance with communication, sensory regulation, or daily
living skills. Some Autistic people may need higher levels of support to navigate the
environment and complete everyday tasks, while others may be more independent but still
benefit from accommodations that respect their unique needs.

Help understanding Providing communication
instructions or routines tools or aids.
Managing sensory differences or Support with
regulating emotions Personal Care

"An Autistic person has a diverse profile of strengths
and differences, each person’s unique life journey,
including challenges, successes, and relationships,

further contributes to their profile of support”
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Communication Styles

Autistic people communicate in diverse ways, and it's important to respect their preferences.
Some are non-speaking, while others use gestalt communication (memorised phrases or
scripts). Many prefer Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) tools, such as
Lamh, text-to-speech apps, or assistive technologies, while some favour written

communication. Asking about and validating their preferred communication method is key.

Sensory Processing Differences

Autistic people may experience heightened or reduced sensitivity to sensory input like
sounds, lights, or textures, which can impact how they engage with their environment.
Creating sensory-friendly spaces, such as quiet areas or providing sensory tools, and

respecting their self-regulation needs are essential to neuroaffirmative support.

Strengths and Challenges
Autistic people bring strengths like creativity, problem-solving, and deep focus but may face
challenges with social interactions, routine changes, or sensory regulation. Recognising their

strengths while supporting their challenges fosters inclusion and understanding.

Unique Profile of Strengths and Needs

Emotional

. Special Interests
regulation

Routines
o O 4

Executive functioning / ( Social differences
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Understanding Down Syndrome

What is Down syndrome?

Down syndrome occurs following a genetic difference in the very early stages of
pregnancy. People with Down syndrome have an extra copy of chromosome 21in some or
all of the cells in their bodies. For this reason, Down syndrome is a lifelong difference.

Down syndrome is a lifelong difference which increases the risk of certain health issues.
Down syndrome is associated with increased likelihood of certain health issues.

Common health issues include heart problems, arthritis, low muscle tone, sleep apnoea,
vision and hearing difficulties.

People with Down syndrome have characteristic facial features and tend to be shorter in

height than those without Down syndrome.

Down syndrome is also associated with intellectual disability (ID) also known as a general
learning disability.

If a person has an intellectual disability, it may take them longer to learn new things. There is
a broad range of abilities that fall under the term intellectual disability. Some people will
need full help with every aspect of their care while others are able to complete tasks
independently, particularly if familiar with them, such as travelling by bus, self-care,
performing familiar duties at work.

Due to the presence of intellectual disability, language learning is also affected. There is an
impact both on the person’s ability to understand what is said to them and follow
instructions, as well as the person's ability to use spoken language. A person with Down
syndrome may often have more speech, language and communication challenges than

another person with the same intellectual ability, but not Down syndrome.




People with Down syndrome will typically best understand and use ‘everyday’ words and be
less familiar with technical terms, medical jargon and more formal language. People with
Down syndrome tend to benefit from additional processing time, and visual supports to allow
them to better understand what has been said and to prepare their response.

Some people with Down syndrome communicate using a combination of spoken words and
Lamh (a type of sign language). Voice output communication devices are also becoming
more common.

Lamh and communication devices can help both with expressing words as well as to support

clarity of speech.

Be aware that the combination of health and communication challenges experienced by a

person with Down syndrome, can lead to physical and mental tiredness.
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Dual ldentities of Autism
Down Syndrome

Understanding shared characteristics to celebrate diversity

Unique Social Styles
» Preference for familiar people or routines
» Creative ways of engaging socially
¢ Personal approaches to connection

Communication Strengths & Needs
» Diverse methods of communication (e.g., gestures, visuals)
¢ Rich nonverbal expression
e Focus on meaningful interactions

N

and

/Patterned Thinking & Sensory Experiences
 Appreciation for structured routines

e Heightened sensory awareness

\- Focus on specific interests or activities
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Support Strategies

When planning activities, keep in mind members who may have a dual identity.

Think about how to create an environment where everyone can flourish by

embracing personal strengths and preferences.

/s
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Sensory space - Having a vibrant, high-stimulation space can be a great support, it
provides an energising environment with sensory input to engage focus and thrive
when seeking stimulation.

Quiet space - Having a calm, low-stimulation area is a game-changer for many Autistic
and neurodivergent folks. It allows space to recharge and regulate when feeling
overwhelmed.

Visual guides - Providing photos and info in advance helps prepare us for changes
and new environments. Visual supports are so helpful!

Clear visual cues - Knowing where the important spaces are makes a big difference.
It reduces anxiety and allows us to feel in control.

Adult support - Having caring adults who can offer 1-on-1 assistance if needed is
crucial. We may need to step away at times.

Staggered arrivals - Allowing us to come early and get settled makes a big difference.
The world can be so overstimulating.

Gradual sensory input - Slowly building up sounds, lights, etc. gives our nervous
systems time to adjust. Easing into things is key.

Advance visits - Getting to preview the space and meet the staff ahead of time is
hugely beneficial. It reduces uncertainty.

Flexibility & breaks - Honouring our needs for rest, sensory regulation, and pacing is

so important. We thrive when we can go at our own rhythm.
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Person Centred Approach

Treat each person as unique.

What works for one person may not work for another.

Build trust by getting to know people and their preferences, barriers, and comfort zones.

Questions to Ask:

What helps when the person is feeling overwhelmed?

Do they prefer verbal instructions, visual aids, or gestures? What activities do they enjoy?

Goals

To create an inclusive and supportive play environment for an Autistic person with Down syndrome
that respects their unique needs, promotes emotional regulation, and encourages engagement
through neuroaffirmative practices and a low arousal approach

Emotional and
Social Support

Foster Positive Relationships
Low-pressure group activities that focus
on collaboration and shared interests.

Promote Emotional Awareness
Help people recognise and express
their emotions, fostering a sense of
community and understanding
among peers.

Multiple means of engagement

Flexibility Personalised Play Support Provide multiple opportunities for
Align with their strengths and interests, person to demonstrate their
e allowing for greater ownership of their understanding through creative
oy play. means, such as art, music, or
storytelling, rather than relying
solely on verbal communication.
Routine and Visual Supports: Use visual
Predictability Implement clear and predictable schedules and cues to
routines to help person feel secure and communicate expectations and
P prepared for transitions throughout their transitions, helping person navigate
§E engagement in an activity. their play environment more
S comfortably.
Trained Staff Understanding and insight into the
P Autistic person'’s strengths, emotional How to implement a low arousal
-Ii‘ 2 regulation strategies. approach
Environmental Create Calming Spaces Minimise Sensory Overload
Design Create designated quiet areas within the soft lighting, reduce noise levels,

&e

play space where person can retreat when

feeling overwhelmed.

and keep the play space organised
to create a calming atmosphere
conducive to learning.
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Communication

Communication is an important topic for support staff working with Autistic people with
Down syndrome; effective communication forms the foundation of providing respectful,
inclusive, and empowering support.

Always respect a persons communication style, all
communication is valid and meaningful.

Different Ways of Communicating

Soae

AAC Devices Gign vocalisation Gesture

What is Communication?

Shared
Ogﬁ ;:reeI::n understanding One person
message " r:‘%?::;:

Communication Strategies

( Rate and Tone Media Body Proxmty
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