Support Strategies for Learners with Autism as an Additional Learning Need (ALN)

[bookmark: _Int_9ScmokvO][bookmark: _Int_oudHRws5][bookmark: _Int_2laGazyU][bookmark: _Int_Tsh9nPQn][bookmark: _Int_vLkMeKti][bookmark: _Int_vTLl8RN0][bookmark: _Int_HqWHwTyr][bookmark: _Int_A03uIq0v]Hello, my name is Anais and I will be discussing autism as an additional learning need, and how it can create challenges for children and how practitioners can help and support the child with strategies put in place. Before exploring the ideas of how to identify autism, the barriers it can create and support strategies associated with autism, it is necessary to establish a clear definition of autism and how it is understood as an additional learning need. According to National Institute of Mental Health, (2024) “the definition of autism is a neurological and developmental disorder that affects how people interact with others, communicate, learn, and behave. Although autism can be diagnosed at any age, it is described as a “developmental disorder” because symptoms generally appear in the first two years of life.” Understanding autism is essential for how to recognise how children may experience learning, communication and social interactions differently, and to help practitioners when striving to create and consider inclusive education and appropriate support (Welsh Government, 2021). To understand autism, it is important to acknowledge that it is a spectrum National Institute of Mental Health, (2024), meaning that autism can and does vary in the way that it effects children. For example, where some children may have challenges in one area, another child may excel in that aspect. These differences can begin to build barriers for the children to engage in social situations, participate in activities and achieve in educational settings (The University of Kansas, 2023) . With autism clearly defined, the next step is to explore how it is identified and diagnosed in children. 
To begin, this next section will explore how autism is identified and diagnosed in children. Okoye et al. (2023) explains the importance of early diagnosis for autism in children, as it will improve long term outcomes, such as, interventions specific for each child with autism focussing on social communication, language development, and behavioural challenges. National Autistic Society, (2024) also agrees as it allows children with autism the chance to learn and adapt to the challenges of life experiences (Okoye et al., 2023). Furthermore, early diagnosis will gain parents and caregivers of autistic children the tools and correct, beneficial services to access, fostering more effective coping mechanisms, reducing parental stress and increasing adult independence.
[bookmark: _Int_t1HVuf7Z][bookmark: _Int_GYQB8vaz]However, prior to attaining a diagnosis, it is essential to begin with understanding and identifying the traits (McCart and Frye 2020). According to NHS (2022), some of the key indicators of autism in young children are: 

· Avoiding eye contact  
· Repetitive movements such as, flapping hands, flicking their fingers, or rocking their body
· Getting very upset if they a not like a tase, smell or sound 
· Repeating the same phrases 
· Not responding to their name 

However, sings of autism in older children are:
· Not being able to understand what other people are feeling or thinking
· Liking strict daily routine and getting upset if anything changes 
· [bookmark: _Int_e7o0GTso]Taking things very literal, for example they may not underhand a phrase like its raining cats and dogs 
· Finding it hard to make friends or preferring to be alone 
· Unusual speech such repeating phrases and talking at others (NHS 2022)
[bookmark: _Int_oQHxXYON][bookmark: _Int_wQUK4hnW]These signs of autism can create a very lonely and confusing mindset for children, if practitioners are not identifying the signs and writing the child to the proper services (Dean to al ., 2023). Also, these characteristics can negatively affect a child’s ability to play and interact with peers and surroundings, commonly leading to social, emotional, and learning delays and difficulties (NHS 2022). Therefore, it is a fundamental part of a child practitioner to begin the process of referring the child to a GP or health visitor to requests for a diagnosis assessment, if there are any of these concerns (NSPCC, 2022). 
Although the identification of autism is important to begin the process of assessment, a formal diagnosis requires a professional practitioner to carry out a structured assessment method (NHS, 2022). NHS ,(2020) explains that the process of of an autism diagnosis can be a lengthy complex procedure, that does not involve just one, but multiple assessments, observations and advice, developmental history and opinions from many professionals. Once, the concern has been raised, usually by parents, early years practitioners or teachers, the concerns then lead to a referral (NHS , 2020). Research by Frye, (2022) indicates that the process of the auditions diagnosis usually involves a multi disciplinary approach, with specialists such as, paediatricians, educational psychologists, speech and language therapists and other health specialists that can help contribute to the assessment, working in partnership, in a multi agency collaboration (A.McMorris et al., 2013). A role that is often overlooked in this process is the intervention from teachers and early years practitioners, Saigh, Cilene and Ferreira, (2023) establish that they play a pivotal part by presenting all of the detailed observations that they would have been collecting of the child’s behaviour and learning in the educational setting. Furthermore, the additional learning needs coordinator (ALNCo)  would have contributed to the child observations as well, as they would have planned and coordinated assessments and communication with other professionals. Holland, (2020) agrees that This multi agency approach is crucial, as it is a thorough definitive way of knowing that child needs are understood in different environments such as at home, school, nursery and extra curriculums. Enabling everyone in the child’s care to figure out the appropriate strategies to support the child, which would be specific to the the child needs and put in place after diagnosis (Clinical Partners, 2025). 

However, what could make it challenging for practitioners and parents to identify autism in children? According to National Autistic Society, (2025) individuals with autism create a safety blanket by masking, it is referred to as “camouflaging”. Masking can be a conscious or unconscious effort to hide traits or appear as not having autism to be able to blend in with society and to fit into a neurotypical world. Some examples of masking that National autistic society (2025) has noted are:
· Using facial expressions that they have mirrored from others, that would not have come natural for them
· [bookmark: _Int_3qdycHUL]Planning in advance what they will say to someone, as they may find it difficult in the moment to know what to say 
· Forcing eye contact even though it may be uncomfortable for them 
· [bookmark: _Int_4eplFEMO][bookmark: _Int_im3qDRVj]Not sharing their interests due to it being perceived as inappropriate or unusual (for example they may be viewed too old for that interest)
· Reducing visible reactions to sensory overloads or sensitivities
[bookmark: _Int_A2hEQL4A]As an outside person looking in on a child masking their autism may think that the child is well and happy. Although, this is not the case in many circumstances, Psychology Today, (2025) discusses the detrimental effects masking can have on a child’s mental health. Due to the constant suppression of feelings, behaviours and characteristics, individuals with autism can begin to have meltdowns and depression. FlywheelBelAIR, (2026) also agrees with this statement as they state that children with autism invest a lot of mental energy into ensuring that they are meeting the social norms which will inevitably leave the child feeling exhausted by creating a fictional version of themselves that can result in a burnout. Heart, (2024) creates a clear understanding that to support autistic children in the best to possible is to be able to recognise these aspects of autism, to have the tools to reassure the child that they can be comfortable in their own skin. 
[bookmark: _Int_4ATdtRFQ][bookmark: _Int_5AXqqOHc][bookmark: _Int_7CtL40bD]Furthermore, autistic children may struggle, with learning, social interactions, and emotional development due to the many barriers they may face (The University of Kansas, 2023). Gonyon, (2023) highlights that One aspect of this would be academically, due to the way their brain functions and processes information the differences in understanding material can create difficulties for children to access the standard curriculum. This could be due to how literal the child may think and resulting with the child unable to comprehend in subjects like English, where figurative language is often used this is suggested in the research from (Falzano, 2016).
[bookmark: _Int_AlfpeS13] Moreover, social barriers are equally as substantial, as children with autism may struggle to play, interact and make friends with other children, leaving them to observe others from a distance (Serratore, Berdelmann and Schmiedek, 2025). The child may struggle to maintain and make friends because of a difference in communication, social interaction or play interests. Range, (2023) believes that these challenges can leave children feeling isolated, angry and can cause feelings of low self esteem if the child’s peers have no been taught how to accommodate to the autistic child’s needs. Following from this, raising children, (2022) explains the emotional support an autistic child needs, unmet emotional needs or environments that an autistic child would concisely overwhelming can link to anxiety or meltdowns. This is esspecially seen in chldren who feel obliged to mask their autistic behaviours and characteristics, draining a significant scene of mental energy to appear neurotypical (psychology today 2025). This clearly shows the importance of addressing these barriers to prevent the long term effects such as low self esteem, motivation and independence later in life (McDougal, Riby and Hanley, 2020). Additionally, practitioners who fail to identify these barriers and miss opportunities to apply strategies and support for the child can ultimately delay the child from gaining the professional help that they need. Therefore, understanding the wide range of barriers that a child with autism may face on a day to day basis is crucial for creating effective strategies that can minimise or prevent the influence that they may have on a autistic child’s life and overall development. 
[bookmark: _Int_7f1GS1C7]National Autistic Society, (2025) suggests that one effective strategy for autistic children would be the use of structured routines supported by visual timetables. Children with autism can often struggle the feeling of anxiety when faced with change of routine, unpredictability or change of surroundings, as they tend to struggle with processing new or different situations which blight presented by (Raising Children Network, 2020). Expanding on this, Caudwell Children, (2021) similarly argues that using visual portables creates a clear, straightforward guide of the daily routine using pictures, symbols or written prompts if this is fesable and appropriate, given the child’s abilities. This will allow the child to anticipate what is happening throughout the day and can prepare them emotionally as well as cognitively. Welsh Government (2021) suggests that you can aid a child to reduce anxieties, build on engagement and facilitate learning with improved outcomes.
Despite these benefits there are several barriers that can be associated with introducing structured routines. Bailey, (2020) also implies that one of the issues that may occur is that routine and time scheduling will have to be implemented in all environments that the child is in, such as at school, home, family nd friends houses and anywhere that the child’s family may visit which is not always achievable. Additionally (Information Sheet: Obsessions, repetitive behaviour and routines, n.d.), a child with autism may become overly reliant or obsessive over the routine, possibly creating it more difficult to cope when unavoidable changes may happen. Furthermore, this can create challenges for teachers, as they usually need to be able to be Alexander and spontaneity’s, to fit everyone’s needs and to keep all children engaged.
Despite this, the benefits of a structured routine and vital timetables outweigh the negatives when applied properly. When practitioners begin to prepare children in advnce for upcoming ents and ass in the routine it creates a sense of stability and independence. Overall, structured routines creates a useful and effective strategy that suports emotional management, participation and inclusion for children with autism, esspecially when implemented into practitioners and parents awareness. 


In conclusion, autism is a complex developmental condition that can present a range of challenges for children, particularly in communication, social interaction, and adapting to change. Early identification is essential, as recognising the key indicators allows practitioners to provide appropriate support and interventions. However, autistic children may face various barriers, including difficulty with transitions, sensory sensitivities, and the demands of unfamiliar environments, which can impact their learning and overall wellbeing. Implementing structured routines and visual timetables has been shown to be an effective strategy, providing predictability and reducing anxiety. These tools support children in understanding expectations, managing their time, and engaging more confidently in daily activities. By combining careful observation with practical strategies, practitioners can create an inclusive environment that respects the unique needs of autistic children, helping them to achieve their potential and promoting positive experiences across all areas of their development
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