Module code: ECAD6014 (2750)        
Module name: The learner: who am I teaching?
Emma Williams BA3

This assignment will discuss how to support an individual learner diagnosed with Autism using key educational theorists to argue both for and against different strategies outlined. The child discussed is Dylan, he will be transitioning from foundation phase (FP) into key stage two (KS2). Any transition is challenging for a child, but this vertical transition will be extremely challenging and complex for Dylan. The KS2 environment will be unfamiliar with a new building, classroom, teacher, supporting staff and peers creating social challenges. There will different expectations presenting Dylan with additional challenges. 
ASD presents in many ways. Social communication, problems self-regulating and sensory processing can make adapting to new environments and routines exceptionally challenging for a child with Autism. Teachers and supporting staff need to provide a tailored approach to ensure that strategies are implemented to support and ensure a smooth and successful transition. To make this transition less challenging for Dylan, and for his progress to not be affected, specific interventions need to be put in place to support his individual learning needs. This assinment will discuss Dylan’s needs and will suggest strategies that can be put in place to ensure the best outcome for Dylan, and that he continues to thrive within his new surroundings.
ASD is a neurodevelopmental condition which affects approximately 1 in 100 children in the UK (National Autistic Society, 2021). Dylan has received a diagnosis for ASD however, there are many children that will not receive this diagnosis until later in life; others will not be diagnosed at all due to masking or lack of funding. The concept of masking is commonly associated with individuals on the Autistic spectrum, where autistic masking describes the individual's effort to hide or adapt social behaviours to mimic societal norms to fit in. According to Hull et al. (2017), masking can lead to increased mental health challenges, including anxiety and depression. It is a strategy for social survival but may contribute to emotional exhaustion and identity confusion (Cage & Troxell-Whitman, 2019)
The curriculum for Wales was implemented in 2022, and focuses on a flexible approach to education, particularly for children with Additional Learning Needs (ALN). New provisions embedded across the curriculum, ensure all learners can access a broad range of opportunities. During this new reform, the Welsh Additional Learning Needs (ALN) Act 2022, was implemented representing a significant overhaul of the Special Educational Needs (SEN) framework. A more inclusive and streamlined approach utilising support across education, health, and social services is outlined. The ALN reform aligns with the Welsh Government’s aim to create an inclusive, learner-centred approach to education, prioritizing the collaboration between schools, families, and specialists to support the individual needs of the child. Local Authorities are required to develop and implement Individual Development Plans (IDPs) for children with ALN, replacing the previous Individual Education Plans (IEPs). 
The Bridges Model of Transition, developed by William Bridges (1991), is a framework which offers an understanding of the psychological and emotional transitions individuals encounter when they move from one stage of life to another. In the case of a Dylan, a child with Autism, this model can provide valuable insights into how Dylan may process this change and the challenges in which he may encounter. Bridges' model focuses on three stages: ending, neutral zone, and new beginning. 
For a child with ASD, the ending phase could involve the loss of familiar routines, environments, and staff members. Children with Autism often struggle with change and may have difficulty processing the uncertainty associated with moving to a new school phase (Wing, 2005). This phase can be particularly challenging for children who rely on routines for comfort and predictability (Howlin et al., 2004). In the context of Dylan transitioning from FP to KS2, involves the child letting go of the familiar routines, teachers, and environments of FP. This can be challenging for children with ASD, as they often rely on predictable routines and familiar structures to feel safe and comfortable. The model emphasises the importance of acknowledging the child’s feelings of loss and providing support to help them process these emotions. A key consideration is how to support Dylan in navigating this emotional phase would be using preparatory activities, such as using visual schedules and social stories, to reduce anxiety and provide clarity (Gray, 2000).
The neutral zone is characterised by ambiguity and disorientation. For children with ASD, this may present as heightened anxiety, difficulty understanding new expectations, behavioural issues and social challenges. During this stage, Dylan may struggle with new routines, social dynamics, and the expectations of KS2. The Bridges Model suggests providing consistent support, clear structures, and predictable transitions to help Dylan feel more secure during this uncertain time. During this phase, scaffolding from adults: teachers, parents, and support staff can help Dylan build the skills necessary to navigate through these new and unfamiliar environments (Attwood, 2007). Using structured interventions like social skills training or sensory regulation strategies can help mitigate the discomfort that Dylan could potentially experience during this phase.
In the final phase of the Bridges model titled the new beginning, the child begins to settle into their new environment, establish new routines, and develop new relationships. The model emphasises the importance of celebrating small successes and reinforcing new skills, while also acknowledging the need for continued emotional support. The idea of celebrating small successes and reinforcing new skills aligns with many foundational theories of learning and motivation, particularly those focused on reinforcement, self-efficacy, competence, and incremental progress. Whether through positive reinforcement (Skinner, B.F. 1953). , building self-confidence (Bandura, A. 1977), fostering a growth mindset (Dweck, C.S. 2015)., or providing supportive learning environments (Wood, D., Bruner, J.S., & Ross, G. 1976).  Many theorists agree that recognising small successes is key to encouraging skill development and maintaining motivation. For children with Autism, this might include continued social skills training, individual learning strategies, and tailored interventions to help Dylan thrive in his new environment. Interventions such as individualised education plans (IEPs), sensory accommodations, and peer mentoring can aid in this transition (Gould & Ashton-Smith, 2011).
The Welsh Government's policy on inclusion (Welsh Government, 2017) emphasises the importance of meeting the needs of all learners, including those with Autism, through individual learning plans (IDP) and collaborative approaches utilising the many services within Wales to help children with SEN to thrive. It is outlined within the document that effective planning and individualised support are critical in ensuring that children with Autism and other ALNs are supported appropriately to ensure that their wellbeing is catered for, so they do not experience unnecessary distress during any form of transition whilst at school. For a child with ASD, this can be a small transition from the classroom to the dinner hall, or the classroom to the playground.
[bookmark: _Hlk182832886]Children with ASD have difficulty applying learned behaviours across different settings/ environments, people and situations due to difficulties with generalisation, which is a core characteristic of Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD).  The use of applied behaviour analysis (ABA) has shown effectiveness in promoting skill generalisation (Lovaas, 1987). Individualised interventions, parental involvement, and systematic fading of prompts also support the transference of skills (Schreibman, 2005). Ongoing practice and reinforcement  is vital for success: structured teaching, visual aids, and consistent routines can support this (Alberto, P. A., & Troutman, A. C. 2013).
The role of the class teacher and support staff when helping a child with Autism to transition is to ensure that they are well-equipped to meet the specific needs of the individual. The use of evidence-based practices, communication, collaboration and the use of IDPs are essential to achieve this effectively. IDPs detail the learning objectives and the suggested strategies to be used which should best accommodate the strategies tailored to support the child’s needs. According to Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), children learn best when supported within their developmental capacity. For Dylan, scaffolding needs to be provided that will allow him to engage and continue to build upon his current skills.  IDP’s ensure that the individual needs of the child are met and are a written document. Having an IDP in place ensures that sensory, social communication skills and behaviour management strategies are structured and Dylans needs are consistently met. Teaching assistants (TA) or support staff are often integral in implementing an IDP. TAs can provide one-on-one support, ensuring that the child is not overwhelmed by their new environment and is given the necessary tools to succeed within the classroom setting. Dylan is very fond of the teaching assistant (TA) within FP class, and she has built a lovely rapport with him for the purpose of this writing, she will be called Miss Jones. Whilst the teaching assistant is not a one-to-one support, she knows Dylan well and he feels safe with her. Miss Jones has spent a lot of time with Dylan, as she works in both the afterschool club and breakfast club, which Dylan attends daily. Miss Jones knows Dylan’s mother and father and she can communicate with them daily, both in the morning and in the evening.  Daily collaboration between Dylan’s parents and Miss Jones has been vital to Dylan’s IDP, confidence and progress within the school. Whilst Dylan does not currently need a 1-1 within the classroom, to help with Dylan’s transition to KS2 from FP it has been agreed by the head teacher and the ALNCO that Miss Jones will transition with Dylan and remain his TA within the KS2 classroom. Bowlby’s Attachment theory emphasises the importance of secure relationships and the role of attachment figures in helping children cope with transitions. For children with Autism, the support of key staff members, such as a familiar teaching assistant or teacher, can provide the emotional security needed to navigate the transition. This aligns with the Bridges Model, which stresses the importance of emotional support through all stages of transition.
Both routine and structure are crucial for children with Autism, they provide a sense of security and predictability in a very unpredictable world. Piaget’s (1952) theory of cognitive development emphasises that children need stability in their environment to facilitate learning. For Dylan, who has a diagnosis of Autism, maintaining routines that have become familiar to him, can alleviate anxiety and extra pressure during the transition process. A visual timetable is used for the whole class providing clear, concrete representations of what will happen next. By introducing visual schedules in the Foundation Phase and gradually using them in Key Stage 2, schools can help children with Autism prepare for changes in their daily routines. Visual supports are particularly effective for children with Autism as they rely on concrete forms of communication rather than abstract language (Bondy & Frost, 2001). 
The transition process should not solely be the responsibility of the class teacher. Collaboration between all staff members including teachers, TAs, ALNCOs, and external professionals such as speech therapists or occupational therapists are all essential in providing support holistically. Parent(s) and guardians play a critical role in this collaborative process. Schools should work closely with families to gather insights into the child’s preferences, triggers, and coping mechanisms as they know their own child better than anyone. This partnership is essential for ensuring continuity in supporting Dylan as he transitions between settings. According to Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological systems theory, a child's development is influenced by the various systems they are part of, including the family, school, and community. A co-ordinated, working together approach ensures that the Dylan’s needs are met across these environments, increasing the likelihood of a successful transition. Bronfenbrenner’s model emphasises the importance of the broader environment in a child’s development. The transition from Foundation Phase to KS2 can be seen as a shift within different layers of Dylan’s environment which is like the Bridges Model holistically.
As children move from the Foundation Phase, where classrooms are typically smaller and less formal, to the more structured and larger classrooms of KS2, it is essential that the environment remains conducive to Dylan’s sensory and emotional needs. To help prepare Dylan for this move and for him to get used the larger part of the school Dylan will have extra settling in time in which he can get used to his new teacher, the classroom and the larger playground, toilets, chairs and desks to make his transition as easy as possible. Dylan is a very helpful child, and he gets very excited to help his teacher and Miss Treasure. To help Dylan to regulate in his new surroundings, Dylan is given a daily task which he perceives to be helping his teacher, by delivering a letter to his new KS2 classroom, or locating a ball on the KS2 playground. These daily tasks help to get Dylan comfortable in his new surroundings by routinely encountering his new environment. These daily tasks help to build upon Dylan’s independence, confidence and resilience and has been seen to be impactful. KS2 is far noisier than FP and having a five-minute task slowly climatises Dylan to his new surroundings. Vygotsky’s theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) agrees with this and suggests that learners can perform tasks with the help of more knowledgeable others. This idea aligns with the Bridges Model in the Neutral Zone stage, where children may require additional support, scaffolding, and guidance from their teachers which will instil and build confidence. 
Children with Autism experience sensory sensitivities, which can make certain environments overwhelming. Sacks et al. (2019) argue that sensory-friendly classrooms that minimise noise, lighting, and visual distractions can help children with Autism better engage in learning activities. Noise-cancelling headphones and/or providing a designated quiet space for breaks such as a quiet room have become prevalent in Welsh schools. Dylan is aware of where the quiet room is within the KS2 building and he can go there at any point of the school day.  These environmental modifications can support Dylan in managing sensory overload, which might otherwise lead to behavioural challenges or withdrawal.
Transitioning to Key Stage 2 often involves more social expectations, including greater emphasis on group work and peer relationships. Children with Autism, struggle with social communication and understanding social cues and this can be particularly difficult. To support these children social skills programs can be implemented, such as the "Secret Agent Society" (SAS), which teach children how to read facial expressions, initiate conversations, and navigate social scenarios. Wellbeing class sessions carried out in the morning can highlight facial expressions in real life, real time, face to face scenarios and this can be beneficial to all children within the classroom. The children will often model how to act around a child who is sad for example, this will help Dylan to understand social cues and how to act when they happen. Incorporating emotional regulation strategies into the classroom, such as mindfulness or self-regulation techniques, can also be beneficial. Siegel (2012) emphasises the importance of emotional regulation for learning, particularly in neurodiverse learners. Whilst Dylan has a diagnosis of Autism, there are many children within the classroom who are not diagnosed. By providing daily opportunities for children to practice and develop these skills, teachers help equip them for more complex social situations in KS2 and indeed throughout their lives.
Whilst there is a wealth of research supporting the strategies used to help Dylan within this writing, there are also arguments against an overly structured or individualised approach. Critics of the "over-accommodating" model argue that it may inadvertently hinder the development of independence in children with Autism. Lovaas (1987), for instance, suggests that over-reliance on one-to-one support can lead to learned helplessness and dependency, ultimately impeding the child’s ability to navigate new challenges on their own. Whilst proponents of individualised support, such as those following the work of Gardner (1983), argue that every child’s needs are unique and therefore require personalised interventions. This approach is particularly relevant for children with Autism, whose challenges can vary significantly in areas such as sensory sensitivities, communication, and social understanding. Therefore, a flexible, individualised model that incorporates both structured support and opportunities for independent growth may be the most beneficial approach.
To conclude, supporting a child with Autism during the transition from FP to KS2 requires a multi-faceted, individualised approach. Using personalised learning plans IDP’s, collaborative support, and environmental adjustments, schools can help to support children with Autism navigate the challenges of this important transition. The curriculum for Wales (2022) is about nurturing learners to contribute positively to their communities, act in an ethical and informed way and to be equipped to tackle the challenges of the modern world. The importance of meeting the needs of the individual learner is paramount and many approaches will need to be considered and adapted to ensure that the needs of the individual are met, ensuring both emotional support and practical strategies for coping with the change are addressed appropriately.
The Bridges Model provides a solid framework when considering the emotional and psychological processes children with Autism go through during transitions. The need for emotional support, structure, and time for adjustment is emphasised which will be crucial for Dylan when moving from FP to KS2. The model is supported by attachment theory, ecological systems theory, and the zone of proximal development. Theories from Piaget, Vygotsky, and Bronfenbrenner’s theory provides valuable frameworks for understanding the cognitive, social, and environmental factors at play.  Cognitive behavioural therapy or the Social Model of Disability might challenge the Bridges Model by focusing on specific coping mechanisms or advocating a more flexible, inclusive approach to transitions. Continued practice and  regular reinforcement are crucial for success through structured teaching, visual supports, and consistent routines which support and enhance transference of skills (Alberto, P. A., & Troutman, A. C. 2013).
A balance of individualised support with opportunities fostering independence, empowering children with ASD to develop the skills they need to thrive on their own educational journey is both critical and fundamental to their success and development. Whilst Bridge’s model offers a helpful conceptual framework, it may oversimplify the unique challenges faced by children with ASD during transitions. It tends to view transition as a linear process, whereas the needs of children with ASD, may fluctuate significantly over time and require individualised, flexible support (Sedgewick & Hill, 2009). 
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