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Element 1

According to Zwanenberg (2021) and National Autistic Society (2021) 1 in 68 children within the UK are affected by autism with one girl to every four boys being diagnosed, around 70% of these autistic children attend mainstream primary schools. In line with The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, UNICEF (no date) Article 23 states that a child with any disability has the right to special education and care where their needs are understood and supported. A child with autism should be included in all school activities and not be treated any differently because of their additional learning need. Therefore, the earlier the child is diagnosed with Autism Spectrum Disorder the sooner relevant interventions can take place. Following on from this, research shows that early intervention can improve a child’s overall development, as an early diagnosis and implementation of interventions are shown to have extensive positive effects on the symptoms related to autism, the child’s learning, life experiences as well as growth of and enhancement of skills (Autism Spectrum Disorder Foundation, 2021; Reichow and Wolery. 2009). Similarly, Eapen, Crnčed and Walter (2013) statistics prove a significant post-intervention improvement with children’s overall intellectual functioning and performance. A clinical study of children with autism across a two-year period discovered that early intervention programmes had a positive effect on 95% of the children, improving their language and behavioural skills as well as raising their intelligence. Moreover, parents also reported a remarkable improvement with their child’s mental, emotional, and physical health due to early intervention (Fernell, et al. 2011; Solis, 2010).  Following on from this, when implementing intervention, it is essential to include the voice of the child. Where appropriate, involving the child in the intervention programme can create a meaningful change in behaviour, improve relationships and have an overall positive effect on the child’s learning experiences. Additionally, in compliance with Article 12 where children are entitled to be listened to, children with additional learning needs such as autism have a unique understanding of their own needs, therefore, they should be involved in the decision process of what intervention and support will best suit them (Mentally Healthy Schools, 2021; Carmarthenshire County Council, 2019). This is reinforced by Rousseau (1756; cited by Gianoutsos, no date) theory of education that emphasises education should follow the child’s interests and natural growth and not merely dictated by the demands and pressures of society. Rousseau theory explains that if a child is allowed to develop naturally, they will in turn reach their full potential. 
With this information in mind, within early intervention programmes some publications suggest that with the right support, children with autism can eventually no longer be on the autistic spectrum as they have made lengthy positive progress (Helt, et al. 2008). An equally important aspect is explained by Koegel, et al. (2012) as research shows that autism is not necessarily a lifelong condition as with early intervention almost half of children will be able to cope independently in classrooms. Not only that but in later research, Koegel, et al. (2014) goes on to note that up to 25% of children will lose the autistic diagnosis completely due to the successes of early intervention programmes. In comparison, within Montessori education a supportive environment is created to include all learning styles, including children with additional learning needs and those on the autistic spectrum. According to Age of Montessori (2021) children with autism benefit more from the Montessori method of learning and thrive within the classrooms due to their consistent, interactive, calming and sensory sensitive nature. Interventions within Montessori classrooms is an individualized plan that is created dependent on the child’s learning style, interests and developmental level. This is done to encourage progression at each child’s own pace. This promotes Article 3 of the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child, where the best interests of the child must be the highest priority (UNICEF, no date). However, within mixed aged classrooms, such as Montessori it may be difficult for practitioners to identify signs of autism as there is no set developmental targets or milestones to compare the children to (American Montessori Society, 2021). 
Although there are many benefits to early intervention for children with autism, it can be difficult to diagnose the disorder. According to The National Health Service (2019) waiting times for an autism assessment can be extremely long. Contrastingly, Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (2020) writes that the diagnosis process can be exhaustive as there is no set medical test, professionals must instead look into the child’s behaviour and developmental history in order to reach a diagnosis. Nevertheless, autism diagnosis in some cases can be detected as early as 18 months and is considered as reliable when the child reaches age two. However, many children and young people do not receive an accurate or final diagnosis until they are much older. In some cases, adulthood is reached before they are diagnosed (Lord, et al. 2006). According to Parry (2016) extensive survey’s uncovered paediatricians often lack information to be able to diagnose autism accurately. Also, some professionals expressed a view that there is an over-diagnosis problem where they feel conflicted to not make the diagnosis when autism is not truly present. As well as stating that since autism has been merged into one spectrum and not split into groups it makes it harder to reach an exact diagnosis.  Exploring this in more depth, Rudy (2020) medically reviewed the process of an autistic diagnosis and the key features revealed that clinicians, parents and educational practitioner’s cam miss or overlook the symptoms of high functioning autism, resulting in early intervention opportunities to promote long-term benefits being missed (National Autistic Society, 2021). This is said to be due to a lack of parental knowledge of autism, including knowing the signs or symptoms to look out for, negative stigmatisation attached to autism, where a parent may be in denial as well as a limited training opportunity for practitioners to develop their understanding of autistic traits and characteristics (Martin and Alborz, 2014). However According to Johnson and Myers (2007) the first people to observe development issues with their child is the parents. The goal of the parents is to reduce the negative impact that autistic symptoms could have on the child’s ability to engage, therefore acting at the earliest possible stage will reduce the substantial interventions needed later in life. Alternatively, failing to provide early intervention may have grave and expensive consequences (Camarata, 2014). 
In addition, Mazzone, Ruta and Reale (2012) explains that children with high functioning autism (HFI) can go undetected for a long period of time. Children with HFI are said to be of normal or exceptional intelligence, therefore having the ability to mask their symptoms as they are able to comfortably and effectively communicate and have the ability to partake in day-to-day tasks without problems. These children may have also developed the skill set to be able to manage their symptoms intrinsically. Moreover, girls are more likely to be able to hide their symptoms. Girls will work harder and copy other children’s ‘normal’ patterns of behaviour in order to fit in and not show their difficulties. Consequently, by hiding the symptoms, their needs go undiagnosed and early intervention to enhance learning and development is overlooked (Halladay, et al. 2015). Autism can also be misdiagnosed as other additional needs such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD). Kentrou, et al. (2019) study uncovered a staggering 12.1% of children were originally misdiagnosed with ADHD were then accurately diagnosed with autism, thus resulting in failure to provide necessary intervention and support services for many children.



Element 2

There are multiple barriers a child with autism may face throughout their early childhood. For the purpose of this portfolio, communication barriers and the impact they have on how autistic children access education will be discussed. 

According to Burton (2019) autism can present many challenges to a child’s daily life. In particular, how they engage with their learning at school may be impacted.  A central point to focus is that made by Denworth (2018) and National Institute on Deafness and other Communication Disorders (2012) who explain that a core barrier that autistic children face is that of communication. Children with Autistic Spectrum Disorder are described as being self- absorbed, where they exist in their own world which can lead to difficulties with social communication as well as verbal and non-verbal communication. Autistic children sometimes have delayed speech and language skills, also as children with autism struggle to respond to and read emotion amongst others, subsequently difficulties arise in communication through hand gestures, facial expressions and eye contact (Applied Behaviour Analysis, 2021). In spite of these points, Bultas, McMillin and Zand (2015) are convinced that each child’s ability to communicate varies and not all children with autism will have a communication barrier, instead they suggest that some autistic children have the ability to talk about specific topics in depth using a bank of words and vocabularies that are rich. On the other hand, some children will be completely opposite and have no ability to speak or communicate in any way. This is dependent on each child’s social development and intellectual capabilities.  

Given the complex behavioural and emotional profile of a child with autism, Minnes and Steiner (2009) reported that educational professionals lack confidence and knowledge of strategies to support their collaboration with autistic children displaying communication barriers due to a lack of training opportunities and resources within settings. Following on from this, Minnes and Steiner (2009) also go on to say through their research feedback was given from parents of children with autism, 63% of parents reported dissatisfaction with the professionals working with their child, similarly citing their incompetence when dealing with children’s complex needs. Similarly, Davignon, et al. (2014) suggests there is a disconnect between practitioners and parents therefore it is suggested that improving collaboration would have a positive effect on the child and as all parties would then be working together in the best interests of the child, in hope to improve their communication (Bultas, McMillin and Zand, 2015). However, Pawlett (2017) and Iglesias (2014) state that practitioners provide an inclusive environment for all children including those with additional learning needs such as autism. Moreover, they suggest that practitioners are well equipped with a wealth of knowledge and good understanding that promotes a positive learning environment for every child, as well as enforcing relevant strategies to break down communication barriers. Similarly, Roberts and Webster (2019) explain that many schools have adapted a comprehensive, whole school autism-friendly approach that promotes effective practice. Moreover, Burton (2019) and Welsh Assembly Government (2019) illustrates effective strategies that can an autistic child’s communication barriers. These include the use of visual aids and social stories; these are suggested to act as a key component to access the classroom for a child with autism as they are tailored to each child dependent on their level of communication. Thus, providing them with a stable routine which will consequently reduce their anxiety (Heflin and Alaimo, 2007). Furthermore, a child with communication barriers may require additional interventions for speech and language. Expanding communication strategies for a child with autism is essential to ensure the child is able to socialise and interact with people around them as well as being able to express their needs and emotions (Prawlett, 2017). When a child has extremely limited vocabulary, Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) may be used in order to enhance their communication. This approach includes the use of picture boards, computer devices and even sign language (Maurice, Green, & Luce, 1996). 
 Contrastingly, the communication barriers and complex needs an autistic child is faced with is proven to be quite overwhelming for all involved, including the child themselves, practitioners and parental influences. Iglesias (2014) states that although education is a fundamental human right, not every child will have access to the same opportunities to expand their learning. If a child with autism has communication barriers this may impact their learning process. Following on from this, research shows that due to the severity of some cases involving children’s communication needs and because children with autism cannot express themselves in an appropriate way, their communication with peers and other adults may be misinterpreted and stressful. As a reaction to this miscommunication and acting in frustration children may lash out aggressively, throw tantrums, as well as having anxiety and fears about their school environment. These behaviours could result in practitioner resentment and parental dissatisfaction (Bultas, 2012). Additionally, according to Hornby (2014) explains that educating children with additional learning needs is convoluted and not all mainstream school settings have the expertise or resources to deal the difficulties.  Although many children with autism may benefit from a mainstream education, those with the most complex needs, including severe communication barriers may require access to a more specialised setting. Soan (2004) refuses acceptance that schools are fully inclusive due to the pressures of attainment from governments and barriers linked to communication within the curriculum itself. 




























Element 3

Within an educational setting a child with autism may require and benefit from support offered by a 1:1. According to Azad, et al. (2015) 1:1 assistants have an important role within the classroom, in order to support and enhance the education of a child with autism. Similarly, Ahmed (2017) states that 1:1 support can allow children with additional learning needs such as autism to be able to achieve their full potential, increase independent learning and have an overall positive impact on the child’s educational experiences, where they enjoy learning and have 1:1 support that inspires them to succeed (Welsh Assembly Government, 2016). Therefore, reinforcing that 1:1 support plays a vital role within the education of children with complex learning difficulties, namely those with autism (Ahmed, 2017). This is reinforced by Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development and scaffolding theory (1962, cited by Kurt, 2020) that states that through purposeful interaction and collaboration with a more knowledgeable other such as the 1:1 support, a child will be able to scaffold their skills and reach their full learning potential. Vygotsky goes on to explain the value of a 1:1 mentor within the child’s life as he believed that a child would not be able to reach their goals and achieve the same level of learning when working alone. However, Martin and Alborz (2014) write that despite the responsibility given to 1:1 support assistants there is limited training opportunities designed for the specialised role. Within their study, they explored whether staff delivering 1:1 support received training and if so, how beneficial it was to equip them to feel confident when engaging with a child diagnosed with autism. The findings suggest that training opportunities are limited and there are no set qualifications required to act as a 1:1. Additionally, the training that was offered, provided insufficient information and guidance to underpin the practice of 1:1 support. Similarly, Wilkinson (2020) discovered that 60% of staff acting as 1:1 support reported that they did not receive adequate or specific autism-related training. Without ample knowledge and understanding to influence their practice, 1:1 support assistants are delayed and unskilled in the educational support they can give to autistic children, potentially having a direct impact on their development as well as their ability to learn and achieve. Azad, et al. (2015) figures show that 1:1 staff are only engaged with ‘their child’ for 57% of the time as a result of insufficient use of the 1:1’s time by the school. Skipp and Hopwood (2019) believe that these figures are due to funding issues and reduced school budgets, where 1:1 support is then being used to cover teaching assistant duties including supporting the teacher, general classroom maintenance and whole class support. Contrastingly, as a result of bespoke training opportunities, figures published by Ambitious about Autism (2014) suggests that 82% of 1:1 staff revealed that the training was beneficial and improved their understanding of autism, and over 90% reported an improvement of practice, due to suggested tools and strategies for working with autistic children. Following on from this White (2020) lists the extensive benefits 1:1 support offers children with autism. For example, through 1:1 support, children receive high quality interaction where they can communicate openly and are listened to, the child is able to take control of their own learning, through opportunities to base their learning on personal interests, which results in higher levels of engagement and increased motivation. This has a direct link with UNCRC Article 12 (Children and Young Peoples Commissioner Scotland, 2015) that states every child has the right to an opinion and for it to be heard and taken seriously. According to Burton (2019) supporting a child with autism on a 1:1 basis is extremely valuable as the children are encouraged to engage fully in their learning and have access to the general curriculum, as articles 28 and 29 state that all children have the right to an education and are entitled to an education that is appropriate to their specific needs. Also, that children with additional needs receive graduated support that will enhance their learning (Unicef, no date; Special educational Needs and Disability Code of Practice, 2015). 
Through 1:1 support the practitioner is able to get to know the child they are working with and build a positive relationship with them. Therefore, allowing the 1:1 to track progress and understand the child’s individual needs, where the 1:1 is able to keep the child on task, motivated and reduce frustration (Taylor, et al. 2015; Radford, et al. 2015).  However, according to the Department for Education (2012) research revealed that 1:1 support can result in an over reliance on a particular adult, where the adult may feel overprotective and responsible for the child. Similarly, Gerschel (2005) refers to the ‘Velcro Model’ where a 1:1 is attached to a single child. The child may become emotionally dependent on the adult and this can have negative implications for the child’s confidence, social interactions and relationships with others. The child may then find it difficult to cope if that particular adult is not in school or they have to work with someone different. However, Calker, et al. (2007) and (Lacey, 2001) state firstly, that some children find 1:1 support to be unhelpful and intrusive. Secondly, reports showed that 1:1 support is more beneficial when directed to a group of children rather than an individual. Nevertheless, Alston (2020) writes that the ‘Velcro Model’ has significant positive aspects as there is always support for the child when they need it, which offers a sense of security for both the child and their parents.
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