Conclusion
Understanding autism, recognising barriers, and implementing targeted strategies is essential for supporting autistic children. Structured routines, visual timetables, and collaborative approaches involving practitioners, parents, and professionals can reduce anxiety, foster learning, and improve social and emotional development. These strategies empower children to participate fully in education and daily life while building confidence, independence, and well-being.

Challenges with Routines
Implementing routines across all environments—home, school, and social settings—can be challenging (Bailey, 2020). Children may become overly reliant or obsessive about routines, and teachers must balance structure with flexibility. Despite these challenges, the benefits of structured routines and visual supports outweigh the negatives, promoting stability, independence, and inclusion.

Support Strategies: Structured Routines and Visual Timetables
One effective strategy is the use of structured routines and visual timetables (National Autistic Society, 2025). Autistic children may struggle with unpredictability, and visual timetables provide a clear guide using pictures, symbols, or written prompts (Caudwell Children, 2021). This helps children anticipate daily activities, manage emotions, and engage cognitively (Welsh Government, 2021).

Barriers for Autistic Children
Autistic children often face barriers in learning, social interaction, and emotional development (University of Kansas, 2023). Academically, they may struggle with standard curricula due to literal thinking and difficulty interpreting figurative language (Falzano, 2016). Socially, children may observe rather than participate in play, struggle to make friends, or feel isolated (Serratore, Berdelmann & Schmiedek, 2025; Range, 2023). Emotional needs may be unmet, contributing to anxiety or meltdowns, especially when children mask behaviours to appear neurotypical (Psychology Today, 2025). Failing to identify these barriers can delay access to appropriate support and hinder long-term outcomes (McDougal, Riby & Hanley, 2020).

The Diagnosis Process
Formal diagnosis involves multiple assessments, observations, developmental history, and input from various professionals, including paediatricians, educational psychologists, speech and language therapists, and teachers (NHS, 2020; Frye, 2022). Early years practitioners and ALNCo staff are essential, providing detailed observations to ensure the child’s needs are understood across home, school, and other environments (Holland, 2020; Clinical Partners, 2025).

Challenges in Identification
Many autistic children engage in “masking,” hiding their traits to fit into a neurotypical world (National Autistic Society, 2025). Examples include forcing eye contact, mimicking facial expressions, rehearsing conversations, and suppressing reactions to sensory overload. While masking may appear positive, it can cause exhaustion, meltdowns, depression, and burnout (Psychology Today, 2025; FlywheelBelAIR, 2026). Practitioners must recognise these behaviours to provide proper support (Heart, 2024).

Key indicators in young children include:
· Avoiding eye contact
· Repetitive movements (e.g., hand-flapping, rocking)
· Distress over tastes, smells, or sounds
· Repeating phrases
· Not responding to their name (NHS, 2022)

Signs in older children include:
· Difficulty understanding others’ feelings or thoughts
· Strict routines and distress when changed
· Literal interpretation of language
· Trouble making friends or preferring to be alone
· Unusual speech patterns (NHS, 2022)

What is Autism?
According to the National Institute of Mental Health (2024), autism is a neurological and developmental disorder affecting social interaction, communication, learning, and behaviour. Symptoms usually appear in the first two years of life. Autism is a spectrum, meaning it affects children differently—some may struggle in one area while excelling in another. These differences can create barriers to social participation, learning, and engagement (University of Kansas, 2023).

Identification and Diagnosis
Early diagnosis is crucial, as it allows children to access targeted interventions for social communication, language, and behaviour (Okoye et al., 2023). It also helps parents access supportive services, reducing stress and promoting independence.
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