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Section 1.
This paper will seek to explore the importance of early intervention for a child with Autism spectrum Disorder (ASD), with particular reference to how this supports children’s rights.
ASD is a developmental disorder which affects how a person communicates, interacts and relates to others as well as the world around them (National Autistic Society, 2021). According to the Autism Society (2020) Autism is a spectrum condition which affects people differently and to varying degrees. A report carried out by The Autism and Developmental Disabilities Monitoring (ADDM) Network in 2018 concluded that 1 in 59 people are on the Autistic Spectrum (Autism Society, 2020). Brites (2020) state that ASD has no cure and that no pharmacological or non-pharmacological intervention can fully resolve the symptoms or behavioural issues. However, they do suggest that early intervention can help the child’s language and cognitive development.
According to the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (2021) ASD can be diagnosed in some cases by aged 2, and they suggest that for intervention to achieve the best results then it should commence by age 2 to 3 years of age.  According to Article 3 of the UNCRC Act (UNICEF, no date) In order to support the best interests of the child, the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NIHD, 2021) suggest that early diagnosis and intervention will have positive long-term effects on symptoms and the development of later skills, this is supported by article 25 of the United Nations convention on the rights of persons with disabilities (United Nations, no date).  Furthermore, NIHD (2021) suggest that if intervention takes place between the ages of 2 and 3 years of age it can be more effective as during this age a child’s brain is more “plastic” this assists in the treatments being more successful and can help enable a child to reach their full potential. Koegel et al. (2014) and Welsh Government (2018p28) state that receiving intervention early can prevent the development of secondary symptoms associated with ASD resulting in a reduced need for more substantial and costly interventions later in life, any interventions should be reviewed annually to ensure that they remain appropriate to the child’s needs.  Sally Rogers cited in Autism Speaks (2009) suggests that due to the toddlers’ brains being malleable, early intervention aims to capitalise on the potential for learning the brain has, in order to limit autisms damaging effects and help children to lead better lives. This is further supported by Losardo, McCullough and Lakey (2016) who agree that due to the Neuroplasticity of the child’s brain in the early years behavioural training is key in supporting the reorganisation on the brain, essentially meaning that due to the plasticity of the brain in young children the brain can rewire itself, therefore supporting that early intervention can result in significant neural changes. Accessing Intervention early can help to support the child in developing their social and emotional skills, develop their communication skills and thinking skills, this can assist the child in living a full and independent life, which is supported by Article 23 of the UNCRC Act which states that all children regardless of disabilities have the right to live a full and happy life, to be included at school and receive special care should they require it (NIHD, 2021; UNICEF, no date). 
However, Child Autism UK (no date) state that often children are not diagnosed with Autism until the average age of 5 years old, this may be due to the parents not wishing to go down the assessment route as they do not wish to label their child. The Child Mind Institute (2021) also suggest that many children are being diagnosed later due to initially being misdiagnosed with ADHD or Sensory processing disorder first, with Autism being picked up later on due to the demands of school and the increased social interactions. ADHD and sensory processing disorder can often go hand in hand with Autism.  Dr Miodovnik cited in The Child Mind Institute (2021) states that when a child is initially misdiagnosed this can often result in a delay of approximately 3 years in reaching a Diagnosis of ASD.  Gould and Ashton-Smith (2011) draw attention to the fact that often girls are often misdiagnosed initially as they often present differently to boys.  Milner et al (2019) state that often girls may go undiagnosed until their teenage years, this is attributed to a girl’s ability to ‘mask’ or mimic socially acceptable behaviours to fit in with everyone else.  It is often once they reach their teens that this masking technique takes its toll and as a result, they will experience increase levels of stress and anxiety. According to charity Ambitious about Autism cited in The Guardian (2020) in some cases it is possible to wait up to three years to receive a ASD diagnoses and even after diagnosis parents continue to struggle to access the relevant support for their children.  However, a study by Fernell, Eriksson and Gillberg (2013) suggests that children who were diagnosed early and started earlier intervention did not exhibit better outcomes than those children who were diagnosed later.  Nevertheless, there is a consensus that early diagnosis is beneficial in order to create an autism friendly environment around the child.
Once the child has been diagnosed with ASD they will receive a statement of special educational needs, most children’s needs will be able to be met by the school.  The school will receive special funding in order to best support the child (National Autistic Society, 2021).  However, according to Dillenburger et al. (2016) findings show that there is a lack of training for professionals, with many stating that they had only received a half day training session, serving only to familiarise them with ASD rather them equip them with the skills required to support the child fully.  This left staff feeling ill equipped to support the children’s needs and help them reach their full potential. According to Symes and Humphreys (2011) the responsibility to support a child with ASD falls on the Class Teaching assistant and it is reported that the child receives less attention from the teacher and can often feel isolated from classmates, with the teaching assistants suggesting that they were there to try and keep the child’s focus and manage behaviour rather than support the child’s needs and development.  It could be argued that by not providing sufficient staff training the Government is failing to uphold their legal duty to ensure that all children regardless of needs reach their full potential as outlined in Article 6 of the UNCRC Act (Unicef, no date).
Section 2.
This section will look at 2 barriers which a child with ASD may experience and how these barriers may affect them. I will be looking at one from the medical model of ASD, for this I will explore the barriers a child may face due to their difficulties with sensory processing. I will also discuss a barrier from the social model of ASD for this I have chosen to research a shortfall in professional practitioner training which has an impact on their ability to effectively support the child’s needs.
According to Autism Speaks (2021) many Children with ASD may suffer with sensory processing disorder this can include hyper or hypo sensitivities, children with ASD usually have a wide range of stimuli, such as sounds, smells, sights, touch, taste, body awareness and balance. Healthline (2018) explain that sensory overload happens when all five senses are receiving input at once and the brain cannot process the information, so it becomes overwhelmed.  Thinking of a standard early year’s classroom you can expect to see brightly coloured displays, and hear multiple conversations taking place between children, the classrooms will often have fluorescent lighting, so, is it any wonder that this environment is creating barriers for children with ASD to learn. In situations where a child with ASD suffers a sensory overload it can cause them to feel anxious, irritable, scared or over excited you may see the child cover their eyes or ears to try and regain control of their feelings they may even feel pain in response to sensory overload, the result of feeling this way often results in the child displaying challenging behaviour (Healthline, 2018; Autism Wales, no date). 
Autism Speaks (2018) suggests that the sensory challenges a child with ASD experiences can affect the child’s ability to learn, follow instruction, remain calm or take part in social activities, they expand further by stating that in order for a child to maximise their ability to learn, maintain focus and reduce any reactive behaviours there are a number of things that we can do within the classroom to help.
According to Autism Wales (no date) practitioners should consider the potential impact their setting may have on the sensory distress needs, if the entrance hall and corridors are chaotic then this could agitate the child upon arrival, instead neutral colours and keeping the areas minimalistic can help. They expand on this further by stating that adapting the environment can reduce anxiety, resulting in the child being less likely to become overstimulated which in turn will result in less challenging behaviour and therefore allows them to access more of the activities offered.  Autism Wales (no date) accept that classrooms will often be busy and occasionally noisy environments, which can be enough to make the child feel overwhelmed, but this can be helped by having a quiet area for them to use or by using ear defenders.  
There is evidence of how the environment can have an impact on the child in a qualitative study carried out by Craig Goodall (2018), which suggested that often mainstream classes had a negative impact on a child with ASD, participants described feeling unsupported in a social and sensory environment that was antithetical to their needs.  The majority of participants felt that some simple changes could be made in order to support their needs and make their school life more comfortable, these included regular breaks, smaller class sizes and a safe space to use when feeling anxious or overwhelmed. There was also mention of a lack of practitioner training and understanding of the disorder. 
According to Autism Wales (no date) when considering a child with ASD, their behaviour is always appropriate to how they are feeling even if this behaviour is not appropriate, rather than changing the behaviour the practitioner should be more concerned over establishing what caused the distress and find a way of changing the environment or avoiding the triggers wherever possible.  This may be helped by practitioners having a greater understanding of ASD and the potential triggers that may occur. 
However, Burton (2019) suggests that 70% of practitioners do not feel that they have received adequate training on how to best support a pupil with ASD, expanding on this by stating that staff need quality training in order to adopt effective Autism teaching methods, by integrating suitable learning styles and providing a suitable Autism friendly classroom environment, this will enable the child to access the curriculum and reach their full potential. 
In reality many practitioners are pointed towards the 20 minute Autism Awareness video followed by multiple choice questions provided by Autism Wales, upon completion you are awarded a certificate and are considered knowledgeable (Autism Wales, 2020).
Research carried out by Lindsay et al. (2013) states that only 5% of teachers received training on ASD even though the majority of the teachers had a child with ASD within their class, this lack of training not only left teachers feeling discouraged but made it impossible for the child to thrive.  This lack of training resulted in teachers not knowing how to manage challenging behaviour or how best to teach them to accommodate their needs.  More support and training need to be made available if we are to provide an inclusive environment.
According to Estyn (2020), Senior leaders within schools have a vision and ethos that sets high aspirations for children regardless of the child’s abilities or needs.  However, for this vision to be realised there needs to be more funding for adequate training so that all staff are equipped with the skills required to support the child.  National Autistic Society cited in NCFE (no date) state that inclusion is about the quality of the experience, suggesting that when a child with ASD is supported effectively they can play a full and active role within the mainstream classroom.

Section 3. 
Often children with ASD have some difficulties with communicating and interacting with peers, occasionally some children may not have the ability to use speech and language (National institute of Health, 2020).  However, one way to support a child with ASD to communicate is by using the picture exchange communication system (PECS) (National Autism Resources, 2021). 
PECS was developed by Lori Frost and Dr Andy Bondy in 1984 with the purpose of teaching children with ASD a fast, functional and self-initiating method of communication.  PECS is a six-phase structure which initially teaches a child to show one image of a desired item or action, before progressing onto sentence building and answering questions (National Autism Resources, 2021; Pyramid Educational Consultants, no date). PECS is based upon the work of Skinner’s verbal behaviourism (1953) using pictures to prompt and reinforce strategies that will lead to independent communication. According to Regis college (no date) the National Autism Resources (2021) and the Integrated Treatment Services (2021) the use of PECS has been shown to reduce negative and challenging behaviours brought on through frustration, as well as developing the individual’s social skills and their ability to build relationships. A study by Gordon et al. (2011) determined that PECS appears to have increased spontaneous speech with children occasionally using speech along with the picture card when making requests.
Welsh Government (2019a) state that PECS is as effective way of improving communication. However, there is currently little evidence to support this as there have only been a small number of studies carried out. According to Theimann-Bourque et al. (2016) and Alsayedhassan et al. (2019) Practitioners state that PECS is an inexpensive and easy to use way of developing basic communication skills and initiating requests from children with ASD. However, according to Bondy (2001) there are some potential problems that may occur, for example a picture may get lost or as suggested by Andersen (2010) a child may wish to communicate a word that you do not yet have a picture card for, meaning that children are limited to only using what is in their visual bank leaving their vocabulary limited.  Bundy (2001) also suggests another problem that may occur, is that as the child develops and progresses through the stages, the number of cards required can become unmanageable, he therefore suggests that it may be beneficial to switch to an electronic system where it is easier to store a larger number of visual cards. Andersen (2010) draws attention to the method not being mobile, for example if a child wishes to use the playground equipment, they will have to leave their folder of cards somewhere out of reach, which will leave them no other way to communicate. She also suggests that although the PEC system may work for many children with ASD it is not suitable for all, as some children may experience difficulty in interpreting the pictures as they can not associate representational images with realistic objects.
According to the Foundation Stage Forum (2020) some parents have expressed concern that PECS may hinder their child’s speech, expressing that they would prefer their child to try and communicate verbally rather than use pictures.  The idea behind PECs is that the practitioner verbally confirms the picture that the child is showing them in the hope that when the child is exposed to repetition with consistent visual reinforcement over the week, they are more likely to engage with that word verbally as they progress. Pyramid Educational consultants (no date) have found that 76% of children acquired speech as their sole communication or augmented by a picture-based system after one year on the PECS programme, with Welsh Government (2019a) stating that they saw an increase in the use of spontaneous communication to request objects. Pryamid Educational Consultants (no date) also stress that there is no evidence to suggest that the PECS system hinders the development of speech in any way.
To conclude as mentioned above there is no research to suggest that PECS hinders speech in any way and there does appear to be research to support a reduction in challenging behaviour brought on from frustration at a lack of being able to communicate with peers, therefore even if the PECS programme doesn’t increase speech in all students it is helping them to express there needs and wants and offers them a way to communicate with others which will help to support their social and emotional well-being.
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