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Question - How does autism affect learning and development amongst children?

Topic - The impact of autism on learning and development
























ABSTRACT
I will review available literature and findings in relation to the impact of autism on learning abilities on the autism spectrum disorders (ASD). I will also assess prevention and intervention methods. The number of methods used over recent years have resulted in an increased number of ASD diagnosed cases within the primary academic system. The reason for this literature is my attempt to highlight the various profiles of learning abilities showcased by young primary children with autism as described in past written literatures and the outcome of the stored and available intervention methods.

INTRODUCTION
Our early experiences and engagements with the world are what develops our cognitive psyche to enhance and flourish, to excite our intellect, to think and act, to learn and develop, to live life in a rationalised manner to its fullest. The opportunity to learn and develop, to acquire new skills through these early engagements prepares to grow with life.

The fundamental element of developmental learning is the ability to exchange proactively and confidently information, to learn and process the given contextual; and to absorb and develop in the process.
According to the national Autistic society, ‘Autism is a lifelong developmental disability which affects how people communicate and interact with the world’ (Chris Packham, CBE and National Autistic Society Ambassador 2020).

Autism Spectrum disorder also referred to as (ASD) can be understood as a selection of neurodevelopmental disorders communicated by a deficiency in social behaviours and nonverbal interactions. These behaviours and interactions can be personified as reduced eye contact, facial expression and body language in the primary four years of a child’s life. Furthermore, other distinctive social behaviours may include, problematic emotional disorders, and the lack of control in dealing with emotions and understanding the emotions of others. Also, restricted range of activities and interests. Statistics indicate that the current prevalence of Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is about 1% to 2%. This is a higher percentage in comparison to the previous two decades; the increase can be due to younger age diagnosis.

According to DSM-IV-TR, and comparison with DSM-5 draft criteria, an epidemiological study, ASD affects two to three times more males than females. This could be due to under recognition of females with ASD. 
In 1912 the term autism was used to define the symptoms of schizophrenia by the Swiss psychiatrist, Paul Eugen Bleuler for the first time. This term was derived from the Greek work ‘Autos’, which means self. The term ‘autistic’ was adopted by Hans Asperger to describe child psychology in 1938. Thereafter, in his research he found four boys who did not interact with their peers in group work and found it difficult to understand and adopt the terms and meanings of ‘respect’ and ‘polite’, and authoritive regard for adult supervision.  Asperger described this behaviour as “autistic psychopathy” which is now known as ‘Asperger’s Syndrome’.
In a research by Leo Kanner In 1943, three girls and eight boys had “an inmate inability to form the usual, biologically provided affective contact with people”, and introduced the label early infantile autism. This was the first-time autism was used in the modern sense. Hans Asperger and Leo Kanner and considered to be two who have thought out the basis of the modern study of autism.

The term ASD has been adopted most recently in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition (DSM-5) and includes a definition as included symptoms: early-onset of difficulties in social interaction and communication, and repetitive, restricted behaviours, interests, or activities. 

LITERATURE REVIEW
The number of children diagnosed with autism spectrum disorders in the early schooling system calls for a continuous flow of information; research-based knowledge regarding the changing understandings of learning with autism and the outcomes and results of alternative research-based interventions.
Numerous studies have been undertaken with the key focus on trying to analyse the inner workings of ASD related behavioural tendencies, and its perspective regarding learning with autism. Key focuses on these research-based studies have had narratives such as neurological correlations, social and emotional impacts on living with autism, educational issues, family life and perspectives of ASD and proposals for intervention.

As ASD is although a widely researched area, the arena for a definitive definition along with a diagnostics criterion significantly varies from study and literature to study and literature. Because of this reason, it is difficult to gather or differentiate a conclusion with a one set universally compliant data. The basic consideration of the sheer definition and interpretation of Autism is one of the many essential topics to be incorporated within the autism spectrum.

An extensive diagnosis of ASD over the last two decades and the impactful changes in the coming of ASD has resulted in the increase in cases of ASD within the early years schooling system.
In regard to learning abilities, in the case of studies related to the academic system,  Literature, studies and finding should describe if they are referring to for example, with learning, reading and writing as a topic; the results are generic and do not state if the information is about the recognition of learning words, or is it based on learning comprehension. Children with ASD are perceived as being advanced in learning basic reading words, but although these children may have a good learning ability, in this particular case, the idea is weakened and the result of this conclusion is questionable, as the level of reading, thus the level of learning is not mentioned in most cases.
Taking these aspects in to consideration, it was important to know what it is that literature mentions about learning abilities, and what measures were being taken and the intervention techniques being implemented to tackle ASD in young children.

I wanted to delve further as the question was asked, ‘do children with autism have specific learning difficulties?’ and ‘do interventions with focus on specific learning abilities of children with autism have positive results?’
My criteria were, any researched articles must have been published within three years in google scholar, and the focus must be on a description of learning abilities and intervention with young school children with ASD. Literature reviews of original research papers were excluded to find a more definitive, in-depth research. 
This search brought about an interesting research titled ‘Does the learning environment ‘make the grade’? A systematic review of accommodations for children on the autism spectrum in mainstream school’ 2020 Emma Leifler,Gabriella Carpelan,Anastasiya Zakrevska,Sven Bölte. A new dimension, one that may be sensitive yet integral to the topic was a statement article stating, ‘inclusion involves a process of systemic reform embodying changes and modifications in content, teaching methods, approaches, structures and strategies in education to overcome barriers with a vision serving to provide all students of the relevant age range with an equitable and participatory learning experience and environment that best corresponds to their requirements and preferences’.
With the above in conversation, it becomes more apparent, and to a degree- necessary to be equipped with a more accurate understandings and insights into the cause and effect of ASD, as many titles state, ‘mainstream school can be stressful and challenging for children on the autism spectrum’. ‘This group of students often struggle in school and have high rates of absenteeism. Moreover, children on the autism spectrum are at increased risk of bullying, loneliness, low quality of life and anxiety’. 

If mainstream school is to be an institution of learning, then we must delve further into the impact of autism in behaviours; as a key component, although external, is the psychological acceptance of peers in any situation- and more-so with younger primary children. The ASD sufferer requires a level of acceptance within the system in order to psychologically feel that they are engaged. In my research I found that without this acceptance, developmental learning was hindered due to distractive behaviours in the form of clapping hands, tapping feet and closing off ears with hands. One research concluded that this behaviour was due to the child shutting himself out mentally.

In the research titled ‘Making sense in a fragmentary world: communication in people with autism and learning disability’, it is concluded that ‘central coherence leads to problems in sense-making and, consequently, in communication’. The crucial point is the determination of the level of sense- making. Assessment and intervention must be taken into account and the individual need must be adhered to, so that ‘communicative competence of people with autism and learning disability is impactful’.

In the research book and paper, ‘Applied Behaviour Analysis for Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder’, by jonny L Matson, states that children with ASD as a measure of intervention and to put prevention methods in place, so that a desirable learning schedule can be created, behaviour must be looked in to first. Analyst in behaviour using methods of examinations is able to put forth ideas for prevention early in childhood, so that ASD sufferers would be more inclined, and better prepared for the academic schooling system; and moreover, have a fulfilling learning engagement. With these behavioural assessments in place, as a standard, basic motional and rotary skill assessments are done in localised doctoral institutions, as to recognise the level of autism. This in turn brings about an increase in the number of people that are classed as autistic.
Furthermore, in the same research, it concludes to state that, with autism, there are various classes, with classification 3-4 having visible signs of autism e.g. children having tantrums if a familiar routine is changed or they simply don’t get what they want, when they want it. Teachings of any form requires time for the individual ASD sufferer to accept, to learn and develop a thought or understanding, into their life patter through slower introductions to the topic.

In order for an autistic child to continuously learn and develop, they are required to be under continuous assessment, from a behavioural point of view and a mental point of view. This assessment process is critical in learning and development, to strengthen adaptive behaviours and replace problem behaviours, unhealthy to the child’s physical and mental wellbeing. The research also states that ‘through assessment, careful planning, and faithful implementation, when a behavioural intervention does not result in the expected positive change- such an outcome maybe an indication of the current limits of our knowledge’ (Cooper et al.,2007).

Various research papers have indicated that in order for learning and development to exist within the world of autism, the key component to target would be behavioural changes. The most effective of interventions in modern day understanding is ABA. This is ‘the application of operant conditioning to increase socially appropriate behaviours using reinforcement and decrease maladaptive behaviours using extinction on punishment’ (Ducharme & Van Houten. 1994). 
A typical understanding further of the notion of ABA is  understanding the notion of ‘ conducting a functional analysis to determine antecedents and consequences of the child’s behaviour’. This is based on the child’s behaviour. If the behavioural underlying issues can be confronted and delt with, then learning and development becomes more apparent in their life. This is a slow lengthy process where, individual behaviours are targeted as ‘target behaviours’, and then reactions are monitored, until a solution is found that is morally and socially acceptable. The aim is to introduce and implement, learn and teach- how to learn and develop- within the world that they live in. During this intervention method, reactions are continuously monitored and measure also to generalise other aspects of behaviour within the child. 

Functional analysis has also been highlighted in research papers, notably the assessment of a child’s environment- which translates to the learning and developmental capacity of ASD diagnosed individuals.
Hanley, Iwata, & McCord, 2003, made observations into this by making direct observations, and systematically manipulating environmental events. An example was to maintain the autistic child’s inappropriate behaviours, when determined to be attention seeking from adults by screaming, the child’s screaming is ignored (via extinction), and the child is taught more appropriate replacement behaviour to get attention. In the same manner, if the environment can be manipulated in the academic schooling system, so that detrimental scenarios, or uncomfortable settings in the form of unknown to routinely habits, and the child can be taught a method of learning, then learning and development will become more prevalent, and the impact of learning and development for the child with autism will be more practical, and absorbent.

Findings 

The aim of my initial analysis in my search specifically focused on autism and learning. This resulted in 178 articles which was narrowed down to 47 papers, when I introduced ‘school children’ on google scholar as part of my search criteria. Inspection of the research abstract helped specify details of the study, numbers of children being observed or participating, measures undertaken and conclusions of the researchers. As an overview of analysing the research papers, one can surmise that autism does impact the ability for a child to learn and develop in the schooling system. There are various aspects that require to be overcome before the child with ASD can successfully meet the required academic standards that are put forth for the general peer population. Cognitive, language or behavioural disabilities are the key ASD component that tend to affect the child with ASD. It is recommended that young children with ASD are ‘initiated/ introduced to similar environments and walk-through typical schooling scenarios before entering the school domain’. It was noted that ‘making successful transitions from one activity to another is difficult for many children, particularly for those who have ASD’. In order for the impact of learning to be engaging for the autistic child, visual aid intervention methods would need to be in place to create a routine-based understanding of the tasks ahead, as spoken by ment retard (2000) in the study effects of using a photographic cueing package during routine school transitions with a child who has autism. This intervention method would create a routine for the autistic child to equip themselves to understand him or herself better which is paramount in the life of an autistic child.

Research showed that autistic children, would feel overwhelmed in a crowded environment and noise reduction was imperative to engage the ASD sufferer in alignment to what required to be achieved. The impact on learning and development would lose its attention to detail with the ASD sufferer unless particular intervention methods were introduced. It was shown that these children were disengage themselves putting their hands over their ears or having an emotional breakdown by screaming and shouting or jumping up and down. Research showed that simple intervention methods such as moving the child away and distancing the child away from the ‘socially impactful crowd’ but still having a view of the crowd would lessen the impact and still make the child with ASD feel engaged. Furthermore noise reduction methods e.g. earphones and headphones can be utilised in order to lessen the ‘overbearing noise’ and still engage the child in learning and development.

Research papers also showed that repetitive behaviours like hand clapping, rocking, jumping or twirling were visible signs of nervousness within a child. These actions in one research were linked to paranoia. Further research would need to be done to conclude this understanding, but this move mental behaviour was common in most sufferers of ASD. Due to this behaviour, it was evident that there was a lack of focus and engagement in learning within a school environment. To counter this, routine was a key element. Children with ASD required a preview of the day-to-day scheduling so that the overwhelming nature of day-to-day schooling operations wouldn’t alarm them. The purpose of this intervention method was to create normality and a habitual routine. This in turn would impact learning and development for the child in a more a neutrally engaging positive light


Discussion 
Although there is available guidance for schoolteachers in standard guidelines and to some extent, expert testimony, a more in-depth contextual evidence is required. A review recently systemised a means of interventions for young primary children with ASD in schooling systems which suggested that functional interventions; visually guided aid support, self-monitoring strategies and peer to peer interventions could more likely have good to excellent effects on socially educational learning skills, which would in turn help alleviate the difficulty that the child encounter in the everyday setting with ASD.

The review calls for more high-quality studies, notably ‘the implicit rationale for most of the intervention In this and other reviews seems to be to help the child adapt to the school environment by modifying child behaviours (e.g. through improved social skills and reduced disruptive behaviour). Although this approach has been tested and over time been successful, the downside must be considered. The undertaken effort and time involved can be ultimately demanding on the child and the suggested interventions will not always be successful in its outcome. Again, the perception that the sole responsibility for successful learning and inclusion rests solely on the child can be damaging in the form of demanding. Moreover, it is unlikely that an automatic sense of inclusion which would lead to better learning would be immediate without the environment being ‘characterised by an understanding and positive attitude’.

The suggested interventions and the recommended approaches are further demanding in resources and could possibly be unsustainable in the public-school environment.


Conclusion
Components and attributes of the impact of autism on learning in young children with ASD have been described in various research papers and literature as having problems with social interaction, the need for sameness and under or over reaction to one or more of the five senses, sight, touch, taste, smell and hearing. However, it is suggestable to engage in initial conclusions that should be confirmed by further research. The learning abilities in autistic children can be of a high value and  impressively achievable similar to their schooling peers, but this academically successful accomplishment must have a reliable intervention plan in place. Although exhausting to teachers and demanding to the institution, research suggests that habit plays an integral part in this. 
Autism in learning and development within the schooling system and the schooling culture does exist. The need for familiarity and routine must be taken into consideration if the learning is to be impactful for the ASD sufferer. Although routine does exist in the form a set timetable, patterns in teaching due to the widespread topics withing the academics taught change the practises. This change creates confusion and uncertainty amongst autistic children.
Routine based intervention methods would create self-esteem and therefore better peer to peer relationships, and so a supportive network of friends. The environment would become healthier mentally for the autistic child and thus the impact of learning would be more affective. 
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