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Barriers - Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) often encounter substantial barriers across multiple domains of life, including home environments, educational settings, and social relationships. These barriers can significantly impact their development, well-being, and quality of life. Importantly, the nature and extent of these challenges vary widely depending on several factors, such as the specific type of ASD, the individual's age, cognitive and communicative abilities, and the sociocultural context in which they live and receive support (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
ASD is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by persistent difficulties in social interaction, communication, and restricted, repetitive patterns of behavior, interests, or activities (APA, 2013). Because it is a spectrum disorder, individuals present with a wide range of abilities and challenges. For instance, some individuals may be nonverbal and require extensive, lifelong support in managing daily tasks and communication. These individuals often struggle with establishing routines, understanding spoken language, and interpreting nonverbal cues (National Institute of Mental Health, 2022).
Environmental factors also play a crucial role in shaping the experiences of individuals with ASD. A lack of awareness or understanding in schools and communities can exacerbate social exclusion. Educational institutions that fail to provide inclusive practices or adequate resources such as individualized development plans (IDPs), visual supports, or sensory-friendly environments can unintentionally hinder learning and participation (Humphrey & Lewis, 2008).

What is ASD 
The abbreviation stands for autism spectrum disorder, the word spectrum is used because it encompasses a wide range of characteristics, abilities, and support needs. The identification and diagnosis of asd varies across countries,reflecting differences in healthcare systems, diagnostic criteria, cultural attitudes, and professional training (American Psychiatric Association, 2013).
Autism was previously diagnosed as several distinct conditions, often referred to as autistic disorder, Asperger’s syndrome, childhood disintegrative disorder, and pervasive developmental disorder – not otherwise specified (PDD-NOS). However, with the publication of the DSM-5 (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th Edition) in 2013, these subtypes were consolidated under the single diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder to reflect the understanding that these are variations of the same condition, rather than completely separate disorders (APA, 2013).
[bookmark: _Hlk198150579]Identification
Identifying Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in the early years involves observing a child’s social, communication, and behavioural development. Early signs often emerge between 12 and 24 months of age but can sometimes be noticed even earlier. Health professionals and early years practitioners play a critical role in noticing early signs and initiating referrals for further assessment.
There is a significant difference in the identification and diagnosis of ASD between boys and girls, both in how frequently they are diagnosed and in how their symptoms tend to present. Statistically, boys are diagnosed with ASD at a much higher rate than girls on average, around 3 to 4 times more often (Loomes, Hull & Mandy, 2017).
Diagnoses 
[bookmark: _Hlk198065728]The percentage of children being diagnosed in Wales is around 2% of children ages 5 -15 years. It's important to note that prevalence rates can vary across different regions and populations. For instance, among children receiving care and support services in Wales, the commonness of ASD is notably higher, with 14% of those aged 5 to 15 years reported as having the condition. This suggests that children within the care system may have a higher incidence of ASD diagnoses, potentially due to increased monitoring and assessment within these services. 
Despite these challenges, Wales has taken steps to improve services. In 2023, the Welsh Government announced a £13.7 million investment aimed at transforming neurodivergence services, including reducing waiting times for autism and ADHD assessments (Welsh Government, 2023).
Strategies 
[bookmark: _Hlk198064894]The specific type of ASD that a child exhibits, along with their sensory processing tendencies and the stimming behaviours they display, is vital in identifying suitable support strategies. There is significant variability in how autism manifests, ranging from individuals with limited verbal communication and heightened sensory sensitivities to those who are very verbal but face challenges with social interactions or anxiety. Recognizing these distinctions is crucial for customizing interventions that are both supportive and considerate of each child's unique needs and coping strategies.
Support strategies should be chosen based on a child’s sensory profile, communication needs, cognitive functioning, and behavioural tendencies. For example, a child who engages in repetitive hand movements due to sensory seeking may benefit from sensory fidget tools, weighted blankets, or movement breaks throughout the day (Schaaf et al., 2014). For children who stim in response to sensory overload, creating low-stimulation environments, using noise-cancelling headphones, or establishing quiet zones in classrooms may be more appropriate.
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