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Autism is an additional learning need that can become apparent when a child is around the ages of 15-30 months (Plimley, L., Bowen, M. and Morgan, H., 2007), however, may not be actually diagnosed until the ages of 3 to 4 years old (Mark D. Shen, 2017). In some cases, this could enhance early intervention compared to other additional learning needs, such as ADHD as that wouldn’t come apparent until a child is between 3 and 6 years old (Parents.com, 2018). Also, Autism is more common in boys than it is in girls. If a parent/guardian is having thoughts about their child being autistic without them being diagnosed first, then they can complete The Modified Checklist for Autism in Toddles, Revised (M-CHAT-R) which is a screener of 20 different questions about their child’s behaviour. The result will then suggest whether to take their child for a further evaluation (Autismspeaks.org, 2019). There are many statistics been found out through history on autism, a few being 34% of children with autism get picked on and they are twice as likely to get bullied, 17% of children have been suspended from school and 4% have actually been expelled and 60% of teachers based in England think that they have not been sufficiently prepared (Autism.org.uk, 2018). People with a disability also suffer socially as there can be negative images portrayed in society in the media of them (Barnes, 2009), which is so unfortunate as people may not understand the disability but will still have such a negative opinion of it. People have many opinions of how autism is caused, one person being Baron-Cohen (1995). In his book “Mindblindness: An Essay on Autism and Theory of Mind”, he expresses how he thinks that ‘children with autism suffer from mindblindness’ and that they ‘become “blind” to others’ mental states’. However, from headlines in 2006, scientists would go against this and said they fear MMR links to autism. A study by Dr Wakefield in 1998, said that ‘although they had no provided a link between MMR and autism, there was cause for concern’ (Dailymail.co.uk, 2006). 

Delahuty (2015) states how ‘early identification through screening and surveillance is crucial because it enables early intervention, which improves outcomes for children with developmental disorders’. According to Early Intervention Foundation (2019), early intervention ‘means identifying and providing effective early support to children and young people who are at risk of poor outcomes’, it works to stop problems happening or prevent them when they do happen. This approach focuses on four key aspects which is a child’s physical, cognitive, behavioural, and social and emotional development. However, there are an additional three key targets which can be seen as threats to a child’s development, which include child maltreatment, substance misuse and risky sexual behaviour. According to the research by The Conversation (2014), children with autism are taught their skills playfully and systematically by trained staff who undertake their work through strict ethical guidelines, which is essential within a setting. This means, for this to happen then early diagnosis is key. The impact of early intervention will be much more inclusive if the needed skills are taught early when the child’s brain is more flexible. As one of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) fundamental rights is development (Gilett-Swan and Coppock, n.d.), it is crucial that the children’s rights are met, may they have an additional need or not. Also, Article 23 of the UNCRC is based upon children and young people with a disability – which states ‘If I have a disability, I have the right to special care and education’ (Scotland, 2019). The article states that children should be able to still be able to join in and feel included in school and activities like a child without additional needs would do by also making their own decisions about their life, however, they should be able to get special care if needed. Also, Children in Wales (2014) funded from the Welsh Government to lead partnership to deliver the Early Support programme for four years across Wales. This programme is ‘aimed to improve the lives of children with additional needs and their families, and was specifically aimed at children aged 5 years or under’. 

When it comes to a child’s parent/guardian(s) going through this early intervention, they experience a lot of different emotions. They can feel shock, stress, overwhelmed, frustration, upset and loss and despair. They can also feel like they’re at a loss when it comes to their child’s additional need as they may not have the knowledge that they desire about their child’s need, there could also be financial barriers for them and they may not have the family support that they need if their a single parent. However, there are many benefits of parent involvement through early intervention, a few including ‘parents are a child’s first teacher and children will learn the most from the people who know them best’ and children can learn from everyday routines where they’re parents have involvement (Playworkschicago.com, 2018). Parents are able to provide the child’s therapist with any information and feedback that is needed to help reach certain goals and will play a huge role in the therapy process. However, a parent with a child who has additional learning needs can have a huge impact on their life. Resch, Elliott and Benz (2012) state from research how ‘parents of children with disabilities appear to be more likely to experience elevated levels of stress and, as a result, a decrease in quality of life (Browne and Bramston, 1998). Furthermore, a child’s siblings can also play a huge role in this early intervention and the child’s development. Siblings are known to spend more time together than anyone else, especially at a young age. They play together which can impact each other’s development skills, skills which can include interpersonal, physical, language and problem resolution (Azmitia and Hesser, 1993). This could result in the sibling playing a huge role in the therapy process as they could recognize their sibling’s strengths and weaknesses and use this as feedback (Dunn and Kendrick, 1981) (Uknowledge.uky.edu, 2012). This could also interlink with Reggio-Emilia’s thoughts of children with special rights as environments play a huge role in a child’s learning and this could depend on who’s in this environment with them. The environment around them could be seen as the ‘third teacher’, as depending on what’s in this environment, they can use their imagination skills, collaborative thinking and use their freedom (Tales of La Tortugita<br />., 2017). If they’re with a sibling who loves using their imagination and exploring different objects then this could have an effect on the child as they feel encouraged to do the same. However, if their sibling is older and isn’t into playing as much then maybe the child won’t play as much either which could delay certain skills. 

When it comes to a child’s learning, Pestalozzi ‘believed in the ability of every individual human being to learn and in the right of every individual to education’ (jhpestalozzi.org, n.d.). His approach had a huge influence on education, as well as his education today, the importance is now put on a few factors including ‘the interests and needs of the child’, child centred approach, ‘the freedom of the child based on his or her natural development balanced with the self-discipline to function well as an individual and in society’, sensory learning through observation and judgement, good communication between parents and school, ‘learning which is cross-curricular and includes a varied school life’ etc. These factors are vital for an additional learning needs school, not just mainstream. Communication with parents is vital when working with children with an additional learning needs for many reasons. If they reach a certain milestone in school then it’s good to keep in contact with the parents to see if they’re doing the same at home and parents appreciate being updated on a daily basis on how they’re child is progressing in school. Also, if a child is fussy with their food then both the school and parents can transfer back and fore of what the child is eating in the two separate settings. Parents can also get ideas on how to help and support their child at home (Reading Rockets, 2019), sometimes it’s difficult for parents to do this as they may not have the needed knowledge of their child’s additional needs which is rather normal. This can hopefully make the parents feel more confident. For the teacher, they can learn more about the child’s environment at home and maybe have more of an in-site of what the child and parent relationship is like. 

Children with autism are faced with barriers, more or less, every day of their life. One barrier can be communication, if a child is nonverbal then this is a huge barrier when it comes to children making their own decisions and wanting to communicate this with the people around them which can delay their rights. They may have difficulty interacting with responding to others and understanding everyday life can be difficult. A sign of coming face-to-face with a child or any person who is non-verbal could be little, or, no eye contact. A way to overcome these barriers is to encourage these children to lead, point or verbal cards. But the key tool to overcome this is sign language which is most commonly used and from research, ‘teaching children with autism sign language can benefit them’ (Ambitious about Autism, n.d). It’s seen as a key tool which allows children to feel comfortable to access learning. There are several ways to help a nonverbal speak – a few being, to encourage social interaction and play, imitate your child, focus on nonverbal communication, give time for the child to respond, use simple language, follow the child’s interests and consider using assistive devices and visual supports (Autism Speaks, 2013). One example of a type of assistive technology is Picture Exchange Communication System (PECS), this teaching protocol is based on B.F. Skinner’s book, Verbal Behaviour (Pyramid Educational Consultants UK, n.d.). Another example which uses technology is Voice Output Communication Aids (VOCAs), similar to these is Type-to-Talk devices but this would be aimed for more older children as it includes a traditional keyboard. Whereas, a VOCA would be aimed for younger children as there will be picture representations that the child will just click on and the aid will speak a pre-recorded word (Bright Hub Education, 2019). 

Another barrier they may face is social interaction, which is a vital tool as part of a child’s development through play. However, some children don’t want social interaction and would rather do something quiet while being alone. However, a child may experience social isolation if they don’t experience a level of social contact. Doane and Adam (2010) feel that ‘social relationships are critical to the maintenance of health, and a lack of them often correlates with feelings of loneliness’. This may cause stress on the child. 

Another barrier is repetitive behaviour which can delay the child in trying new things which can link with their learning. Many teachers can see the solution as restricting access to this certain obsession. However, this would be unfair as this repetitive behaviour may be the thing that keeps the child calm, essential for their well-being and happiness, a coping mechanism and may have found this interest from a young age. It may also be harder for the child to be flexible and have more than one interest. Examples of these obsessions can be, clapping their hands, shapes, body parts, constantly playing with a certain object such as a straw etc. For many young children, it could be a certain toy that they take interest in (Autism.org.uk, 2018), for example, a Peppa Pig figure. Ambition about Autism (n.d.) believes that instead of stopping this obsession, then try to incorporate this obsession into learning. Also, prioritising this obsession into ‘free time’ may help to keep the child calm and know they have something to look forward to. For parents or teachers to try and identify the difference between is it obsession or a hobby then they should ask themselves the following questions from Autism.org.uk (2018) – ‘does the person appear distressed when engaging in the behaviour or trying to resist the behaviour?’, ‘is the person unable to stop the behaviour independently?’ and ‘is the behaviour causing significant disruption to other people, e.g. parents, carers and family?’ (Clements and Zarkowska, 2000). If the answers are ‘yes’ then it’s likely that its more of an obsession than a hobby. Also, Montessori’s approach of scaffolding learning encourages repetition of activities to develop a child’s manipulative skills. Montessori supports every child, this has been at the heart of the Montessori pedagogy since it began, regardless of the child’s needs (Montessori St Nicholas, n.d.). Many practitioners and teachers are familiar with this approach as it links with special needs education. Montessori introduced scaffolding learning which focuses mainly on physical and cognitive development. Jean Piaget then carried on this research in the 20th century, which is how sensory-motor stage of development was identified. An important element of the pedagogy which applies with children with autism is that ‘children follow pre-determined patterns of development; however, the speed at which this happens depends of the individual child and on the conditions in which the child is growing up’. This approach is vital when it comes to a child who is autistic as depending where they lie on the spectrum, they can have serious delays in both their learning and development. However, the difference could be whether one child is at the bottom of the spectrum or right at the top but delays is possible on both sides. 
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