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Autism 
Good afternoon, today I will be discussing autism. I will explain what autism is, the key characteristics, how autism is identified, and the screening and observation processes used. I will also discuss how autism is diagnosed and some of the challenges involved in gaining a diagnosis. In addition, I will explore the barriers children with autism may face and how these can affect their holistic development. Finally, I will discuss a therapeutic approach called Lego Therapy that can support children with autism.
To begin, I want to discuss what autism is. Being autistic does not mean a person has an illness or disease (NHS, 2024). Autism is a neurodevelopmental condition, which means the brain works differently from that of non-autistic people. It is something a person is born with rather than something that develops later in life. The NHS (2024) states that autism is lifelong and there is currently no cure.
The National Autistic Society (no date) also explains that autism is a lifelong neurodivergence. They state that autistic people may experience, communicate, and react to the world differently from non-autistic people. In addition, Autism Speaks (no date) describes autism as a spectrum disorder, meaning there is a wide range of characteristics and support needs among autistic individuals.
A statistic from the National Autistic Society (no date) states that more than 1 in 100 people are autistic, with at least 700,000 autistic adults and children in the UK. This is supported by the British Medical Association (2024), which states that these figures only include people who have received a diagnosis, meaning there are likely many more individuals currently waiting for assessment and diagnosis. This may be linked to the increasing delays in autism assessments for children and young people.
The NHS (2025) gives a thorough breakdown of signs to look for when diagnosing autism in children. Some of the key signs that they point out are not responding to their name. MMC (no date) give us reasoning for this, where it could be Sensory sensitivity, where the child has sensitivity to sound, which can lead to them not reacting to sounds. It could also be due to social interaction difficulties; children with autism could struggle with establishing social interaction, which means they could not understand the importance of recognising or responding to their name. This links with the second sign by the NHS, which is a lack of eye contact. Reframing Autism (2025) says that eye contact for autistic people can cause sensory overwhelm, which could become distressing when already in an overwhelming social situation. Another sigh. The NHS discuss is repetitive movements such as flapping hands or rocking their body. The raising children network (2025) says that the reasoning behind autistic children doing this is a way of stimming, which is a repetitive body movement. This is to regulate their emotions like anxiety, anger, fear and excitement. The stimming allows the child to focus on the movement instead of their emotion, which will then help to calm them down. The last sign that the NHS discusses is children not doing as much pretend play. ABA bluegems (no date) says that this could be due to them struggling with social interactions, as pretend play involves interacting with other children, and they might feel overwhelmed by the situation. Another reason could be that autistic children think in learning patterns, and pretend play involves thinking on the spot or making up a story as they play, which could cause issues when children use objects for things that they are not intended to. This can upset an autistic child. 
The NHS goes on to discuss the difference in girls and boys with autism, suggesting that girls might hide some signs of autism by copying other children’s behaviour and play, and they might also appear to cope with social situations in a better way. The NHS believe that it can be harder to spot autism in girls as they don’t show as many signs.
After identifying some of the signs of autism, it is important to understand how autism is identified through screening and observation. Autism Speaks (no date) says there is no medical autism test like a blood test; instead, to diagnose autism, experienced medical professionals will conduct interviews and observations, as well as look at medical history and behaviour to make a diagnosis. The medical professionals will use different screening tools, some could be formal and some informal; these could be a simple observation or a formal assessment (Autism Research Institute, no date). 
The NHS gives a clear understanding of what happens during an autism assessment. They start by saying that you need to have a referral done by a professional, this could be the general practitioner, or special educational needs coordinator (SENCO). This role has since been renamed to Additional learning needs co-ordiantor in Wales in alignment with the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018, this means the additional learning needs co-ordiantor has new roles inline a special education needs co-ordiantor where they need to ensure all children receive consistent and timely support for the individual child and for them to understand their learning whilst provisions are set in place to support them (Welsh Government 2018). 
Within the assessment, a team of professionals will work together, and they might ask parents or school teachers about the child's development, watch how the child interacts and how they play and also read any reports from schools, health visitors or any other key reports (NHS no date). The NHS go on to talk about what happens after a child has had their assessment. A report will be made declaring whether they believe the child is autistic or not. It will then state what areas the child might need support with and what the child is already developing in and doesn’t need support with. 
There are issues with having an autism assessment, as the wait times are so long. According to the National autistic society (2025), as of September 2025, there were nearly 228,000 people waiting for an assessment who had an open referral. With nine in ten of them waiting for longer than 13 weeks.  
Children with autism do have difficulties in some areas of development. The main area is social development, which can lead to feelings of isolation and exclusion (Moller, 2025). Autism can also affect children’s emotional development. The NHS (2025) says that children with autism can find it difficult to understand how other people feel or think. Autistic children also have strong emotional reactions called sensory overload, where their emotional responses are crying, shouting, hiding or running away (National autistic society, no date). 
There are many conditions that can affect an autistic child as well. The NHS 2025 discusses some of these, which could be ADHD, dyslexia, dyspraxia, and problems sleeping. Many of the signs overlap with these conditions, which can lead to misdiagnosis. 
There are interventions in place to support children with autism. The one I will be discussing today is Lego Therapy.  Lego therapy is a play-based social skill. It is designed to improve communication and social development for children with autism (NHS, 2021). Lego therapy was created by a psychologist named Dr LeGoff in 2004. He found that children with autism naturally gravitated to blocks during therapy sessions, as it was a type of play that they could keep structured. 
Lego therapy is used with a professional practitioner who has received training to deliver the sessions (Williams, 2022). There are three roles and responsibilities: builder, engineer and supplier. Each role has their own job to do the builder must receive pieces from the supplier and place the pieces when instructed by the engineer, the engineer has the instructions and tells the supplier to gather the pieces and also will tell the builder how to build the blocks, lastly the supplier sorts the pieces and finds the correct pieces that the engineer instructs them to find they will then pass the pieces to the builder. The professional must discuss what language can be used within the sessions, as all children can describe things differently, whether this is the shape, size or colour of the blocks needed. There are several benefits to Lego therapy, this includes Social interaction, turn-taking, sharing, problem-solving and learning of concepts (Seath, 2025). The national autistic society (no date) has also said that Lego Therapy has supported development with listening skills, joint attention, resilience and patience. A study conducted by Lindsay (2017) reviewed 6,964 participants aged 5–16 across five countries and found that only 14 studies reported at least one improvement in social and communication skills following LEGO-based therapy. However, despite the limited number of significant findings, the review suggested that LEGO therapy shows promise as an intervention. It also highlighted the need for further high-quality research to fully understand its effectiveness and long-term impact on social and communication development. 
In conclusion, autism is a lifelong neurodevelopmental condition that affects an individual's communication and experience of the world. It is a spectrum condition, which means it can affect individuals differently. Early identification through screening and observation is key to ensuring there is early identification and support is received appropriately. However, diagnosis can be delayed due to waiting times and overlapping conditions. 
Children with autism may face barriers in their social, emotional and cognitive development, including communication difficulties, sensory sensitivities and challenges with emotional regulation. These barriers can affect their holistic development and daily experiences. Despite these challenges, interventions such as Lego therapy provide the support that children need to promote their communication, teamwork, and social skills in an engaging way. With the correct support, children with autism can reach their full potential. 
Thank you. Are there any questions? 

How is autism promoted in Wales?

Autism is promoted in Wales through awareness campaigns, inclusive education, and government support services. The Welsh Government introduced the Autism Code of Practice to improve understanding, accessibility, and support for autistic people and their families. Schools and colleges follow the ALN system, which encourages person-centred support and equal opportunities for learners with autism. Wales also funds services such as the National Autism Team and Neurodivergence Improvement Programme to provide training, guidance, and early support. Public organisations are encouraged to make reasonable adjustments and increase autism awareness so autistic individuals can participate fully in education, employment, and community life

Why did SENCO change to ALNCO? 
The change from SENCO to ALNCO happened because the education system moved from the term Special Educational Needs to Additional Learning Needs. The new term is more inclusive and focuses on supporting all learners who may need extra help, not only those with identified special needs or disabilities. ALNCOs now work under updated legislation, particularly in Wales, to provide a more person-centred approach that considers a learner’s individual strengths, barriers, and support needs. The change also encourages better collaboration between schools, families, and outside agencies to ensure learners receive consistent and effective support throughout their education. 
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