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[bookmark: _GoBack]Why Individuals With Autism Aren’t Receiving Support Through The Educational System  

Introduction

According to the National Autistic Society (2019), it is estimated that 1.1% of the UK population have been diagnosed with autism, which would equate to 695,000 citizens within the United Kingdom. Out of this minority of UK residents, 63% of children diagnosed with autism are not in the appropriate educational environment that would best support them according to their parents, (NAS, 2019). This piece of statistical information mainly suggests that those suffering with autism within the educational environment are receiving below the recommended standard, or in some instances no support at all contrary to the guidance issued by the National Autistic Society, (NAS, 2019). Why is this.
The purpose of this critical literature review is to explore the importance of supporting individuals with autism within an educational environment. This will be achieved by identifying the possible gap in knowledge as to why, according to previous and current literature, that those with Autism in education are not receiving the efficient standard of supporting treatments. Furthermore, this literature review will explore the existing practices in place relating to the possible neglect of an individual with autism in education. These practices will consist of a number strategies and therapies relating to the treatment of autism within the education system, which include the Structure, Positive approaches and expectations, Empathy, Low arousal and links (SPELL), the Teaching, Expanding, Appreciating, Collaborating and Cooperating and Holistic (TEACCH), Occupational Therapy (OT) and finally the Sensory Diet.
In terms of the structure to this critical literature review, it will begin by covering much of the background and context relating to Autism and the specific areas of concern, being the lack of support for those diagnosed with autism being received in education. The background and context will begin with the historical elements of Autism, referring to the work of those who have played a significant role in the development of understanding autism in different eras, commencing during the 1900’s to more recent times. Following this, the literature review will include how autism is viewed currently, particularly acknowledging the National Autistic Society and the great efforts they have made towards individuals diagnosed with autism. This subsection was supported by ‘How Autism Became Autism’ developed by Bonnie Evans, (Evans, 2013) and ‘The National Autistic Society’, (NAS, 2020). 

Moving on, the next element within the background and context will include a general overview of the lack of support offered by professionals within the education system. It will support any specific descriptive statements made towards autism by including the DSM-5, which is a relevant and official piece of literature. This section will also include a comparison between another mental disorder relating to Autism, in accordance with the reference provided, comparing the treatments of the two within an education environment. This subsection was supported by, but is not limited to, ‘What is Known About Autism. American Journal of Pharmacogenomics’, (Santangelo & Tsatsanis, 2005), ‘Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders’ (DSM-5, 2017) and also the ‘National Autistic Society’ (NAS, 2020). 

Moving into much more detail, this section will be exploring three specific features regarding the lack of support for educational students with Autism. These features will include the views of the teachers and students in education and also the views of the parents. This area will include studies regarding they’re perspectives on Autism within an educational environment, as well as a number of facts and/or statements provided by the features included. The reference to the inclusion approach does come into context, which will become a key element during the critiques section of this literature review. These subsections were all supported by various pieces of literature which include, but are not limited to, ‘Teachers perceptions of including children with autism in a preschool’, (Razali, N. M, et al. 2013) and ‘Working towards inclusion: Reflections from the classroom’, Singal, 2008).

Moving on from the background and context will be the critiques section. This will include the critique the overview of Autism in education, the teacher’s perspective of Autism in education, the student’s perspective of Autism in education and also a parent’s view of Autism in education. The information and data included within these subsections will be analysed, providing thorough reasoning as to why the support of autistic children in education has potentially been abandoned. Following on from this, each of the strategies and therapies will be included and discussed. Once this has been achieved, the literature review will then include a conclusion, discussing all of the relevant elements of the literature review. 



Background & Context
Exploring Autism in much more detail, the ‘Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders’, also referred to as the DSM-5, defines autism as “Persistent deficits in social communication and social interaction across multiple contexts”. The DSM-5 is an official publication which is a reference in which the health care providers will use in order to diagnose behavioural and mental conditions, (DSM-5,2017).In essence Autism is a lifelong mental illness, inevitably effecting how the individual views their environment and interacts with others. According to the National Autistic Society, each individual diagnosed with autism will experience many of the same symptoms but may be affected by them in different ways. An example of this may be that one individual with Autism may have to deal with learning difficulties whereas another individual with Autism may deal with mental health issues, (NAS, 2020). Furthermore, some individuals with Autism may need a different level of support, compared to another autistic individual. Among students, there are a number of symptoms related to autism that may include elements such as not responding to their name, showing signs of repetitiveness, avoiding eye contact and also avoiding a standard level of social interaction. These symptoms, among others relating to autism are provided on the official NHS website, ("Signs of autism in children", 2020). 

From an historical perspective, the original concept of Autism was first recognized in 1911 by German Psychiatrist Eugen Bleuler in order to identify a symptom in severe cases of schizophrenia, which is noted in the journal ‘How Autism Became Autism’ developed by Bonnie Evans, (Evans, 2013). According to Bleuler, an autistic individual’s pattern of thought is characterized by fantasy-like wishes, resulting in them attempting to avoid what they consider to be unsatisfying situations and replacing them with a fantasy, (Bleuler, 1950). This theory of autism was used in the UK from the 1920’s through to the 1950’s and was implemented by swiss psychologist Jean Piaget, who was recognised for developing his theory of cognitive development, (Piaget, 1923). However, despite the implementation of this theory of autism during this time period, a number of child psychologists challenged Bleuler’s theory of a fantasy like thought pattern and devised a new method of autism, validating it from a biological scientific perspective. As a result, the theory of autism was completely transformed, more specifically, had the complete opposite description provided by Eugen Bleuler. Autism during the 1970’s was referred to as the lack of an unconscious symbolic life, (Yuliya Verbelchuk, 2016). This statement had been supported by psychiatrist Michael Rutter. Michael had been recognised as being the first ever individual to conduct a genetic study on Autistic individuals, (Rutter, 1972). He also claimed that an autistic individual has a lack of fantasy like thoughts not an excess of them, claiming that Autism should be viewed from a biological outlook, (Evans, 2013). Furthermore, it had been claimed by Yuliya Verbelchuk and Jennifer Kwon that this explanation, suggesting that Autism was a developmental disorder, had only had a social acceptance during the late 20th Century, (Yuliya Verbelchuk, 2016). As a result of the historical timeline of Autism, it has been made fairly evident that the explanation of Autism has evolved and been adapted over the course of time, primarily beginning with child psychiatrists such as Eugen Bleuler progressing to the likes of Michael Rutter in further years. From a much more current perspective, Autism has had much more recognition from both a social and professional perspective, which as previously mentioned, has been devised by the criteria within the DSM-5, (DSM-5, 2017). Furthermore, the evolution and improved understanding of Autism has had a significant impact on the management of the condition and also, it’s diagnosis. 
[bookmark: _Hlk31214530]Exploring Autism from an overview perspective within education, it had been made clear that according to (Santangelo & Tsatsanis, 2005), Autism is a neurodevelopmental disorder of genetic origins, (DSM-5, 2017). This indicates that autism is a known disorder within an individual and therefore should be treated in the same manner as any other known disorder, such as down syndrome perhaps. Both down syndrome and autism are categorised under the same related condition, which is noted by the National Autistic Society, (NAS, 2020). An example of this may be through the support available within the educational process that an individual with down syndrome can achieve. The ‘Down Syndrome Association’, whom of which are a registered and organised charity group, specialise in supporting an individual of any age with down syndrome.  According to this organisation, the child will be fully supported and encouraged to engage with everyone in their early school years, between the ages of 2-5. They are welcomed to maintain this level of education up until secondary school, where the parents are then provided with a sufficient amount of information regarding specialised education systems for their child, (education, 2020). 

In terms of Autism from the educational teacher’s perspective, a narrative research study published by the Canadian Centre of Science and Education most certainly resulted in the divided opinion among autism within education. This interview-based study was conducted in Selangor, Malaysia and attempted to explore the teacher’s perceptions of including children with autism in a preschool, (Razali, N. M, et al. 2013). Three teachers, all of which were female, were used as participants and were all questioned on their personal experiences of teaching an autistic student in their class. The result of this study showed that the three teacher participants highlighted the poor level of inclusive education provided to students with autism. In this instance, inclusive education would be described as where the student/students with autism would remain in a standard class with other students, whom of which do not suffer from any mental disorders, (Singal, 2008). Furthermore, two of the teachers included in the study stated just how much they approve of inclusive education for students with autism claiming that they will always be continuously willing to include students with autism into their classes, claiming that these specific students do not affect their teaching techniques. The remaining teacher stated a fairly differing opinion on the matter, claiming that inclusive education does not benefit the autistic student due to their, at times, uncontrollable behaviour for example. This could lead to the autistic student potentially being excluded from the class and being highlighted  for the wrong reasons. 

From a student’s perspective, the report ‘Autism and education in England 2017’, published by the ‘All Party Parliamentary Group of Autism’, included much critical information regarding what young students with autism are really thinking about their educational experience. This report included the results of their survey-based study and stated that fewer than half of the participants who took part in the survey suggested that they were happy in school, 7/10 of them stated that their fellow peers didn’t fully understand them and 5/10 of them suggested that their teachers were not as supportive as they could have been, (Gillan, 2017).  One of the student participants voiced their opinions on the survey, stating that “Schools are too big, busy and noisy. I became really ill because staff kept putting me in the same situation over and over again and didn’t sort out the problem”. Furthermore, the students that participated in this study also shared their views on how the treatment of autistic students in an educational environment could be improved upon. These improvements include, but were not limited to, tackling bullying more effectively, making sure teaching assistants were more widely available and including better facilities such as a quiet room for example, (Gillan, 2017).  

[bookmark: _Hlk31638987]From the perspective of the parents of those who have children diagnosed with Autism in education, there are certainly some interesting viewpoints and pieces of literature. A journal article conducted by Gayle Victoria Dillon and Jean D. M. Underwood attempted to investigate the perspectives of the parents of the children diagnosed with Autism transitioning from primary school into secondary school, (Dillon & Underwood, 2012). Both publishers achieved this by conducting a study that had a 15-month duration and included two groups of parents. The first of which were a group of nine parents whose children with Autism were currently in the process of transitioning from primary school to secondary school whereas the second group included 6 parents whose children had already made the transition, (Dillon & Underwood, 2012).  The result of this study indicated that the parents whose children were currently in the transition period had a significant number of negative comments regarding the transitioning process. However, the parents whose children had already transitioned had an equal amount of both positive and negative comments regarding their transitioning period. Furthermore, both Gayle Victoria Dillon and Jean D. M. Underwood did take much note of previous relevant research. It was noted that previous researchers Stoner, Angell, House, and Jones Bock stated that they acknowledged that the transitioning period from primary school to secondary school can be difficult for any student, not just those who have been diagnosed with Autism, (Stoner, Angell, House & Bock, 2007). The results of the study that Stoner and his fellow researchers conducted indicated that the parents of these students believed that supporting strategies were key for the positive progression of the student and also that the communication between both themselves and the school was vital, (Stoner, Angell, House & Bock, 2007).
Critiques 
From an historical perspective, it seems clear that the theory of Autism has developed and evolved over time. Like many other mental disorders, Autism certainly provoked a negative reflection among a huge majority of individuals in previous years. This was made clear where Eugen Bleuler used the term ‘Autism’ to describe a number of symptoms of schizophrenia, (Bleuler, 1950). After further research, it was made clear that both Autism and Schizophrenia are two unrelated mental disorders, resulting in an inaccurate perception of Autism by Eugen Bleuler, altering the course of history with regards to Autism. Furthermore, it may come to the attention of many that the first form of treatment used for Autism was Electroconvulsive therapy, (Wolff, S. 2004). This form of therapy was highly popular during the 1930’s and had been recognised for treating a number of individuals whom of which were diagnosed with a variety of mental illnesses such as Depression, Schizophrenia and Autism for example, (Abrams, R. 1988). Through further advancements in medical technology and knowledge relating to Autism, the use of Electroconvulsive has become a rare choice of therapy in the 20th century which suggests that not only has the perception of Autism changed, but also the methods used to treat it. In today’s generation, Autism is often treated with a much more therapeutic approach, which is due to much of the research conducted by Michael Rutter. With his time and effort spent on studying Autism in depth and challenging the work of Eugen Bleuler, it enabled future researchers to have a much more firm and clear understanding of Autism. This may be a key factor as to why there is a significant amount of data and info available, such as the National Autistic Society and the DSM-5 for example, (NAS, 2020), (DSM5-5, 2017). 

In relation to an overview of Autism, it suggests a potential controversy surrounding Autism within the educational, in comparison to the effective and well-organised support for those with Down Syndrome. As previously mentioned within the introduction, over half of the children living in the UK with autism are not in the appropriate educational environment that would best support them, according to their parents. As a result, this indicates a possible lack of awareness within the educational environment, (NAS, 2020). In relation to this, a focus-group based study was conducted by Ru Ying Cai and Amanda Richdale which was included in the publication, Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders, 2020. This study included 15 families, all of which had children who were post-secondary school. The results of this study indicated that the families felt that both support from an educational and social perspective from the specific school in question were poor, also noting the poor lack of organisation regarding the transition to secondary school. Furthermore, this is of significant relevance as it indicates the need for a heightened awareness across the board of the educational system. Not only does it indicate the possibility that the educational system is not paying close attention to a number of autistic students, but also shows a clear indication that these students may be left to endure a lack of confidence and vulnerability to society, as was mentioned within the provided focus-group based study. In addition to this, a journal article known as the Postsecondary Education and Employment Among Youth with an Autism Spectrum Disorder indicated that 34.7% had attended college and more than 50% of youth who had left secondary school in the past 2 years had no participation in employment or education. This indicates that secondary students with autism had poor employment and education outcomes, (Shattuck, P. T, et al).

From a teacher’s perspective, it seems clear from the literature provided that there seems to be a fairly divided outlook on autism within the educational system. Firstly, the involvement of inclusive education plays a significant role as it has identified that students with autism aren’t being segregated from the other students, which many may suggest it could improve their self-esteem, confidence and social knowledge, such as how to conduct themselves in a number of socially interactive circumstances for example. This suggestion was implemented by Eileen K Allen and Glynnis E. Cowdery who published their own book on the subject known as The Exceptional Child: Inclusion in Early Childhood Education, (Allen, K. E., & Cowdery, G. E. 2005). Furthermore, due to the overall result of the interview-based study including the three teachers, it was made clear that there was a need improve upon an inclusive educational approach for the students with autism, which was shown through the suggestion that the teachers need to be better equipped and trained whilst dealing with an inclusive approach, (Razali, N. M, et al. 2013). However, despite the result of this study indicating the need for this, it may be extremely alarming for both the parents and autistic children who will be attending schools which adopt an inclusive educational approach, as mentioned by the U.S. Department of Education in 2004. They stated that between the years 1993 to 2003, the use of an inclusive educational approach by an autistic child/student had increased from 19% to 43%. Despite the U.S. Department of Education not specifically referring their stats to the study’s findings, being the required improvement to the inclusive education approach for autistic children, it does however identify that the number of autistic students which are adopting this approach are increasing at a significant rate year on year. Without the appropriate form of training for teachers to ensure they are able to maintain a high standard for this inclusive approach, the autistic children involved, who continue to choose this approach based on the evidence provided, could potentially be left to have feelings of aimlessness and confusion, in regards to their education and workplace-future.

From the perspective of the Parents of those who have children diagnosed with Autism in education, it has been suggested that the lack of supported provided has an effect not just on the students themselves, but also the parents at times. As shown in a study conducted by Gayle Victoria Dillon and Jean D. M. Underwood, the transitioning period in question can be an extremely challenging time for a student diagnosed with Autism, (Dillon & Underwood, 2012). Perhaps this is due to the lack of support both themselves and their child may have already received in education being transitioning. In some ways, this had been suggested through the study conducted by Stoner, Angell, House, and Jones Bock which results suggested that the parents deemed communication between them and the school their child is attending is of extreme importance, possibly suggesting that it is something they may have not received as of yet. Furthermore, it had been noted by the ‘Ambitious About Autism’, that in 2013, an estimate of 26% students with Autism received GCSE grades ranging from A too C. With that estimate being significantly under half the number of students with Autism in education, it suggests that the potential lack of support is being made evidently clear, through this low percentage of autistic students, ("Ambitious about Autism", 2020). In addition to this, it has also been estimated by ‘Ambitious About Autism’ that 70% of autistic students attend mainstream education, where the remaining 30% are designated specialist supervision, ("Ambitious about Autism", 2020). This stat has major significance as it contributes to the facts that students with Autism in education are not achieving their best potential grades at GCSE level, which is likely the result of the lack of support they receive. As a result of this, the transitioning period these students will then face from secondary school into employment or desired college courses perhaps, may become as equally if not more difficult as it were for them transitioning from primary school to secondary school.

[bookmark: _Hlk31664754]In terms of strategies currently available to students within the education system, the Structure, Positive approaches and expectations, Empathy, Low arousal, Links, commonly referred to as SPELL is a certainly an approach that can make a potential improvement to the student’s overall progression. From an educational perspective, the SPELL approach had been developed by the National Autistic Society as a framework to be understanding and responsive to students who have been diagnosed with Autism, (NAS, 2017). This approach focuses on five main features which is believed to be the most effective in a number of other approaches relating to Autism. The first of these five features would be to have Structure with the student. Maintaining a good standard of structure would allow the autistic student to feel a sense of predictability within their classroom environment. The second feature of this approach would be the Positive approaches and expectations. This feature may be effective as it’s primary focus is on the autistic student’s strengths, interests and hobbies. This would allow the student to build up their self-esteem and confidence, allowing them to have a positive mindset which as a result may encourage them to approach other tasks and challenges in an effective manner. The third feature of this approach is relating to Empathy. This is beneficial as it allows the teachers to see and understand the views, thoughts and feelings of the student on a much deeper level. The teacher would essentially be putting themselves in the shoes of the student and using their skills and knowledge to help them with their potentially troubled thoughts for example. The fourth feature of this approach is the Low Arousal method. This method may be considered as complicated as it would be dependant on the other students in the class if it were to be effective. This feature is where the student’s classroom environment has a calm atmosphere and is structured in a way in which levels of stress and anxiety will be reduced. These can be common factors relating to autism and at high levels, the results can potentially cause much distress to them, (Groden, J., et al, 1994). The fifth and final feature of the SPELL strategy is the Links method. This method would be put into practise and made effective when the teacher has a strong bond with the autistic student. The teacher would encourage the student to share much of their personal information and concerns not just with them but also family members and close friends, not doing so in a dismissive and inconsiderate manner. This would allow the student to possibly build closer bonds with others and avoid the possibility of them being misunderstood by other perhaps, which may result in a lack of confusion and distress on the student. Furthermore, the SPELL strategy may be considered as a mixed combination of other strategic methods used for treating Autism and its framework has much relation to a clinical approach known as TEACCH. 
[bookmark: _Hlk31664927]TEACCH is used for the treatment and education of autistic and communication related handicapped children, (Volkmar, F. R, et al. 2014). The term TEACCH sands for Teaching, Expanding, Appreciating, Collaborating and Cooperating and Holistic. Viewing this clinical approach from an historical viewpoint, it was developed during 1966 in North Carolina USA, (Mesibov, G. B., 2005). According to Schopler, E., et al (1995), this approach had firstly been developed as a project to provide a service to children who had been diagnosed with autism and in 1972, the TEACCH approach had passed legislation and was the first official supporting method for children with Autism, (Schopler, 1995). TEACCH is a clinical approach that attempts to be of aid to those with autism using visual images, organising the individual’s environment and skills, which In turn, results in the potential of a much more positive future for the autistic individuals choosing this particular clinical approach, (Mesibov, G. B, et al. 2005). TEACCH has also been implemented within a number of organisations such as the National Autistic Society and is used among a number of highly recognised professionals involved in the treatment of Autism. These may include, but are not limited to, educational teachers, social workers, psychologists and speech therapists, ("TEACCH | Autism Speaks", 2019). Furthermore, what you can typically expect from this approach is for the student to focus on their personal interests and skills, setting individualised assessments, organising their environment through visual imaging and the ability to be flexible, which would occur between both the student and teacher. A significant downfall to this clinical approach is that it only be achieved through a one-to-one based sitting, meaning it could not be performed in a regular class filled with students as it would be ineffective and inappropriate. If this approach were to be performed, the student or a family member would have to notify the school that they’d wish to request their child receive this particular approach if possible. However, despite the long and impressive history this approach has achieved, some may see TEACCH to have limitations in its practices. Firstly, a key limitation to this approach Is that it may not focus enough on social and communication skills, which are both known deficits for individuals with Autism, (Groden, J., et al, 1994). Another limitation to take into consideration with this approach is the fact that the environment it is set in being a structured classroom. Many may point out whether or not the student would be able to deal in a separate situation with not so much structure, (Panerai, S., 2002). 

[bookmark: _Hlk31666766]In addition to this, viewing a supporting method in treating students diagnosed with Autism may come in the form of a slightly more holistic approach being Occupational Therapy, also referred to as OT. According to Magill-Evans, J., et al, (1990), this holistic approach was firstly introduced into the educational system in 1975 after the approval of the Individuals with Disabilities Educations Act, (Yell, M. L. 1998). An occupational therapist will work towards maintaining and developing the student’s skills, (NAS, 2017). In more specific terms relating to autistic students, an OT will work towards literacy and numeracy skills, motor skills and everyday living skills, (NAS, 2017). Despite these, one of the most important and essential roles the teacher will take into consideration is the student’s sensory system, (Case-Smith, J., et al, 1990). It has also been suggested that previous studies have shown that individuals with Autism are considered to input information into their senses much slower than an individual who doesn’t have Autism, (Tomchek, S. D., et al, 2007). The use of sensory interrogation implies that the student is neither highly nor lowly stimulated by their environment. Furthermore, the aim of sensory interrogation is to improve the students sensory process, allowing them to act in a much more calm and effective way in their daily lives. Despite the amount of detail and support occupational therapists in education provide to students diagnosed with Autism, there may be some limitations towards it not specifically directed at the students but more so the therapists themselves. According to the ‘THE SCHOLASTIC OT’, some limitations directed towards the therapist may include, but are not limited to a lack of resources, limited space to work with students and a limited amount of mentorship. These limitation factors can have a significantly adverse effect on not only the therapist, but also the students in question as their form of therapy may become ineffective due to an increase in the level of stress and lack of professional focus with the therapist. Touching back on the information regarding the sensory input of autistic individuals, it is key to mention that an occupational therapist may use an alternative strategy to treat an autistic student which may be to allocate them with a sensory diet. 
A sensory diet is described by the National Autistic Society as a specifically designed daily activity routine, aiming to improve the students focus and attention, (NAS, 2017). These are developed by an occupational therapist and may aid the student’s nervous system in feeling much more organised, resulting in a possible improvement in their performance and attention to detail. Furthermore, it has been suggested that the participation in a sensory diet can at times be effective immediate and can aid the autistic student by increasing their attention span as well as having a much more stable sensory system. In other words, referring back to the statement that individuals with Autism are considered to input information into their senses much slower than an individual who doesn’t have Autism, (Tomchek, S. D., et al, 2007), the student may possibly have the ability to focus on the challenges at hand much more effectively, limiting the possibility any them facing any personal distractions. 
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