Critique of article  - “Inclusion; the role of special and mainstream schools” 
(Anne Shaw. BJSE  NASEN  2017)


The title of this article makes it very clear that it is going to be discussing the topic of inclusion, specifically within the context of special and mainstream schools.  It is short and concise, as well as informative.  It is written by Anne Shaw who is currently a lecturer in Early Years Education at Bolton University, a role taken on at the start of 2019.  There are no other published articles written by this author on this subject.  There are multiple keywords in the abstract that are relevant and enable the reader to keep focused throughout on the issue being discussed; such as “inclusion”, “special school” and “mainstream school”.  

In my opinion, the abstract is informative, clear and to the point.  It is clear enough to engage the interest of the reader.  It explains the purpose of the paper and gives background information for the reasoning behind the article.  I believe it demonstrates that the author has used a variety of relevant literature on the subject of inclusion, along with special and mainstream schools.  It states the findings of the research and concludes that both types of settings will remain part of inclusion with recommendations for the future development of improved school partnership links with special and mainstream schools.  Further research is also recommended on the outcomes of children educated in the different types of provision as a way forward.  I feel that the author has provided a clear, informative and concise abstract, which establishes a good basis for the article.

The author clearly indicates in the introduction what the study consisted of.  It outlines materials used in the article, in addition to the issues that are raised and discussed.  She states clearly the reasoning behind the article involves the increase in special school placement provision, despite the fact that we supposedly live in a society that encourages inclusion. This is an extremely prevalent issue and is one that many schools and educators are currently faced with.  The issue of inclusion along with special and mainstream schools is evident in the introduction alongside relevant up-to-date research.  The author uses Warnock’s report of 1978 and views on integration to the present day as a tool to identify the background of the study.  The purpose and rationale of the article is clear from the beginning and is emphasised throughout the introduction. The author has chosen to look at and evaluate an issue that is increasingly relevant in today’s society.  All children are entitled to an education system that meets their individual needs however severe they may be. This may be within a mainstream setting or special school; whichever is the best for the individual. However, their individual needs should not have a negative impact on their future, so this issue needs to be addressed.  As the Warnock Report of 1978 and the Education Act of 1981 raised the importance of “integration” as opposed to “segregation”, they provide a solid research basis for this article.

The discussion begins with a look at the “evolving policy and practice” in “Special and Mainstream schools” beginning with recommendations from Warnock (1978) and the Education Act (1981).  In my opinion, both of these documents are vital for discussing the question of inclusion.   They both aim to improve the future provision for children with integration and later, inclusion, and I think the author has used them in an appropriate way to begin her discussion.  The article moves on to discuss the fact that within Warnock (2005a), it was stated that that special schools did have their place. However, the author makes it clear that Warnock did not recommend that there was no place for special schools in initial report.  Full integration was not intended.  This was supported by the House of Common’s Education and Skills Committee (2006) where it is said that full-time mainstream education was unrealistic for some children with special needs.  The article continues to discuss the placement of children within special and mainstream school and its appropriateness.  The author considers several opposing views to Warnock, which, I believe, are appropriate, and emphasise the bigger picture of what is best for these children often with complicated and demanding needs.  The author continues to present interesting facts from Ofsted (2006), which indicated that there was little difference in the quality of provision and outcomes in the two types of school.  It was noted however, that children with severe learning difficulties (SLD) and profound and multiple learning difficulties (PLMD) were placed in mainstream schools at a lesser extent.  It appears that the author has conducted a wide variety of research to give a balanced view of inclusion within the mainstream setting.

Inclusive education has promoted discussions for many years.  This is supported by the amount of material researched by the author, from Warnock’s report of 1978 up to more recent articles from 2016.  The author has highlighted “The Alliance for Inclusive Education (ALLFIE 2012) in response to the “Green Paper (2011), which aimed to reverse the bias towards inclusion, to instead build the capacity of mainstream education to create aspirations for disabled children and their families.  It is pointed out that even though ALLFIE is a national campaigning and information-sharing network, led by disabled people, their evidence is not presented in a peer – reviewed journal.  However, I believe, along with the author, that their statistical evidence and views of the members is of utmost importance and must be taken into consideration within any debate on inclusion.   With pressure on schools to demonstrate improving standards, the author has evidenced the problem of the standards reached by children with “special needs” within the mainstream setting.  The author provides clear evidence from the ‘DFE (2016)’ along with ‘Galton and Macbeath (2015) to support why parents and head teachers choose special schools over inclusion in mainstream schools.  With increasing pressure on mainstream schools to document improvement in outcomes, it is understandable why parents move towards special school provision.  However, the study involved only a small number of schools in three geographical areas.   This I feel is an extremely limited sample and should involve a more widespread area and increased number of mainstream and special schools in order to increase its reflection on true life and the decisions parents make in regard to special schooling.  The question arises from the given evidence as to why there is an increase in special schools when the agenda is one of inclusion?  I agree with the author and feel that the education system needs to consider the progress in standards of all children from where their starting point is.

I was interested to read about the perspectives of pupils who experienced both special and mainstream education outside of the UK, whilst reserving judgment.  It seems that similar issues are apparent worldwide so the UK is not alone with this issue.  Negative experiences in mainstream schools indicate the need for suitable training for teachers.  The author does acknowledge the fact that the sample size was small and the difference timescale for recollections and actual experiences.  There is further discussion as to why there is a need for more specialist schools as an alternative to mainstream placement.  Through a number of articles, along with the findings of questionnaires completed by fifty four head teachers in Ireland, as referenced in “Kelly et al.’s (2014), the author discusses the fact that a large percentage of pupils over five years transferred to special school education as opposed to inclusive education in mainstream.  It is highlighted that mainstream schools could not cater for the needs of the pupils, including academic, emotional and behavioural along with lack of health resources.  Some views expressed that being in a special school would lead to a greater sense of belonging.  The shortcomings of the findings from “Reed et al. (2012)” were highlighted by the researchers, as interviews with parents, pupils and teachers would have given more of an insight as to why special school placement was the favoured option.  I am of the opinion that this is essential.  To improve inclusion in mainstream education and schools, the problems need to be identified by the people it directly affects.  This is clarified by “Day et al. (2012) with evidence form two special schools which were deemed to demonstrate good practice, one in England and one in Ireland.  The findings were based on interviews with pupils and staff, planning and documentation and provided organized teaching and learning and formed links outside of the school setting.  The author further justifies the need for special schools by looking at another survey by “Parsons et al. (2009) where the most satisfied parents were those of children attending special schools as they were judged on social and personal aspects rather than purely academic.  She highlights further evidence in support of special schools as parents, local authority staff and school staff evaluate the organizational factors in mainstream schools, which prevented these children being included. The author looked further afield to countries such as Norway and the Netherlands where research was examined and evaluated.  The conclusions drawn by the author, based on research, are special schools have a positive impact and that there should be better training and resources for mainstream schools to accommodate the needs of children with EBD, PLMD and ASD. In my opinion, this is very relevant to many schools today, including the school where I am based.

The author moves onto discuss the advantages and disadvantages of mainstream schools and considers at several articles suggesting that special schools should be closed, “Stevens (2005)” being one of them and “Simmons and Bayliss (2007) another. I support the author in the view that the sample was too small and further investigation should be made as to how children with PMLD could benefit from inclusion.  There is evidence to support the views that children with ASD benefit particularly from being in a mainstream setting.  However, the  negative side to this form of inclusion is the complacency towards potential bullying.  The author details more research, which show that in some places children with behavior problems are disliked, such as in German special schools and in integrated classes.  Conclusions from “Lindsay et al (2016) large-scale study indicates that it is the quality of provision that matters and not necessarily the setting.  I totally agree with this conclusion, as the author is very thorough in ensuring all views are included in this article.  The article also highlights the fact that some parents and staff within special schools viewed children with BESD as ‘unwanted’ in mainstream provision along with others who felt they received ‘preferential treatment’ in mainstream.  From this it is clear that it is very difficult to find a happy medium where everyone is happy. The author whom, I totally agree with, regarding staff expertise and that it is crucial to the success of inclusion.  A study by Webster and Blatchford (2015), of forty-five schools across England carried out in 2011- 2012 highlighted that children with Statements experienced segregation in the classroom.  Teaching assistants were planning and teaching the children and gaps were visible in the knowledge and skills of teachers and teaching assistants as to how to meet the needs of the children with Statements.  This conclusion was validated by the fact there were interviews with SENCOs, teachers, parents/carers along with field data.  There are many conflicting articles mentioned by the author that indicate some children learn more academic skills in regular education than in special schools, such as “Graaf et al. (2013).  Conversely, another indicates outcomes in learners with ASD in four local authorities in England in mainstream settings, have no greater success than those in special schools.  The main factor in both of these articles mentions the negative impact of Teaching Assistant’s on the success of the children.  In my professional opinion, this is certainly debatable, as I have worked with many teaching assistants who demonstrate expert knowledge and understanding in working with children with Statements.  This could be due to the advances in training available now as opposed to historically. 
 The author takes an unbiased approach when evaluating all the aforementioned articles to draw the conclusion that “evidence points to a negative impact of special schools in terms of stigma faced by pupils, parents and teachers” (Shaw 2017).  Also, the many challenges of full inclusion in mainstream are vast, including the need for sufficient resources including teachers and teaching assistants; anti-bullying strategies; parental involvement and the freedom to evidence data in a way appropriate for them.  I have witnessed these challenges first hand and fully support the findings of the author.

The author discusses the value of the children’s voice and evaluates research from the views of both disabled and non-disabled children. In a small study, the children from special provision expressed feelings of exclusion and fear of the mainstream setting whereas, the mainstream children were positive about their inclusive practices. All children have a voice and the author describes how children who have difficulty verbalizing used drawing and role-play to communicate their feelings.  It is made clear that not all disabilities are visible, for example, ASD, and as a result peers find it difficult to understand these children.  Further examination of research from Norway, the author found similarities with that of “Norwich and Gray’s (2007) concept of “flexible interacting continua of provision”.  The author makes an appropriate, unbiased conclusion that there certainly are implications for the existence of special schools with links to mainstream setting and the wider community and that inclusion fosters acceptance by ‘non-disabled children.  

In her final conclusion, the author draws out the main points of the article.   “Inclusion is important and desirable but it is challenging in practice.” (Shaw 2017).  Considering a wide variety of material that listens to all relevant perspectives the conclusion is reached that there is an ongoing role for special schools where they work collaboratively with mainstream schools.  I agree fully with the author that the debate of inclusion is one that will continue.  Recommendations are made in the article, which include; strengthened partnerships with mainstream and special schools with sharing of expertise; curriculum development; research into outcomes for children in different settings and how attitudes to inclusion have an effect on its success.    There is an extensive bibliography, which is incredibly vast and varied, from government reports to worldwide articles.  

In conclusion, I believe this is a very informative article, which is written from an unbiased point of view and takes into account an extensive array of research material.  The author has used material to support both roles of the special and mainstream schools, discussing the pros and cons of both. All sources have been cited clearly throughout the article with full bibliographic details provided.



Title : The effect of the learning environment on pupils with Autistic Spectrum Disorder.

Introduction
 “Research has consistently indicated that the way the classroom environment is arranged influences the learning of individuals with ASD (Hume, 2011, p2)
As a teacher in a Learning Support Class in a mainstream school, it is crucial to develop the best learning environment possible to cater for the many complex needs of pupils with ASD. The focus of the study is to develop my awareness and understanding of these needs, and how to ensure the pupils have the best opportunities for learning.  The class I am responsible for is situated in a mainstream school of approximately 200 pupils, of which there is quite a large number of children with diagnosis of ASD and behavioural issues.  There are eight boys in my class aged between 4 years of age to 8 years of age, all with a diagnosis of ASD.  Several of the children are non-verbal and five of them not yet toilet trained. During this academic year there have been many changes within the class; pupils leaving/joining, and changes in the physical environment along with staff changes.  These factors have led me to conduct research into the effect changes such as these have on children with ASD, and to equip myself with the necessary understanding to provide these children with the best learning environment to cater for their needs.  
In this study there are several areas to be considered, starting with the physical environment.  To enable the children to have a suitable learning environment, the physical layout of the classroom needs careful consideration and planning.  This would include the suitability of furniture and clearly defined individual workspaces along with areas where the children can explore and create.  
 The range of ages within the class is also a factor for consideration, along with the individual needs of the children.  This will be discussed later.
The effectiveness of displays needs consideration.  An article from a journal states that “Although there may be a positive impact from classroom displays in terms of self-esteem, it is also possible that such displays could impact upon paying attention and learning in the classroom” (Kendrick, 2007, p1). This poses the question – do they add to the learning or are they a distraction?
Routines and structures are a key factor for children with ASD.  This study will aim to identify how important this is and what effects, if any, routines and structures have on these pupils if they are changed.  Alongside this, staffing needs to be constant so that relationships and trust can be built with the children.
Individual needs of the pupils plays a major part when setting up a positive learning environment.  It is essential to be flexible and creative to take into account the varying needs of each pupil.  Whilst this certainly is a challenge, it is vital to the success of the learning environment.  Strategies for managing behaviour within the classroom are also an aspect to be considered, as a disruptive classroom is not a positive learning environment. Through carrying out this study, I hope to improve my understanding of the needs that these complex children have to ensure they benefit from the most effective learning environment I can provide.
Broader context
I became the teacher of the LSC1 class back in September 2018, following eighteen months as class teacher in LSC2 (pupils in Years 3 – 6).  I inherited the routines and physical set up of the classroom from the previous staff.  After working in the class for a few weeks it became apparent that things needed to change drastically.  The main reason for this was the mix of children within the class.  There were eleven children in the class, with only one being a girl.  The age range was vast – from Reception age up to Year 3.  The individual needs of the children were extremely demanding with several children being non-verbal.  Some children had quite complex issues and needed one-to-one support.  Some of the children were also still not toilet trained and came to school in nappies. Due to the nature of some of the more challenging children, it soon became very clear that the mix of children was indeed, a big problem. There were mainstream children placed in the LSC1 class who clearly found it to be an extremely difficult learning environment that was not suited to their needs.  The only girl became quite lost in the class, overpowered by the many boys and their often aggressive and outspoken behaviour.  The four older boys were constantly fighting and displaying disruptive behaviour- to such an extent it became almost impossible to teach, and my main focus at this time was behaviour management as opposed to engaging the children in exciting and valuable activities.  One of the older boys in particular found it unmanageable to be in the same class as the younger children, or “babies” as he called them.  Something had to change quickly, and after discussion with other staff, we began devising a plan to improve the learning environment for the children.  
Due to the physical shape of the classroom it was difficult to create a calm working environment as all the children were in the same room.  There were two clear parts to the classroom with the scope to put in a door to allow the younger children to have their own space and the older children to have a more suitable working space.  The installation of a door was the first of several changes.  The Local Authority Advisory team (LEA) paid us several visits and could clearly see the issues we were faced with. They agreed that a door would be a step in the right direction. However, it took a long time for this to happen and the suitability of the door was called into question. It was a solid door with no window, which had implications for positioning of staff.  Although the installation of the door was seen as a positive step, it caused some distress for one child in particular who found it distressing when the door was closed.  However, after a while this changed and he insisted the door was shut all the time.  To overcome this, visual prompts were put in place so he knew when the door would be open and closed.  To this date, there are still times when he gets distressed over the door being open. On the whole, it was felt that the installation of the door was a positive step in the right direction.
Again, the local authority came to support us with the next plans to change the physical layout of the class. It was felt by the LEA advisory team that the rooms were too cluttered, with lots of shelving full of resources and too much furniture.  As well as this, the entrance to the sensory room needed to be moved to enable the room to be developed and used more effectively.  The advice from the authority was acted upon; the shelves were removed, the resources were put into an outside container, furniture was rearranged and individual workstations were moved.  As staff, we had mixed feelings regarding these changes. By removing the shelves, the room became very empty and sound seemed to echo around the room. This created an unsettling and cold environment.   Establishing classrooms to meet the needs of children with ASD “does not mean that rooms should be bare and soulless”       ( Hanbury, 2012, p74) but they should be “optimally stimulating” ( Hanbury, 2012, p74).  The children found it very unsettling and there were no positive impacts on behaviour, because there was too much change for them to deal with.  Despite this, we were once again instructed to make further changes to the organisation of the classroom. These changes were carried out my members of staff outside the LSC, which created further issues.  These changes were not suitable, as the set up resembled a mainstream foundation phase class, rather than a room catered to the needs of children with ASD.  After a lot of trial and error attempts, a suitable set up was found and the children have been allowed as much time as they need to adjust to these changes.
As previously stated, the wide age range of children and the nature of their needs needed addressing.  It took the best part of four months before some children were put into the correct classes; some were moved into mainstream education, whilst others were placed in the LSC2 class.  The impact of this change was felt very quickly and the overall atmosphere of the class changed.  It became calmer and moments of aggression diminished.  As mentioned at the very start, consistency of staff was important.  The children needed to be surrounded by the same staff day-in-day out.  Obviously there were going to be times when supply staff would be needed e.g. due to staff illness. In these cases, the supply teachers took the lead from the LSC1 teaching assistants, as they were familiar with the children and their specific needs. It was important that any changes to staff were communicated to the children beforehand to prepare them.  A key factor for children with ASD is continuity of routines. This is supported in many books and articles, one of which states  “People with autism like order and detail.  They feel in control and secure when they know what to expect.” (Hanley, 2017, p1265).  With a lot of thought and discussion, we devised a daily timetable to ensure that both staff and children were aware with the structure of every learning day. The children did not accept this change initially, so staff persevered until new routines started to become embedded and familiar to the children.
Changing the wall colour from blue to cream in the classroom was another important decision the staff had to make. Although it is understood that blue promotes calmness for children with ASD, it can also overwhelm them.  However, painting the walls cream did not seem to have any impact on the behaviour of the children, be-it negative or positive.  The rooms instantly felt more spacious although they also seemed very clinical and bare.  The colour blue was retained within the working areas as display boards.  
This leads onto the question of displays within the classroom.  It has always been my understanding that children with ASD cannot cope with busy, colourful environments so with this in mind, the only displays put up were visual timetables.  These were very clear, basic and simple to enable the children to understand and follow the daily routine.  There was a lot of discussion with support staff that had worked in the class for a couple of years regarding what they felt was working and what wasn’t.  As the children already had to deal with physical changes in the classroom, the decision was made to keep to a similar routine that had already been established.  Slight changes were made which the older children found difficult to accept initially, but we persevered and they slowly overcame this anxiety.  However, with the LEA Advisory Team coming regularly to monitor changes, advice was given to make more changes to the daily routine. However, this advice went against what we as a staff had decided was best for the children.  I grew very despondent and the behaviour of the children began to deteriorate to such a degree that all staff felt we had to stand strong and revert back to what we knew worked for us in terms of the routine of the LSC1. There is a vast amount of reading material to support this including the following quote  “Children with ASD thrive in a structured environment.  Establish a routine and keep it as consistent as possible.” (Hanbury, 2012, p74).  This reinforces our decision to stick to what worked for us as “ In a world that’s ever changing, routine and structure provide great comfort to a child on the autistic spectrum” (Kendrick, 2007, p1).

Procedures/methods.
As previously stated, I took over a class with established routines in September 2018.  Within a very short time, the head teacher informed me that the LEA Advisory Team would be visiting to observe the daily running of the class.  Being relatively new to working with children with ASD, I welcomed their support.  There were concerns over the mix of children within the class and with younger children joining the class early on in the term, the behaviour of the older children was becoming a big problem.  They were often aggressive towards each other and staff, which was impacting on their work and general atmosphere of the class in a negative way.  Every day was stressful for both staff and children so all support was welcome.  The first thing I requested was to have an interior door installed to enable the older children to have working space away from the younger children, as this was a trigger for bad behaviour.  The ASD Teaching Assistant (TA) advisor also felt this was an essential first step in managing and improving behaviour.  (Appendix 1)  She also discussed the importance of clear routine and structure, which included visual timetables, suitable staffing levels, and consistency of rules.  We made a plan to implement these before her next visit.  
Unfortunately, due to the fact the door was not installed the issues with behaviour continued, despite the fact that I kept asking for it to be done.  A large visual timetable was put up in the classroom and all staff were consistent in their approaches to how children were managed.  The LEA TA advisor expressed concerns on her next visit regarding the door installation but knew it was out of my control.  The main Advisory Team visited and advised that new equipment was needed to improve the learning environment, which was very welcome.  Changes had to be made to the timetable, which was already accepted by the children so yet again, their routine and structure was changed.  Upon discussion with all staff, the decision was made to stick to our routine.  However, it wasn’t long before I was instructed to take the visual timetable off the wall and to use a timetable on the interactive whiteboard.  This was not ideal as it meant the children could not use the computer, as the timetable would no longer be on display.   
During the following visits, the placement of some of the older children in the class was questioned and challenged.  These pupils were the main ones who were struggling with behaviour in the class.  I had expressed my views about these children previously, in that I felt they would benefit from mainstream teaching.  As a result of this, two children were moved into mainstream classes with some support.  Another child was moved to the Nurture class so his needs could be met.  These were positive procedures that instantly improved the atmosphere within the class.  The ASD TA advisor made more visits during the rest of the term to look at resources and suitability of furniture.  Yet again, changes were made. At one point, a total restructure of the classroom was carried out by staff that were not from the LSC class, which was unworkable.  We tried to cope with it but soon realised that it was unsuitable and restructured to the needs of the children.  These changes were justified during her next visit.  
Eventually behaviour improved, new children joined the class and routines became established, but there was still a problem with staffing and work was needed to develop our sensory room.  These were highlighted by the advisor both verbally and in her written reports.  After every visit we had action plans to put in place, but it was frustrating as requests to have physical changes made to the sensory room took months to be processed.  The new furniture and resources that I was told we could have to improve the learning environment never appeared, even though the LEA suggested it.   (Appendix 2).
During the term, lots of changes were made by the request of the LEA, which we put into place only to discover that they did not work.  The positive changes of children moving out of the class was long anticipated, and proved to be a big factor in improving behaviour.  The physical changes of moving areas and furniture was not successful and caused more confusion and distress for the children.  Lots of consideration and ideas from all staff proved effective in providing a more suitable set up for the children.  Plans were put in place for another child to move into the LSC2 class as he would then have older and positive role models rather than being with the younger, more demanding children.  This move was implemented at the start of the Spring Term 2019 and had a positive effect instantly.  On her final visit before Christmas, the Advisory TA was extremely pleased with how the atmosphere had changed from being stressful, sometimes manic and loud to a calm, happy learning environment.
Through all the visits from the LEA team, it was clearly stated that by them that ASD children cannot cope with displays except for visual timetables and individual visual “Now and Then” task cards.  However, over the last few months, quite a few small displays have been put around the two rooms.  They have been sensitively constructed and all children contribute to them.  The older children like to show others what they have done and do not seem to be over stimulated in any way.  The younger children do not take any notice whatsoever so that raises the question about using displays in classrooms with ASD children. 
We have not received any visits this term as the improvements in behaviour were visible during the last visit and the report was positive.  The learning environment has become more suitable although we constantly evaluate how things are going and make changes where necessary. The input and support from the LEA proved to be valuable and I feel more equipped to meet the needs of the children in the class.

Findings.
The idea of this study was to evaluate the effect of the learning environment on children with ASD.  There have been several aspects to consider which have been discussed earlier on.  Lots of changes were made during the autumn term, which certainly had an impact on the children.  Some of this was in a positive way and some in a negative way.  It has become clear to me that a key factor when teaching children with ASD is clear routine. This is validated by the following quote as it clearly states “Changes to the school routine can cause a child with ASD to become very anxious” (Manikiza, 2015, p19).  There have been times when routines have been changed without any prior warning, which has caused problems with behaviour with some children.  I now endeavour to inform children of any changes in routine beforehand so they have time to process it.  It has become clear that all staff must follow the routine to enable consistency, although this can be difficult with supply cover unless they take the lead from staff.  There have been a few occasions where different TA’s have been sent to the class as well as teachers, which have been triggers for problems with some children who find dealing with change very difficult.  This has not been the case with all children.
The LEA Advisory Team have been of some support in developing the present learning environment but not without it’s problems.  I did hope that their involvement would be supportive and positive.  This was not the case as often I felt we couldn’t do the right thing in their eyes even if it was in the best interests of the children.   Changing the physical environment is difficult for these children to cope with.  They are very set in their ways and the slightest of change can cause distress.  This was evident on several occasions and I now understand that these children need things to be constant.  Just moving a cupboard or changing the order of tasks in the day is an issue for most of them.  
Meeting the vast array of the needs of the children is enough challenge in its own right.  Every child in the class is different and the mix of children can be difficult to manage.  That was the situation I was faced with.  At times it was impossible to see a way forward but once physical barriers were in place, things did become more manageable.   Changing the daily routine proved to be a mistake.  This was changed as the LEA TA advisor felt it needed restructuring.  From my point of view this was a negative move but one which I had to try.  When evaluating this change, it became perfectly clear our original routine was more suited to the needs of the children.  It has been difficult to find a happy balance to ensure the children experience a positive and happy environment.  I can see how important a clear structure and consistent routine is for these children.
Providing the right environment is crucial.  I understood from previous guidance that blue was the recommended colour to be used and little display as that can be over stimulating for children with ASD.  However, I felt our classroom was too oppressive being all blue and took a big risk changing to cream.  This is supported by an article which says “Developing a sensory neutral environment will help greatly by choosing neutral or pastel shades rather than bold colours” (Manikiza, 2015, p29).  My fears quickly disappeared when the children arrived in class, looked around and then carried on as normal.  The advisory TA approved the change of colour as she felt it improved the room, as it appeared to be brighter and felt more spacious.  Small displays have been added around the class, consisting of things the children have done and change frequently so they become working displays.  I ensure that these displays are appropriate and not too much for the children.  As the children have had full involvement with the displays, they do not distract them but add to their learning.  
Alongside changing the routine, which had a negative effect, the restructuring of the layout of the rooms by other staff also proved unsuccessful.  Creating individual workstations in a different way to what had always worked was a mistake.  The children were continually disrupting each other so the decision was made to put them back as they had always been.  This was a positive move as the children were able to focus more. The number of workstations was reduced to four initially but has since been reduced to three.  Setting up areas, which resembled a mainstream foundation phase class, proved to be too much for both children and staff.  The areas were crowded with far too many resources on display for the children to misuse.  As it was moved on the advice of the LEA we tried to make it work but it was unmanageable.  It didn’t work for the children. They could not cope with the confined areas and were overwhelmed with all the resources visible to them.  Again I made the decision to change it so minimal resources were out on display and the areas larger and clearer. Having a larger area enabled the children to move more freely and have their own space.  I did have to justify this and the areas have remained the same ever since. This is supported by the following quote as it states “Putting all extraneous materials and supplies in cabinets, boxes, drawers or folders is beneficial, and covering open shelves with solid colour fabric can be helpful” (Hume, 2011, p5).
Working with children with ASD is extremely challenging and providing the best learning environment for them is crucial.  Due to the nature of the children there will always be something that needs to be adjusted or even changed to satisfy their individual needs and to encourage positive behaviour.  The key factors that I have learned over the last few months are how vital a consistent, clear, simple routine and structure is for these children.  Quite often school is the most consistent factor in their lives where their skills and knowledge can be nurtured and developed, a happy place to encourage confidence and to develop social and communication skills for the future, a place to feel safe and build positive relationships with other children and adults.  How would I do things in the future?  I would aim to provide an environment where all children feel safe and happy; provide learning experiences suitable for their needs; work closely with other members of staff and value their ideas and contributions; be flexible in my thinking and focus on what is essential for each individual.  Could I have done things differently?  In some ways I feel I could have.  Knowing my children as I do now, I should have been more proactive in restructuring the classroom and not just try to do what others wanted when I knew what was needed for the children.  It is important to listen to advice and take things on board but when you know deep down it won’t work, have the courage and conviction to do things your way.
Conclusion
Everyday provides new challenges when working with children diagnosed with ASD. There are so many factors to be considered and these last few months have been a massive learning curve for myself.  I have discovered so much through working with these children, it is a very difficult job and quite often I have felt I lacked the experience and knowledge necessary to best support them.  However, after working with the LEA Advisory Team, trying things as suggested, and eventually realising I did actually understand the needs of the children, I have become far more confident when making decisions. It can be very rewarding but also extremely frustrating when faced with financial constraints and a working environment, which is not ideal. It has become perfectly clear that these children need a very structured day with routines that they can become familiar with.  To change these aspects does indeed have an impact on the children.  There is a negative effect on behaviour, which, in turn, has a knock on effect on the learning environment.  The classroom has to be a place where all children feel happy, in control, safe and secure, and I have learned that this is achieved when they know what to expect each day.  I have witnessed how the slightest change in a routine can cause a lot of distress for a child and such unnecessary changes are unacceptable.  It is imperative that all staff members working in the class understand the importance of keeping to the routine and structure.  By ensuring this, the children will benefit from a positive learning environment.
Changing the physical appearance of the classroom can certainly alter the atmosphere in the class.  As discussed earlier, a lot of these changes were carried out during the last six months, which had more of a negative impact rather than a positive one.  By observing the children when these changes were made, both myself and other staff could see it was not working to improve behaviour in the class, so we worked together to find a more suitable solution. Obviously all advice we received was given careful consideration and gave us ideas of what we could do.  It is imperative that the structure and routines are regularly reviewed and, if necessary, changed but with the involvement of the children where possible.  
What happens next?  Do we leave things as they are or develop the environment further?  I feel very strongly that staff need to evaluate the effectiveness of the learning environment regularly and make positive improvements when appropriate.  After a period of lots of changes, the children have now settled and for the immediate future I can see no changes being made.  If in the future problems arise then, as a team, we will discuss with the children what they need and how we can help them. 
During the period of changes, there were constraints as to what could be done.  I was advised to improve the furniture within the class, and informed that monies would be available to make this happen.  This however, proved not to be the case and was frustrating as plans were made, lists drawn up, but still have to make the best of what we already had. The cost of making improvements is a limiting factor as to what can actually be done.  The lack of physical space available made following given advice hard, as we wanted to avoid creating a cluttered and ‘busy’ environment, as this would not have benefitted the children. We therefore had to act in accordance with the space available, being as creative as we could. In conclusion, it is essential that the children be provided with the best, suitable, learning environment possible, given the constraints of space, equipment and expense.  
What does this mean for the future?  Each child deserves the best opportunities to develop essential skills and knowledge in an effective learning environment. As children join the class their needs must be assessed and catered for with as little disruption to the established structure and routine.  
I have found this a valuable study of my working environment, being able to critically evaluate, research, discuss and improve opportunities for all the children within my class.  This is extremely important as “A child with ASD deserves the same rights to grow, learn, engage and reach their potential as any other child” (Manikiza, 2015, p28)
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