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Best practice guidance for youth workers 
Welcoming and engaging autistic young people in a youth club setting 
Youth working is all about supporting the young people that we work with in a way that helps them grow, build their confidence, help them build relationships and help them feel like they have a sense of belonging. Ome of the main differences between school and youth working is voluntary so that mean the young people have a choice whether they want to come or not. This means that it is important that as youth workers we make the youth space feel welcoming, safe and inclusive for everyone so that the young people want to come to the youth centre (National Youth Agency, n.d.) if the youth centre doesn't feel right the young people are less likely to attend which means that they will be missing out on  impor5tant opportunities to develop their social skills and personally 
 For a young person with autism a youth club Is not always easy to access, and they might not feel comfortable. Autism is a form of neurodiversity which means peoples brains work different. It's a natural difference in how people think, communicate, and experience the world. While autism isn't something that needs to be fixed but something that should be understood and supported. however young people with autism face a lot of barriers especially in social environments. Autistica (n.d.) states that young people with autism's face barriers in due to a lack of understanding, sensory overload or environments that are not always designed for their needs in mind.
For example, youth clubs can be quite a loud busy and unpredictable which can be overwhelming for a young person with autism. Things like bright lights lots of noise and too many people talking at once can cause sensory over lode on top of that social situations like group conversations or unstructed activities can be difficult for a young person with autism. This can make them feel anxious or out of place and in some cases, they might stop attending the youth centre all together. This shows how important it is for a youth workers to understand autism and think about how their practice might affect different young people.  
This Guidance document will hopefully help youth workers be able to support autistic young people better in the youth club. It will explore how, Autism can affect the young person's experience within the youth club and how youth workers can adapt their practise to be more inclusive. These strategies can help make youth clubs more inclusive and supportive for everyone. 
This document will link to key legislation such as the Equality Act 2010 and that Youth work strategy for Wales (Welsh government 2019) as well as important theories linked to youth work practise. 
This document will also provide solutions for youth workers so they can make the Youth club More Inclusive, including adopting the physical environment, improving communication, and promoting inclusion among peers and staff.
Overall, this document will help youth workers create a space where young people with autism will feel safe, understood and be able to take part fully in all activities.





Autism, also known as Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), is a condition that affects how people communicate, interact with others, and experience the world. According to the National Health Service, autism is a lifelong condition and isn’t something that needs to be “fixed,” but understood and supported (NHS, 2023). This links to the idea of neurodiversity, which sees autism as a difference rather than a problem (Singer, 2017).
The word “spectrum” is important because it shows that autism is different for everyone. Some young people might need a lot of support, while others are more independent but still face challenges (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). This means in youth work, you can’t treat everyone the same — support needs to be adapted to everyone.
There are some common traits, though. Communication can be different, for example some autistic young people might struggle with conversations or understanding social cues (Wing, 2001). Sensory issues are also a big thing — things like loud noise, bright lights, or busy spaces can feel overwhelming (Robertson and Baron-Cohen, 2017). A lot of autistic people also prefer routine because it makes things feel more predictable and less stressful.
autism it is not all challenges. Autism also comes with strengths, which is something that’s important to recognise. Many autistic young people have strong focus, creativity, and attention to detail (Happé and Frith, 2009). In youth work, building on these strengths can help boost confidence and make young people feel valued instead of judged.


Social model of disability 
The social model of disability is about the idea that people aren’t disabled by their condition, but by barriers in society. Organisations like Scope explain that it’s things like environments, attitudes, and lack of support that create difficulties (Scope, 2023).
In youth work, this is important when working with autistic young people. Instead of seeing autism as the problem, youth workers should look at what in the environment might be making things harder. For example, if a youth club is loud and chaotic, that could be overwhelming for someone with sensory sensitivities.
So instead of expecting the young person to just “deal with it,” changes should be made. This could be things like having a quiet space, giving clear instructions, or keeping sessions more structured. Research shows that small changes like this can make a big difference in helping autistic young people take part (Pellicano et al., 2018).
Overall, the social model helps youth workers think differently. It’s about adapting the space and the approach, not the person. This creates a more inclusive environment where everyone has a fair chance to be involved.
Policy and legislation 
There are a few key laws and policies that support autistic young people and make sure they are included. The Equality Act 2010 is one of the main ones. It protects people from discrimination and says organisations must make “reasonable adjustments” (UK Government, 2010). In youth work, this could mean adapting activities or providing extra support so autistic young people can fully take part.
The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 (ALN Act) is also important, especially in Wales. It focuses on making sure young people with additional needs get the right support (Welsh Government, 2018). For youth workers, this might mean working with schools or other professionals and making sure the young person’s voice is included in decisions.
Another key policy is the Youth Work Strategy for Wales 2019, which is all about making youth work inclusive and accessible (Welsh Government, 2019). It says that all young people should have the chance to take part and reach their potential.
On a bigger scale, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) says that disabled people have the right to be included in society (United Nations, 2006).
In practice, all these mean that youth workers have a responsibility to include autistic young people, adapt what they do, and make sure everyone is treated equally.
Five pillars of youth work 
Youth work is based around a set of core values like respect, inclusion, empowerment, and choice. One of the biggest things that makes youth work different from school is that it’s voluntary, and it focuses on supporting young people as individuals. These values are really important when working with disabled young people, as they help create an environment where everyone feels included and supported (National Youth Agency, n.d.).
The Five Pillars of Youth Work are a good way of understanding what effective youth work should look like in practice.
Voluntary participation
One of the main principles of youth work is that it is voluntary, meaning young people choose to attend rather than being forced to. This is important because it means young people are more likely to engage and feel comfortable (Ord, 2016).
For disabled young people, this links closely to inclusion. If a space isn’t accessible or welcoming, they are less likely to attend. Youth workers need to make sure that activities are adapted so everyone has a genuine choice to take part. For example, this could mean changing how an activity is delivered or offering different ways to get involved.
Overall, voluntary participation isn’t just about turning up — it’s about making sure everyone actually can take part if they want to.
Relationship – based practise 
Building relationships is a huge part of youth work. It’s all about trust, respect, and understanding between the youth worker and the young person (Banks, 2010).
This is especially important for disabled young people, as they may have had negative experiences in other settings, like school. Having a supportive youth worker who listens and doesn’t judge can make a big difference.
In practice, this might mean taking time to understand a young person’s needs, communication style, or triggers. Strong relationships also make it easier to spot when someone might need extra support.
Personal and social development 
Youth work is focused on helping young people grow, not just academically but personally and socially as well (Ord, 2016). Inclusive youth work makes sure disabled young people have the same opportunities to develop confidence, independence, and social skills.
This can be done through activities like group work, creative sessions, or even leadership roles. For example, giving a disabled young person responsibility within a group can help build confidence and a sense of achievement.
It’s important that youth workers focus on strengths rather than limitations, which links back to inclusive practice and empowerment.
Informal education 
Unlike school, youth work is based on informal education, meaning learning happens through activities, conversations, and experiences rather than lessons (Jeffs and Smith, 2005).
This can be beneficial for disabled young people, especially those who might struggle in formal education settings. It allows learning to happen in a more relaxed and flexible way.
Youth workers can adapt how they teach depending on the young person. For example, using visual aids, hands-on activities, or breaking things down into smaller steps can make learning more accessible.
Empowerment and participation 
Empowerment is about giving young people a voice and allowing them to be involved in decisions that affect them (Welsh Government, 2019).
For disabled young people, this is really important because they are often left out of decision-making. Youth workers should actively involve them in shaping sessions and activities.
In practice, this could be done through things like youth forums or feedback sessions. For example, creating a group where disabled young people can share their ideas helps make youth work more inclusive and relevant.
Empowerment also links to rights-based approaches, such as those outlined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006), which says disabled people should have a say in decisions about their lives.
Theory's
[bookmark: _Int_daNOCCp4]Different theories can help youth workers understand how to support autistic young people better. Paulo Freire talks about empowerment, which is about giving people a voice (Freire, 1970). In youth work, this means actually listening to autistic young people and involving them in decisions.
Carl Rogers focused on relationships and the idea of unconditional positive regard (Rogers, 1957). This basically means accepting people as they are. For autistic young people, having a youth worker who is understanding and non-judgemental can make a huge difference.
Albert Bandura believed people learn from others through observation (Bandura, 1977). In youth work, group activities can help autistic young people build social skills by learning from peers in a safe environment.
Donald Schön talked about reflection (Schön, 1983). This is really important because youth workers need to think about what went well and what didn’t. For example, if a session was too overwhelming, changes can be made next time.
These theories help youth workers be more flexible, understanding, and inclusive in their practice.
Anti – oppressive practise 
Anti-oppressive practice is about challenging inequality and making sure everyone is treated fairly (Dominelli, 2002). For autistic young people, this is really important because they can often face stigma or be misunderstood.
In youth work, this means creating an environment where differences are accepted and respected. It could involve challenging negative stereotypes, educating others about autism, or adapting activities so everyone can join in.
This links closely to inclusion and equality because it’s about making sure no one is left out. Youth workers have a responsibility to make spaces safe and welcoming for all young people (Banks, 2010).
Overall, anti-oppressive practice helps autistic young people feel valued and included. It also helps create a more positive and understanding environment for everyone involved
Good practice guidelines 
Creating an inclusive physical environment
The environment of a youth club can make a massive difference for autistic young people. A lot of autistic individuals have sensory sensitivities, meaning things like loud noise, bright lights, or crowded spaces can feel overwhelming and even cause anxiety (National Autistic Society, 2022).
Because of this, youth workers should try to create a space that feels calm, predictable, and safe. If a young person feels comfortable in the environment, they are much more likely to engage and stay involved in activities.
Some good ways to do this include:
· Having a quiet or “chill-out” space where young people can take a break 
· Keeping noise levels down where possible (like not blasting music) 
· Using softer lighting instead of really bright lights 
· Keeping the room layout the same so it’s not confusing 
· Labelling areas clearly so people know what each space is for

Another important thing is preparing young people for what to expect. For example, having a visual timetable or explaining what’s going to happen at the start of the session can reduce anxiety. Sudden changes can be really stressful, so giving warnings before transitions (like “we’re packing up in 5 minutes”) can really help.
The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 also says that environments should be adapted to meet individual needs (Welsh Government, 2018), so this isn’t just good practice — it’s expected.
Research by Estyn (2021) also shows that the best youth settings in Wales focus on calm and structured environments, which helps young people with additional needs feel more comfortable.
Communication and interaction 
Communication can be different for autistic young people. Some might find it hard to understand social cues, jokes, or unclear instructions (National Autistic Society, 2022).
Because of this, youth workers need to be really clear and supportive in how they communicate. Good communication can reduce anxiety and help young people feel more confident in taking part.
Good practice includes:
· Using clear, simple, and direct language 
· Avoiding sarcasm or slang that could be confusing 
· Breaking things down into smaller steps 
· Using visual supports like pictures or demonstrations 
· Giving extra time for processing

It’s also important to check understanding rather than just assuming a young person has understood. This could be done by asking them to repeat instructions back or showing them instead of just telling them.
The National Youth Agency (2020) highlights how important inclusive communication is, as it helps all young people actually engage in sessions.
Also, research from Ambitious about Autism (2021) shows that when communication is more structured, young people are more likely to feel less anxious and more involved.
Engagement and activity design 
Activities in youth work should be flexible because not everyone enjoys or learns in the same way. Autistic young people often prefer structure and clear expectations (Milton, 2012).
Some good ways to support this include:
· Giving clear instructions for activities 
· Offering choice so young people can pick what suits them 
· Allowing young people to opt in or out without pressure 
· Keeping some routines so things feel predictable 
· Using activities based on their interests

It’s also important to recognise that engagement might look different for different people. For example, a young person might not join in group discussions but could still be fully engaged in a creative activity. Youth workers need to be flexible in how they measure participation.
The Youth Work Strategy for Wales 2019 supports this idea by promoting personalised approaches (Welsh Government, 2019).
CWVYS (2022) also says youth work should be adaptable so it works for different needs.
Promoting peer awareness and inclusion 
Sometimes autistic young people can feel left out because others don’t understand them properly (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2020).
Youth workers can help by creating a more understanding and inclusive environment. This isn’t just about supporting the autistic young person, but also educating the whole group.
Good practice includes:
· Running awareness sessions about autism 
· Challenging discrimination or negative behaviour 
· Encouraging teamwork and group activities 
· Promoting empathy and understanding
It’s also useful to model positive behaviour. If youth workers show patience, respect, and inclusion, other young people are more likely to copy that. This links to Albert Bandura (1977), who said people learn from watching others.
Inclusive curriculum and program development 
Youth programmes should be designed to include everyone from the start, rather than adding adjustments later (Rose and Meyer, 2002). This makes things more accessible and avoids singling people out.
Good practice includes:
· Making activities adaptable 
· Offering creative ways to take part 
· Using technology where helpful 
· Asking young people for their input
Getting feedback from young people is really important, as it helps make sure the programme actually meets their needs. Guidance like NOS (2019) and Youth Cymru (2020) both support inclusive programme planning, making sure youth work is accessible to all.

Language and anti-oppressive practise 
The language youth workers use is really important because it can shape how people think and feel. Using respectful and inclusive language helps create a positive environment where everyone feels accepted. Youth workers should also challenge stereotypes or negative attitudes towards autism (Dominelli, 2002). This could be something as simple as correcting misconceptions or stopping inappropriate comments. The Equality Act 2010 supports this by promoting equality and protecting individuals from discrimination. Overall, it’s about making sure autistic young people feel respected, included, and valued
Working in partnership
Supporting autistic young people isn’t something youth workers do alone — it often involves working with others.
Good practice includes:
· Working with families to understand the young person better 
· Communicating with schools or ALN coordinators 
· Linking with specialist services when needed

Building these relationships helps create consistency, which is important for autistic young people. If everyone is working together, the support is much more effective.
The ALN Code for Wales (2021) highlights how important partnership working is, as it helps provide more consistent and effective support.

Case study 
This case study looks at a young person called Jake , who is 14 years old and has autism. It explores his experience attending a youth centre before and after adjustments were made to support his needs.
Before adjustments 
When Jake first started coming to the youth centre, he found it really difficult to settle in. The environment was loud, busy, and quite unpredictable, which made him feel overwhelmed. Music was often playing loudly, lots of young people were talking at once, and the lighting was quite bright. Because Jake has sensory sensitivities, this caused him to feel anxious and uncomfortable.
Jake also struggled with communication. Youth workers would often give group instructions that were quite vague, like “just get on with it,” which he found confusing. He wasn’t always sure what he was supposed to be doing, which made him feel frustrated. He also found it hard to join in conversations with other young people, as he struggled to understand social cues and jokes.
Because of this, Jake mostly stayed on his own and avoided group activities. Sometimes he would leave sessions early or refuse to come at all. This shows how, without support, the environment itself was acting as a barrier, which links to the social model of disability. It wasn’t Jake’s autism that was the main issue, but the lack of adjustments in the youth setting.
Adjustments made 
After noticing that Jake was struggling, the youth workers reflected on their practice and made changes to make the space more inclusive. This links to ideas from Donald Schön about improving practice through reflection.
Firstly, they adapted the environment. They introduced a quiet “chill-out” space where Jake (and other young people) could go if things felt overwhelming. They also reduced background noise by lowering music and created a more structured layout, so it was easier to understand the space.
They also changed how they communicated. Instructions were made clearer and more specific, and tasks were broken down into smaller steps. Visual supports, like written instructions and simple schedules, were introduced so Jake could see what was happening during the session.
In terms of activities, youth workers started offering more structured options and allowed young people to opt in or out without pressure. They also included activities based on Jake’s interests, which helped him feel more motivated to join in.
The team also worked on peer awareness by encouraging inclusive behaviour and challenging negative attitudes. This links to Albert Bandura, as other young people began to model the positive behaviour they saw from staff.
After adjustments 
After these changes were made, Jake’s experience improved a lot. He started attending sessions more regularly and stayed for longer periods of time. Having a quiet space meant he could manage his anxiety better instead of leaving completely.
Clear communication helped him understand what was expected, which reduced frustration and increased his confidence. Over time, he began to take part in activities, especially ones linked to his interests.
Jake also started to build relationships with youth workers and a few other young people. Although he still preferred smaller groups, he became more comfortable interacting with others.
This shows how making reasonable adjustments can have a big impact. It also links to the Equality Act 2010, which requires services to adapt to meet individual needs.
Conclusion 
Overall, this case study shows that small changes can make a big difference. Before adjustments, Jake felt excluded and overwhelmed, but after changes were made, he was able to engage, build confidence, and feel part of the group.
It highlights the importance of inclusive practice in youth work and shows that it is the responsibility of youth workers to adapt their environment and approach, rather than expecting the young person to change.



Conclusion 
Overall, this assignment has shown that supporting autistic young people in youth work is not about trying to change who they are, but about adapting the environment and the way youth work is delivered. Autism is a spectrum, meaning every young person is different and will have their own needs, strengths, and challenges. Because of this, youth workers need to be flexible and willing to adapt their practice to make sure everyone feels included and supported.
The social model of disability is really important in understanding this. It shows that many of the difficulties autistic young people face are not caused by autism itself, but by barriers in society, such as loud environments, unclear communication, or lack of understanding. In youth work, this means it is the responsibility of the youth worker to remove these barriers. Simple changes, like creating quieter spaces or giving clear instructions, can make a huge difference in whether a young person feels able to take part or not.
Policy and legislation, such as the Equality Act 2010 and the Youth Work Strategy for Wales 2019, reinforce that inclusion is not optional. They make it clear that youth services must make reasonable adjustments and provide equal opportunities for all young people. This links directly to practice, as youth workers need to make sure their sessions are accessible and inclusive.
Theories from Paulo Freire, Carl Rogers, and Albert Bandura also show how important empowerment, relationships, and peer learning are. These ideas help youth workers understand how to support autistic young people in a way that builds confidence and encourages participation.
The good practice guidelines and case study highlighted that small, realistic changes can have a big impact. Things like adapting communication, creating structured activities, and promoting understanding between peers can help autistic young people feel more comfortable and included.
In conclusion, inclusive youth work is about creating a space where autistic young people feel safe, valued, and able to be themselves. When youth workers take the time to reflect and adapt their practice, it not only improves the experience for autistic young people but creates a more positive and inclusive environment for everyone involved.
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