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A primary practitioners guide to autism
This guide for primary educators focuses on designing a classroom environment that caters to the specific needs of children with autism.

Firstly, what exactly is autism?
According to Lord et al. (2018), the neurological disorder known as autism spectrum disorder (ASD), or simply autism, is defined by difficulties with social interaction, communication, and behaviour patterns. The word "spectrum" refers to the broad range of abilities and symptoms that people with autism may exhibit. While some autistic individuals may live independently with little help, others may need substantial support in their day-to-day activities. Comprehending autism requires an understanding of its complexities, the range of presentations, and the distinct ways in which it impacts individuals. Teachers must have adequate training and understanding to create a welcoming and encouraging environment. This guarantees that they can successfully address the needs of autistic children, foster their growth, and establish a learning environment where every student may succeed.
Children's behaviour is greatly influenced by autism, which frequently presents in a variety of ways that highlight the disorder's particular advantages and difficulties. Behaviour serves a purpose, and there may be multiple explanations for it. Information processing issues, unstructured time, sensory inequalities, routine changes, activity transitions, or bodily causes like feeling ill, exhausted, or hungry are a few examples (National Autistic Society, 2025):
· Complex bodily motions such as rocking, hopping, spinning or whirling, head banging, arm or hand flapping, and finger flicking are examples of stimulating behaviour. It helps children deal with situations where there is a lot of sensory information (Masiran, 2018).  

· When someone hurts themselves physically, that is considered self-injurious behaviour. It involves pinching or scratching, biting of the hand or arm, and head bashing. In the event of an emergency or other dire situation, dial 999 (Minhsawi, et al. 2014).  

· Challenges like eating only a limited variety of foods, being unable to eat at school, going extended periods without eating, and pica (consuming non-food items) can be hard to comprehend and manage (Baraskewich, et al. 2021).

Understanding these behaviours
As illustrated in the photo below, 36% of practitioners demonstrated inadequate knowledge regarding autism. This indicates that a significant portion of professionals working with individuals on the autism spectrum may lack sufficient understanding of the disorder's characteristics, its impact on communication, behaviour, and social interactions.

[image: Too complicated to treat'? Autistic people seeking mental health support in  Scotland – AMASE]
(AMASE, 2018)
According to Dawson (2022), understanding these behaviours is important in the classroom environment to help promote inclusive education, making sure that all children with or without autism are being respected and supported. Through acknowledging and addressing the distinct requirements and abilities of students with autism, educators can foster a feeling of inclusion and establish a constructive environment where every child feels appreciated. With this knowledge, teachers can create individualised lesson plans, modify the physical space to reduce sensory issues, and promote active engagement in class activities. Inadequate knowledge among practitioners can also lead to missed opportunities for effective early intervention, inappropriate teaching strategies, and insufficient support for autistic individuals. According to the data in the graph below, there has been a noticeable increase in the number of children receiving an autism diagnosis in recent years, showing children with autism in Wales increasing from 1.00 to 2.50 which is a significant increase. This pattern emphasises how important it is for teachers to have the knowledge and skills needed to create inclusive classrooms.
[image: Prevalence of autism up in schools across the U.K. — NCSA]
(Escher, 2020)



What else can autism have an impact on?
· Mental health 
· Social development 
· Physical development 
· Communication 
Mental health
According to Absury and Toseeb (2022), compared to their peers with other forms of special educational needs, children and young adults with autism spectrum disorder continuously exhibit higher levels of anxiety and depression symptoms, according to a longitudinal study. The higher probability of bullying, which could worsen emotional and psychological suffering in autistic people, is one possible explanation for the difference. Bullying has been connected to increased levels of anxiety and despair, and research indicates that autistic teenagers are more likely to experience it. Both autistic youth and those with ADHD report higher rates of bullying victimisation, which is correlated with higher symptoms of depression and anxiousness (Accardo, et al. 2024). 

Social Development 
Studies show that children with autism experience significant delays in socialization abilities, as well as in expressive and receptive language development, and nonverbal intelligence, when compared to their peers (Anderson, et al. 2010). These delays are particularly evident when it comes to socialisation skills, where it's usual to struggle with building and sustaining relationships, having reciprocal interactions, and recognising social cues. According to LaGasse (2017), autism spectrum disorder significantly affects the social development of children, primarily due to persistent challenges in social interaction, communication, and understanding and responding to social cues, meaning in the classroom, these social difficulties may hinder cooperative learning activities such as group projects or class debates, which could have an impact on peer relationships and academic performance.


Physical Development 
According to research, children with autism frequently struggle with both fine and gross motor abilities, which can have significant impacts on how they develop as an individual. While gross motor difficulties involve larger movements including walking, running, and coordination, fine motor difficulties are characterised by impairments in small muscle movements like those used for grasping, writing, and manipulating objects (Nordin, et. 2021). Children who struggle with fine and gross motor skills may find it more difficult to engage in physical activity, which can lead to a variety of health and fitness issues.

Communication 
Children with autism may experience challenges in communication, social interaction, and forming relationships with others. Language development in individuals with autism is often delayed, necessitating the implementation of alternative communication methods. Educators must possess a thorough understanding of these strategies to effectively support and facilitate the learning and social integration of autistic students (National Autistic Society, 2025). Teachers may provide inclusive learning environments that meet the many requirements of autistic students and foster greater engagement, teamwork, and social interaction by putting research-based strategies into practice. 

Legislation:
The Additional Learning Needs Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018
· Supports children and adults from birth to 25 with additional learning needs, including autism. 
· Offers specialised support to those who face challenges with everyday tasks.
· Guarantees that the right kind of assistance is provided to make their everyday lives easier, enabling them to become more independent. 
· The Act replaces the previous special education needs framework, moving beyond its limitations by offering a more holistic and inclusive approach (Disability Wales, 2022). 

Equality Act 2010
[image: What do I need to know about the Equality Act? - Edapt]
(Edapt, 2025)
· The Equality Act, introduced in 2010, was established to combat discrimination and promote fairness in both workplace and educational settings. 
· Its primary goal is to ensure that individuals are treated equitably, regardless of characteristics such as age, disability, gender, race, religion, or sexual orientation.
· Emphasises the importance of fostering an inclusive culture where everyone, whether that be peers, employees, or employers, upholds mutual respect and understanding (UK Government, 2015). 
· According to the NHS (2019), autism is recognized as a disability, meaning schools should provide appropriate support to meet the needs of children on the spectrum.
By employing methods to enforce both the Equality Act and The Additional Learning Needs Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 educational institutions can guarantee that each student has the chance to achieve their greatest potential.


	Theories in link to autism

	Albert Bandura (1977)
	B.F. Skinner (1937)
	Jean Piaget (1936)

	
· Developed the Social Learning theory.
· Children acquire behaviours by watching and copying the actions of the people around them (McLeod, 2024).
· This framework has been key in creating interventions for individuals with autism spectrum disorder, who often struggle with social communication and interaction.
· According to Bawazir and Jones (2017), their article explores how social stories, and creative arts can be viewed through the framework of social learning theory, aimed at supporting children with autism.










	
· Skinner's operant conditioning theory emphasises the importance of consequences in learning and focusses on changing behaviour through reinforcement and punishment (Cherry, 2024).
· This theory served as a basis for the creation of Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA), a popular therapy technique for autistic children. 
· By applying Skinner's operant conditioning principles, ABA boosts positive behaviour and improves language proficiency (Moller, 2024)
· According to Autism Speaks (2024), verbal behaviour therapy, which is based on Skinner's theory of verbal behaviour, emphasises training functional communication through the reinforcement of various verbal replies. 
· This method has demonstrated effectiveness in enhancing the language abilities of children with autism.
	
· Piaget's research emphasizes how children adjust to their surroundings. 
· He proposed that all children go through four comparable stages of development because they share a similar innate capacity for learning (Doherty and Hughes, 2014).
· However, study examines autism as a developmental disorder affecting intentional movement and emotional engagement (Trevarthen and Delafield-Butt, 2013). 
· It highlights that early disruptions in motor skills and emotional expression can influence cognitive development in children with autism, suggesting that not all children may progress through the same developmental stages (Rudy, 2023).
· Recognizing these differences is essential for creating educational strategies that are specifically designed to support the distinct developmental paths of children with autism.



Previous Case Studies
This section will delve into real-life case studies from over the years, shedding light on the diverse challenges faced by children with autism in various aspects of their lives. Additionally, this section will explore the unique ways in which children and their families navigate these obstacles, adapt to different situations, and develop strategies to foster growth and resilience. 

Case study 1: James
According to National Autistic Society (2025), In 2013, James, a four-year-old boy, began his first year of primary school. On his first day, as he stood in line with his classmates, he demonstrated difficulty understanding the appropriate social norms, such as maintaining an adequate distance from others while waiting. As the child in front did not seem to mind this, James could experience a delay in his social development. 
Without appropriate guidance or intervention, James might find it challenging to understand and adapt to social conventions, potentially hindering his ability to build relationships with classmates who value personal space. One effective intervention technique that could support James in navigating this challenge is Applied Behaviour Analysis, a widely recognized approach for teaching and reinforcing positive social behaviours. As previously mentioned, Applied Behaviour Analysis uses structured strategies to help individuals develop essential skills, adapt to social norms, and build meaningful relationships (Moller, 2024)
James’ mother, Louis, observed that although James was often a loud and energetic child, he displayed a noticeable sensitivity to loud noises. At the time, she was unaware that he had autism but took a proactive approach by purchasing a pair of ear defenders. These were made available for James to use whenever he felt the need, offering a practical and supportive solution to help him cope with sensory challenges effectively. According to NHS (no date), ear defenders serve as effective tools for masking environmental sounds, making them especially useful for young children in loud settings. They can also benefit children who feel stressed, frightened, or become overwhelmed by sudden, loud noises which are common sensory challenges for children with autism, who often have heightened sensitivity to sensory input. By offering a calming sensory aid, ear defenders can help children with autism manage auditory overload, fostering a more comfortable and regulated experience in noisy environments.
Jamie struggles with sleeping, which greatly affects his ability to focus in class. A lack of sleep can impair cognitive abilities like attention, memory, and problem-solving, making it challenging for him to concentrate and participate fully in lessons. The persistent exhaustion may also cause fatigue and irritability, further impacting his academic progress and overall quality of life (Mehta, K. J. 2022). 

Case Study 2: Ben
Ben, who was diagnosed with autism at the age of 5 in 2019, was first referred for assessment when he was just 2 years old. With the early identification and support from his nursery, he received vital early interventions that helped him through his early developmental stages (National Autistic Society, 2025).
Although Ben's communication has made notable progress, he still occasionally finds it difficult to understand the root causes of his emotions, which can lead to episodes of frustration and anxiety. These challenges make it hard for him to process what’s affecting him, frequently resulting in increased feelings of anger, distress, and emotional overload.
According to the case study, Ben frequently has difficulty realizing when his actions might be causing harm, such as hugging someone too tightly or pulling their hair. These actions suggest he experiences sensory sensitivities, which may contribute to his struggles in understanding the effects of his behaviour. These sensitivities can also significantly influence his feelings of anger and distress, as they make it more challenging for him to process and manage his emotions effectively. According to National Autistic Society (2025), someone who has difficulty processing everyday sensory input may encounter sensory overload, often referred to as information overload. This happens when an overwhelming number of sensory stimuli inundates the brain, making it hard to concentrate or manage the situation. Sensory overload can result in increased stress, heightened anxiety, and even physical pain or discomfort.
If someone is experiencing a meltdown or becoming unresponsive, it’s important for educators to approach the situation with understanding rather than judgment. Instead of reacting negatively, they can take proactive steps to provide support. Simple adjustments to the environment, such as reducing noise, dimming lights, or providing a quiet space, can significantly alleviate distress. Additionally, developing a detailed sensory profile for the individual can help both educators and parents identify specific triggers and determine what changes are most beneficial in creating a supportive and accommodating environment.

Practical strategies
This section will concentrate on inclusive, useful tactics and materials that teachers in primary schools can use to appropriately support autistic children. It takes a planned, adaptable, and proactive approach to create a classroom atmosphere that corresponds with the different needs of all children, including those with autism. Teachers may help autistic students feel like they belong, increase their engagement, and support their academic and social development by implementing evidence-based practices, regardless of any difficulties 

Applied Behaviour Analysis
· While it is usually delivered by trained therapists, educators can also utilize ABA-based strategies to aid in the developmental progress of students within the classroom environment.
· Promotes the development of children’s learning and behaviour through effective strategies and practices.
· Enhances language and communication skills.
· Improves attention and memory through structured exercises and cognitive development techniques (Autism Speaks, 2024).
· According to Toscano et al (2022), highly structured and individualized exercise programs can act as an effective complementary therapy for children with autism.
· Tailored to address their specific needs, these programs have the potential to significantly alleviate symptoms.
This approach provides various advantages that effectively address the developmental needs of autistic children. As noted, it focuses on strengthening essential skills, including social interaction, communication, attention, and memory, which are areas that often present difficulties for individuals with autism.
Applied Behaviour Analysis is a great way to teach self-care skills for children with autism. Task analysis is a crucial tool for educators as it is a very effective way to divide difficult abilities into smaller, more manageable, and teachable steps. By employing this technique, teachers can assist students in learning complex self-care and independent living skills, including brushing their teeth, by concentrating on one step at a time until the task is successfully finished. This strategy gains even greater effectiveness when combined with positive reinforcement. Children are more motivated and likely to carry out the self-care task on their own in the future when they get praise, rewards, or other positive reinforcement after finishing a step or the entire action (Coddington, 2024). 
In addition to simplifying the learning process and supporting the holistic development of autistic children, Applied Behaviour Analysis is highly effective in reducing negative behaviours. By using techniques such as positive reinforcement and behaviour modification strategies, this strategy helps replace challenging behaviours with constructive ones, fostering a more positive and supportive learning environment (Rudy, 2024). 

Positive Behaviour Support
· According to National Autistic Society (2025), this is an approach adopted by a variety of schools to address diverse needs and improve outcomes.
· Is it a person-cantered approach - emphasizes tailoring care to individual needs, ensuring that people's preferences, values, and priorities shape clinical decisions. It focuses on delivering care that is both respectful and responsive to the unique circumstances of everyone (NHS, no date). 
· Identifies and responds to children’s support needs, particularly when someone is distressed or at risk of self-harm or harming others.
· Implements effective interventions, offers emotional support, and ensures safety to de-escalate situations and foster well-being.
· This approach considers how the environment impacts a child’s behaviour, development, and overall well-being. 
· It emphasizes identifying environmental influences and determining the most effective methods to support the child’s needs in a constructive and meaningful way to keep them safe and comfortable. 

According to Hawthorne (2022), creating an environment where children feel comfortable and safe is crucial for their healthy development. A secure setting supports emotional well-being, encourages cognitive growth, and aids social development. When children feel safe and appreciated, they become more engaged in their learning, free from fear or anxiety. This sense of emotional security allows them to confidently explore their environment, ask questions, and take intellectual risks without worrying about making mistakes. Feeling valued helps children build a positive self-image, which in turn boosts their motivation and resilience.
When applying this practical approach, it is essential to ensure that it is carried out in a way that respects the rights of the children (UNICEF, no date). Ensuring that children’s rights are met is essential for achieving equity in child health, as it guarantees that all children have access to the essential resources and opportunities they need to thrive. By upholding these rights, educators and caregivers can tackle the disparities in health outcomes, nutrition, education, and care, helping to create a more equal environment and reduce the inequalities that negatively affect children’s overall well-being (UNICEF, no date). 
In addition to adjusting the environment, educators can also encourage children to apply the new skills they’ve developed in various settings. This strategy involves creating personalized plans to address each child’s specific needs and support their overall development. Individual Education Plans (IEPs) are commonly used by schools as a tool for planning, teaching, and reviewing the progress of children and young people with special educational needs, such as autism. They are tailored to each child and should outline what should be taught, the methods of teaching to be used, and the frequency of lessons. There is no specific format for the plan, but they typically include details on short-term goals and the additional support provided to help the child achieve them.
[image: Positive Behaviour Support framework graphic showing the three parts: assess, manage and prevent.]
(Behaviour Help, 2024)

Visual supports 
According to the Organisation for Autism Research (2025), visual supports are highly effective in helping autistic children concentrate on tasks by offering a clear and organized structure. These aids can include tools such as visual schedules, charts, checklists, symbols, or pictures that divide tasks into smaller, more manageable steps. By visually outlining what is expected, they minimize confusion and provide clarity, making it easier for children to comprehend and interact with their surroundings. Visual supports are an excellent way to build confidence in autistic children, as these tools are often more intuitive and easier for them to process compared to verbal instructions. Many children with autism are great visual learners, which means that knowledge presented in a visual style helps them process and comprehend it better. Through the use of visual aids, teachers may accommodate students' innate learning preferences and help them understand concepts and expectations more quickly and efficiently (National Autistic Society, 2025).
[image: Visual Supports]
(Swan, 2022).

Social Stories
Developed in 1994 by speech and language therapist Carol Gray, Social Stories are an effective tool aimed at helping children, especially those with autism, better understand and navigate social interactions. These stories are thoughtfully designed to provide clear and simple explanations of specific situations, helping children grasp both their own emotions and the feelings of others. Through Social Stories, children can learn appropriate behaviours and responses in various scenarios, such as taking turns, managing transitions, or engaging respectfully with peers. Each story is customized to suit the child's individual needs, using clear language and visual aids to ensure it is relatable and easy to understand (Knowles, 2011, p. 89). 
This means that children can learn self-care techniques through the use of Social Stories, which promotes independence. In addition to offering advice on good behaviour, these social stories assist others in understanding the distinct viewpoint of an autistic child and the reasons behind their behaviour. Gaining this understanding will enable peers and teachers to provide more effective support, fostering an environment that is more caring and inclusive for the child (National Autistic Society, 2025). 

Collaboration 
[image: How teachers in mainstream schools can support students with Autism  spectrum disorder - Monash Education]
(Sharma and Leif, 2025).
As shown in the image above, there are various other strategies educators can use to support children with autism. One key approach is working collaboratively with families, which is essential for effective teaching. By partnering with families, educators can gather important information about a child’s needs, preferences, and daily routines outside of the classroom. Collaborating together is essential since if parents only contact with the school in is times of trouble, it undermines their confidence in the school's ability of safeguarding their child, which harms the parent-teacher bond. Instead of waiting for problems to occur, effective collaboration requires taking a proactive approach to solving difficulties (National Autistic Society, 2025). 
In conclusion, this guidance has covered what autism is, the signs and behaviours children may display, various theoretical approaches, and numerous strategies educators can implement to help support the development of children with autism.
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Figure 1. The prevalence rates of pupils with ASD in each country of the UK in the school years
2010/11 to 2018/2019 [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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