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Introduction and overview 
Throughout this guide I will be talking about the challenges that children with ASD face in school and how this can be changed or made to be a more inclusive environment in primary schools for them to be able to achieve everything they are capable of and remove any potential barriers to their learning. I will talk about multiple case studies mentioned throughout this guide of learning environments tailored to children with ASD and how these have helped their progress, day to day skills, communication and competence skills needed for them when they moved up to secondary school and then life outside of school. This guide will mention legislations, policy and theoretical perspectives that can be applied to help improve school environments for ASD students such as the ALN reform in Wales, there will be good practice guidelines with a range of ideas and suggestions to draw off to apply to schools. There will be a case study in this guide of a school that had implemented a plan for children with autism and how this has had a positive effect on the children involved while also talking about what didn’t really work for the children and how they adapted to try and make it work for those who didn’t enjoy.
Background
This guide has been written due to the ever-changing ideas on how to approach teaching a child who has ALN and what has worked previously and there are new ideas all the time on what works for these children. The government have put many things in place in the UK which involves SEN children. In Wales there has been an ALN reform over the last couple of years to help improve the experience of these children with these difficulties have in school and help them learn. A new ALN system was implemented across Wales which was now supporting people from the ages of 0-25 which was made to replace the special education learning needs (SEN) system and the system for supporting young people with learning difficulties and/or disabilities (LDD). The legislative framework was created by the Additional Learning Needs and Education 	Tribunal (Wales) Act of 2018, this act replaced the previous legislation surrounding special educational needs and the assessment of the children and young people who have learning difficulties and/or disabilities in post-education and training (Welsh Government, 2023). The Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales 2021 and regulations made under this act. (Welsh Government, 2022). The new act will focus on the importance of identifying needs early and putting in place timely and effective interventions which will be monitored and adapted to ensure they deliver the desired outcome for the children involved. The second point was that all learners with ALN are supported to overcome barriers to learning and achieve their full potential (Pembrokeshire County Council, 2023). The new ALN act has three overarching aims as set out in the additional learning needs and educational tribunal (Wales) act 2018. These three aims are:
· A single system from birth, pupils in schools and students in colleges regardless of level of need. Each learner with ALN will be given a statutory “Individual Development Plan (IDP). 
· Closer collaboration between the NHS and local government; and 
· A more transparent system to avoid disagreement and resolve disputes.
The Equality Act 2010 is also another piece of legislation in place to help children with ALN in schools. This act was put into place to address the disadvantage and discrimination experienced by groups of people. This act creates duties for workplaces and schools alike to help individuals and to plan more widely for increased amount of equality of opportunity. It is often more efficient and effective for schools to bring these duties together and embed them in wider school planning processes (National Children’s Bureau, 2023). In this act it talks about ‘protected characteristics’ which are a list of things that are protected under this act and can be seen as discrimination if these groups are treated unfairly or poorly, these characteristics are; 
· Age
· Disability
· Gender reassignment
· Marriage or civil partnership (in employment only)
· Pregnancy and Maternity
· Race
· Religion or belief 
· Sex
· Sexual orientation 
There are only a few that are found in primary schools and that is age, disability, race, religion or belief and sex. If a child is treated unfairly because somebody feels they belong to one of these people in the protected characteristics group, this is unlawful discrimination (Diverse Cymru, 2022) The responsible body has a duty to make ‘reasonable adjustment’ to change what they do or were proposing to do to ensure a disabled child or young person is not disadvantaged. This includes provision of ‘aids and services’ to support a child or young person. Making reasonable adjustments includes providing special aids such as equipment and sign-language interpreters, if a school has failed to make a reasonable adjustment, which would have prevented or minimised the unfavourable treatment, it will be very difficult for them to show objectively that their approach or support was justified (Snap Cymru). 
Case Study
The first case study is of a school in England, it is a specialist school called Forest School. In this study it included:
· 25 Children were involved in this study, with parental consent and the mean average age of the children was 9.8 years old, all children and parents involved in this study were given pseudonyms to maintain privacy.
· The primary researcher in this study attended around 75% of the FS sessions, the indoor attendance was less frequent due to covid-19, only the outside sessions.
· All staff employed have expertise in the FS approach and working with autistic children 
One of the school leaders, a level 3 leader, is a researcher in the fields of education and psychology with a background of working with autistic children and believes in nature-based learning. The FS location is on school grounds, it’s around a 3-minute walk away. The site includes two log circles, various trees, nettles, plants and other wildlife along with a pond. When going to the FS site all children are told of the risks and to look out for them and how to engage in the activities such as:
· Climbing trees
· Playing near the pond
· Using tools 
When using tools, the children must first ask an adult if they can use the tools so that they can be monitored by the adult and the tools are always reviewed before the children can play with them. All staff involved in FS have wilderness first aid training and carried a first aid and any medications the children needed may need such as an inhaler or an EpiPen. Parent responses from this study had 5 main themes involved which were:
· Excitement and freedom beyond four walls
· Affords opportunities for positive development 
· Feelings regarding nature and FS conditional and subject to change 
· Rituals, they are important to all and must be tailored
· Attitudes of adult help or hinder sessions 
I will be talking about the some of the themes and how these affected the children in positive and negative ways throughout their time in FS. 
The first theme is excitement beyond the four walls, it was found that this was beneficial as it was an entirely unique environment with different expectations compared with those faced by children in a traditional school way. FS is a place to explore while also being on school grounds, the children viewed FS as a world of its own that had different opportunities each week. There were many reasons that the children enjoyed FS such as 
· There was no fear of getting in trouble in this environment which led to the children being more open with exploring and engaging in FS.
· FS is a host to many imaginative games, one of the children Jack, stated that one of his favourite memories of FS was sitting around the fire circle with friends and making up stories by passing it along to let everyone contribute to the story, This was a good example of an opportunity for the group to show their imagination skills.
· There was another child, Alexandra who has a strong need to stimulate her vestibular system through spinning and moving. FS gives her the space she needs to be active while at school which was accepted and encouraged without her having to ask for permission to do so, meaning she could satisfy her sensory needs in a non-disruptive way. FS is a child centred approach where they have full autonomy over what they want to engage in 
The Second theme is that FS affords opportunities for positive development, the first sub theme in diverse play and peer interaction, each class had different incentives for what made them want to come to FS and one of them one play, they were promised they would be allowed to take a remote-controlled car out to the FS site which was reason enough for most of the begrudging children to leave the classroom, imaginative play featured often in the FS setting with the children pretending to use construction machinery to move mud or run a hotel. The site saw a continuation of typical patterns of play and interaction; at other times, children saw the site as an opportunity to play more freely and test out interactions with different peers in a context that is understanding autism and the specific needs and strengths of the children, while parents differed in their knowledge of what FS entailed, they were all united in the fact this is a value that is offered to their children.
Sub theme 2.2 is engagement and connection with nature. Several of the parents expressed their appreciation for FS for the opportunity for their children to get outside and engage with nature while others said that their children were too tired during term time to play outside, others noted that the transition from home to playground or park was often too much or too stressful for everyone to be worthwhile. It introduces to opportunity to build a relationship with their peers and nature, FS promotes a sense of connection to a physical space for children to become attached. They have developed relationships with specific features of the site such as Oliver who said that he remembers a tree on the site that he called ‘Oliver’s tree’ 
Sub theme 2.3 is skill development and sensory changes, FS supported the children in building their competence skills through various kinds of activities such as fine motor skills and outdoor activities. This includes them doing things like den building with tree branches and tarpaulins and creating a mud slide with spades and buckets or wood carving using knives, the children are always under supervision of an adult. During FS they are also practicing their social skills and given opportunities to demonstrate affective empathy. Mastering these skills has provided the children with a sense of pride and more confidence within themselves. They were also given different strategies on how to address their sensory needs an example being a child called Alexandra who become overwhelmed during one session, she sat alone in the hammock on the FS site for much of the time, other children do tend to go for a more complex sensory input. An example of this is the children sometimes took their wellies and socks off during the making of the mudslide to walk through the mud or water barefoot, there sensory inputs allowed the children to meet their individual and varied sensory needs. FS offered the children a space where they can try new things such as food. One parent, Barbara said that he daughters' food preference has changes outside after she started FS.
Some negatives have creeped through during FS and that is that each class and each child has their own rituals and they all must be tailored to and this can cause issues. An example being lighting a fire, each class responded differently to this activity, all around successfully lighting a fire was a moment of pride for them all as they all celebrated their competency and skill in this area; the inability to get the tinder to catch fire could also be a cause of conflict. The lack of fire going could also mean come children loose interest in being at FS whether it be a lack of warmth or an inability to cook food. These can be tailored to each class, but this would take a few weeks of learning to understand the children and their routines which would be time consuming for the children and adults involved with the chance that the children may lose interest completely and not want to take part at all. With FS it is reliant on weather and the mood of the children involved. On cold and rainy days, the children appeared to be more reluctant to change into their kit for FS. The children often did not have appropriate clothing for a cold or rainy day which made their FS experience that day uncomfortable. Some uncertainty from the children may be due to what lives outside such as animals. They did set up night cameras to see what animals where there to show the children and one of the children, Sophie, said she was not scared but some children still may be apprehensive to enter the site. Them being outside in nature did automatically result in the children being in a good mood or able to self-regulate effectively, many parents did note about how difficult the transition to going outside can be both when attending FS and when going outdoors with family, the primary researcher observed children who absconded from the site, refusing to attend session or engage in a verbal or physical conflict with the peers and teachers, in some circumstances FS session made the setting inhospitable for the students (e.g. conflict or stung by nettles) causing them to remove themselves from the site. Some refused due to boredom according to some of the children who left and were then made to come back. FS in unlikely to benefit all autistic children, some have a great enthusiasm toward it while other feel that they are ‘scolded unjustly’ even when they believe they have broken no rule of the FS site. Several of the parents believed that their children had better days when the have FS sessions. 
Another theme of FS is that rituals are important to these children and that they must be tailored. Julie and Heather were attuned to with the needs of each class and ensured that all sessions were set up for success by meeting their individual needs;
· For all 8 classes, fire was a very important aspect of the FS experience, for some it was the process of building the fire was an activity they came to rely on every week, with the children, teachers and FS elders working alongside each other to develop fire-lighting skills. This would be a moment of pride, and they celebrated their competence in this skill; the inability to light the fire however could be a cause of conflict.
· In other classes the drawn-out process of staring the fire meant that children lost interest in being at FS, sometimes due to a lack of warmth or inability to cook food.
· Food was also reoccurring feature in almost all FS sessions, for one class the process of making a damper bread was central to their enjoyment of FS through observations, it seemed this class often struggled with conflicts between students, used this time around the fire and cooking bread to connect with one another; these conversations would range from football to their diagnosis of autism and pathological demand avoidance. 
· Roasting marshmallows was also a popular activity and often was very important in getting the children to stay through the whole session. Children were not allowed to roast marshmallows until the fire was hot enough which meant the end of the session, this acted as an incentive for the children to complete the session. 
· This included games with typical movement patterns, for example, staying near the fire circle at the start of the session or immediately disperse around the site, while other classes were told not to bring ‘indoor’ items into FS where as others in a different class were permitted by Julie and Heather to do so as they recognised the role of these items in enabling students to engage with FS, such as plush toys or remote control cars. The leaders of FS demonstrated an understanding of each classes’ needs and anticipated the unique routines that normally contributed to a successful session. They played an important role in ensuring that some of these rituals, such as food, fire and play were possible for each session. 
(Friedman et all, 2022) 
Suggestions/ideas 
As mentioned in the case study above, having a place for children to feel an attachment to and be able to move and explore freely without needing to ask for permission. Somewhere that children can go when they feel overwhelmed and be able to meet their sensory needs and self-regulate themselves and take the time to step away. Another suggestion would be taking the time to teach the children competence skills, not necessarily how to light a fire or outside skills but how to tie their shoelaces or to dress themselves by taking their socks and shoes off if that is something they cannot do (Friedman et al, 2022) Children tend to need a place they can go away from other children to wind down, this could just be a quiet room for them with somewhere comfy to sit or toys/objects they like to play with to help them return to being in a good mood. Many schools across the country have been creating sensory rooms for children which is a quiet room sensory equipment to provide sensory stimulation across all different sensory domains help them calm down and begin to regulate themselves again so that they can return to their lessons and continue their learning, It is an adaptive space that the learner or practitioner can control and change depending on type of or amount of simulation needed to meet the learners needs. they are more formally referred to as multi-sensory rooms (Cardiff University, 2023). However, they can be an expensive option for schools who maybe do not have the funding. With children who have ASD there are ways to keep them regulated and help them to wind down without these things. ASD children like routines, by establishing a clear routine and any habits is a good place to start, this helps support regular activities and transitions, alerting the child to any changes such as staffing, routine in advance whenever possible. By also promoting a welcoming environment it can provide opportunities for the child, and others, to develop social interactions skills (Autism Speaks). By creating a calm and safe designated spaces where children can go when they need to re-balance, talk to a teacher or relax with a toy are essential space for all schools as their disability may be hidden, it can be difficult to understand the effort they make to fir in in day-to-day life, especially for a child who has ‘literal language’ processors, listen to them carefully and provide them with adequate responses (National Autistic Society, 2021). When it comes to supporting children with ASD or SEN children there are steps that should be taken to give them the very best support they can receive in school. Step 1 would be to assess the child and their needs, there should be a clear analysis if this based on the teacher's assessment and experience of teaching the child as well as any information regarding their progress, attainment and behaviour that should be bought to attention. This should be reviewed regularly. Step 2 would be to plan, if the school decides that the child does need SEN support, the parents will be told and be consulted on any interventions or support that can be put into place for the child. Any staff working with the child should be made aware of the plan. Step 3 would be do, the class or teacher will be responsible for the child’s progress everyday they are in school, working closely with any teaching assistants or specialist staff involved to plan and continually assess the impact of the support/interventions. The final step would be review, there should be clear date to review data about the child’s support and interventions and how effective have they been and how this has had an impact on the child’s progress (National Autistic Society). When children come to school it can be a very overwhelming and overstimulating for them which can throw them off their day and affect their learning. A way this can be prevented is by making reasonable adjustments to reduce the impact of the sensory differences they encounter in daily life. This could mean allowing them to have a different piece of uniform that still applies to school policy, e.g. their trousers may have to be joggers as they don’t like the feeling of normal trousers, allowing them to wear ear defenders or headphones to block out noises such as school bells or the use of sunglasses or black out blinds for when it’s too bright (National Autistic Society, 2019). With proper support from schools, children with ASD can be very successful. There are many support options for children with ASD and these include a 1:1 aide, adapted curriculum, reduced homework, modified social groups and many more options. Many parents prefer inclusion with support as a compromise between special education classroom and unsupported mainstreaming, this can be a terrific option for many autistic children with the proper support, inclusion with support however does have its downsides. Autistic children in a typical classroom may be more likely to suffer from bullying and teasing. A child having a 1:1 aide, the teacher may assume that the child is taken care of and focus their attention on all the other children and the adapted curriculum may be taught by the aide and not the trained, credentialed teacher (Verywellhealth, 2024). There are many ways in the classroom that a child with ASD can be helped academically without needing an aide or additional support if it is not needed. One method that can be used is priming, this method is where the student is prepared for the task or activity they will be expected to do, by allowing them to preview the activity beforehand. This can help the students be set up for success by providing them predictability which also reduces their anxiety toward the activity or task. When used effectively, it reduces barriers for the students and enables them to fully engage in the activity when the time comes. Priming incudes showing the child the materials that will be used in the activity, such as a worksheet or outline for a project. Priming should be short, concise and in an environment that is relaxing for the child and should be led by a person who is patient and supportive (Organization for Autism Research, 2021) 
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