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Section A
[bookmark: _GoBack]Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) is a developmental disorder that influences how a person communicates and connects to others and the environment around them (Manikiza, no date). ASD can be diagnosed in children from roughly the age of two, although many children do not get diagnosed until adulthood as the symptoms are missed during their early years (National Autistic Society, 2016). Some children are well supported in educational setting and at home, therefore, their difficulties due to ASD may not be as apparent until they must become more independent (Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children, 2017).  Children with ASD will have sensory problems as well as struggling with social interaction, social communication and a rigid way of thinking along with challenges with social imagination. If, however, early intervention does take place it can lead to better outcomes such as a decrease in developmental delay and atypical behaviour and develop critical skills such as communication and joint engagement as noted by Suma et al. (2016). Article three of The  United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (2019) (UNCRC) states the top priority of the responsible adult is to ensure that the best interest of the child is at the forefront of all decisions and actions. Therefore, Suma et al. (2016) findings support this right with positive outcomes for the child ASD. However, Hughes (2018) notes the findings of a Freedom of Information request revealed that children face the waiting approximately more than two years for an ASD assessment. The process of diagnosing autism should start within three months of being referred as stated by the national guidelines. In spite of the guideless, NHS (2019) explain online that it is not always easy to get an assessment and that the waiting times for can be very long. In 2016-2017 a child in Berkshire Healthcare NHS Foundation Trust waited 799 days between referral and the start of the assessment (Hughes, 2018). In response to this, The National Autistic Society expressed concern for the children missing out on support educationally as well as health and social support due to the long waiting times to be assessed (Hughes, 2018). 

Despite these long waiting lists, for early intervention to take place and have successful outcomes certain preconditions need to be established to develop best practice. Guldberg (2010) cites that there are four pre-conditions necessary for early intervention to be successful. Firstly, practitioners need to adjust to the unique ways and needs of the individual and secondly an environment needs to be created that enables the child with ASD to thrive. An understanding approach to learning is their third precondition and finally to work in partnership with other professionals and parents.  Relating to the third precondition, practitioners are urged to consider teaching strategies that aid the individual ASD child’s aspirations and needs.  When this occurs, the child is better equipped to make choices and have their voice heard regarding their education and environment in which they feel most comfortable and ready to learn (Guldberg, 2019). Article 28 of the UNCRC (2019) states that all children have the right to education and that schools must respect children’s dignity and rights. By creating teaching strategies aimed around individual ASD children, their Right to Education can be fulfilled. Article 28 also connects with The UNESCO (2018) Salamanca Statement that is committed to ensuring education is for every child thereby guaranteeing inclusivity for all. There may be, however, practitioners who are unaware of rights held by ASD children and therefore unable to uphold them. Robson (2016) highlights that children’s rights are not taught enough during initial training for practitioners therefore they are unable to implicate them appropriately.

The Medical Research Council (2016) looked at the benefits of parent led early intervention in reducing the symptoms of autism. The report used as its basis a study that was published in ‘The Lancet’ (2016) which acknowledged that the severity of autism symptoms could be lessened when parents communicate with their child as an early intervention. This Medical Research Council funded study has pioneered the  lasting effect of early intervention for autism highlighting encouraging findings. The study found that ASD children who received parental intervention at the ages 2-4 had less overall ASD symptoms six years later. It also found that the parental intervention had allowed the child’s social skills to improve and reduced repetitive changes. However, the study did note that they found no change in language or anxiety tendencies and that the children would need to receive additional ongoing support in those areas. By encouraging parental intervention, it creates potential to develop and affect the everyday life of the child living with ASD as opposed to one off weekly sessions with a direct child-therapist (The Medical Research Council, 2016). 

However, Suma et al. (2016) notes from research that some parents report initial high levels of stress when their child is diagnosed with ASD and how different parents access support after diagnosis varies greatly. Some parents, depending on their income and proximity to the available courses may not enrol on the recommended courses therefore the children of these families would be of a disadvantage by not receiving early intervention. For some parents it’s difficult to accept the diagnosis of ASD in their child and therefore these parents maybe reluctant to follow any form of intervention (Kakkar and Srivastava, 2017). 

ASD early intervention strategies such as Picture Exchange Communication System (Bondy and Frost, 1994) and Social Stories (Gray,1994) are interventions that provide educators and parents with effective approaches and strategies that can meet the requirements of children with ASD. However, Guldberg (2010) notes that these interventions are futile if the educators have no understanding of ASD or even very basic knowledge. Therefore, there is a great need for practitioners to have a good understanding of ASD before any productive interventions can take place.

Therefore, when a child with ASD is able to access early intervention their strengths, weaknesses and triggers are identified enabling educators and parents to give the correct support and scaffolding to create a nurturing and encouraging environment at home and school. Vygotsky (Date) believed that to scaffold well practitioners need to observe to enable them to asses where children are in their learning process by understanding their individual needs and the social environment around them (Mooney, 2000). This theory is imperative for children with ASD as the autistic spectrum is extremely vast and all children need to be recognised with their individual needs at the forefront. 

Section B
There is an awareness that there are many barriers for children with ASD but for the purpose of the portfolio we will be focusing on the barrier ASD children face regarding communication and social interaction  in a school environment. 

Children with ASD find social interaction and communication difficult. They may seem less interested in people and their peers, less motivated to socialise and communicate and find it hard to understand what other people expect of them (Manikiza, no date). A feature of this is the early developing social communicative skill of joint attention in which two people, for example and adult and a child, study to share attention towards unusual and interesting objects (Jones and Carr, 2004). The development of joint attention can often be impaired in children with autism and so it is vital that this skill is understood at an early age to prevent it being a barrier to social interaction. Prizant et al (2006) research highlighted that joint attention and the use of symbols are imperative areas to focus on as they enable interactive learning through social interaction. To continue this, Charman and Stone (2006) notes in further research that children with ASD greatly benefit from symbolic communication methods with Potter and Whittaker (2001) expressing the importance of highlighting key words and lessening the language to enable the child with ASD to have processing time when aspiring to create communication. This concept of joint attention is further developed on a broader scale namely ‘shared attention’. 

Lloyd (2019) explored the skill of joint attention by developing it into shared attention within a mainstream classroom which included ASD children. The emphasis on developing this skill is that the adult leading the group must be incredibly interesting, then one object at a time is taken out of a bucket and then put back in again. As this activity develops the ASD child becomes motivated to involve themselves in the activity and if a Teaching Assistant is in the room, they are expected to model full attention on the teacher whilst the ASD children sit amongst their peers. Within the research setting after a few months this trained expectation of shared attention enabled the children – ASD and non ASD – to eventually sit safely around a campfire during Forest School (Lloyd, 2019). Therefore, by incorporating the two above techniques in a classroom environment the barrier of social and communication interaction can begin to break down and move towards a positive outcome. 

Goldberg (2019) provided a framework for good autism practice one of which is developing ‘an ethos and environment that fosters social inclusion for children on the autism spectrum’. The research showed that it is a vital aspect of developing inclusive practice. Developing a positive ethos and environment by making reasonable adjustments can help remove the barrier to ASD children taking part in activities and enable them to access not just the curriculum but the whole school day (Goldberg, 2019). Lloyds (2019) refers to this as the ‘hidden curriculum’ where children with ASD must accept the social workings of a regular school day, something that is more innate in children without ASD. To help children with ASD learn the social workings of the school day staff need to be clear about stating the behaviour they would like instead of criticising inappropriate social behaviour they do not want. Lloyd (2019) further states that praise when acceptable behaviour is demonstrated is imperative. Manikiza (no date) notes that children with ASD struggle socially with elements of the school day such as lunch times, busy corridors and play times. However, Lloyd (2019) suggests overcoming these social barriers by the pedagogy incorporating the use of social stories in the classroom. Gray’s (2000) Social Stories use pictures and words to allow the ASD child to understand and learn behaviours that are acceptable as an alternative to their initial negative response. These social stories need to be simple and relevant to the level of communication and needs of the ASD child, teaching them what is socially expected in certain situations that occur throughout the day (Lloyd, 2019). 

Waddington and Reed (2017) noted that children in Special Schools usually had higher functioning ASD and had less social awareness and skills than children with ASD who were in Mainstream Schools. However, there is a great amount of evidence to state that in Mainstream settings children with ASD can experience many negative socio behavioural outcomes (Humphreys and Symes, 2010). Placing ASD children, therefore, in Mainstream school, although more popular from towards the latter half of the twentieth century is not without its difficulties and can itself create social barriers for children with ASD. Therefore, when an ASD child enters such a space, Guldberg (2019) expresses the importance of safe spaces, quiet areas on the playground and large classrooms, thus enabling the child to feel comfortable and able to progress with social and communicative skills rather than triggering behaviours due to cluttered rooms or confined spaces. 

Social interaction and social communication are the cause of many outbursts and aggressive behaviours which ultimately stem from deep routed anxiety. Manikiza (no date) recognises that anxiety is a common cause of many challenging behaviours with ASD children as they find it difficult to communicate their feelings of anxiety which may not present behaviours typically associated with non ASD children such as becoming social withdrawn, tantrums and aggressive behaviour. Therefore, it is essential that educators recognise anxieties within the ASD child as barriers to social interaction and communication and to do everything possible to alleviate their triggers of anxiety. Guldberg (2019) wrote that this can only be achieved when staff have appropriate training and fully understand ASD; this includes how to understand and deal with challenging outbursts. Practitioners should consider the type of environment they provide and endeavour to make schools a welcoming place, whether mainstream or other ensuring that the ASD child feels part of the community. 
Establishing an ASD friendly environment for learning that encourages independence, emotional regulation, and engagement will ultimately improve and break down the barrier of social interaction and communication for ASD children along with their wellbeing and understanding of others, allowing them to enjoy their education (Lloyd, 2019). 





Section C
A Teaching Assistant’s role is to support ASD children and others with additional learning needs within education (Symes and Humphrey, 2011). Lloyd (2019) notes that TA’s were  employed to encourage inclusive practice for ASD children in a classroom setting alongside their peers without ASD. Research on the effectiveness of a TA has shown that when working with pupils with ASD they provide a constant, that is, that they move with the child as they progress through their school years. The TA may also have more positive feelings towards the child than the class teacher who is unable to give the child the necessary one to one attention, and because of this, the class teacher may feel a certain tension towards the children with ASD (Symes and Humphrey, 2011). 

However, Lloyd (2019) writes of the importance of establishing the role of the class teacher and that the TA is not the primary source of learning. This became apparent in Lloyd’s (2019) study when children with ASD were separated from their peers in the classroom and sat at their own table with the TA facilitating a differentiated curriculum, and although sharing the same room, feeling quite separate from the primary teacher and peers. Research by Russell et al (2013) reported when TA’s are given the majority of the responsibility of the learning of the child, the class teacher has less connection and rapport with the child and is not as able to make the ASD child feel part of the class community. A further concern raised by Waddington and Reed (2016) expressed that when the TA became the ASD child’s primary source of learning, the child was missing out on the teacher’s knowledge and expertise, therefore, disadvantaging them from peers in the class. They continue to note that tasks have to be differentiated in the classroom to meet the range of needs and academic ability of the children but with this differentiation might come a lowering of expectations on the child which could then lead to lower outcomes (Waddington and Reed, 2016). The teacher would need to clearly identify to the TA the child’s targets in relation to their abilities to ensure that when working with the TA the child with ASD is not underperforming but meeting the clearly stated targets. 

The role of the TA is effective, however, as a positive example of behaviours when working with ASD children (Russell et al, 2013). When TA’s model how children with ASD should be treated then those observing this behaviour are more likely to be influenced, follow the same ethos and this would have a positive impact on the ASD child’s holistic experience of the school environment (Ibost et al, 2009). Engelhardt (2014), however, states that although this modelling of behaviour does have a value there is no doubt that those involved in the education of ASD children feel that they would gain more confidence in responding to children with ASD if they had more access to expertise ASD training. Greenway and Rees Edwards (2020) study states that TA’s with training in the relevant ALN showed deeper understanding compared to the TA’s who hadn’t received training therefore expresses the importance for TA’s to receive training not only for their professional development but to ensure the needs and wants of the child are met. 
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