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Welsh Legislation and Policy on Additional Learning Needs
The legislative and policy framework in Wales plays a vital role in promoting positive outcomes for young children identified with Additional Learning Needs (ALN), particularly those on the autism spectrum. Central to this approach is the Welsh Government’s commitment to early identification, inclusive practice, and child-centred support, as highlighted in its strategic priorities (Welsh Government, 2016). Key legislation such as the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 has transformed support by replacing the former SEN system with a unified, rights-based model centred on Individual Development Plans (IDPs) for individuals aged 0–25. The ALN Code for Wales (2021), the Equality Act (2010), and the Curriculum for Wales (2022), further ensure that inclusive education, reasonable adjustments, and adaptive teaching are embedded across learning environments. Together with broader frameworks including the Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) and the Social Services and Well-being (Wales) Act (2014), these establish a holistic, collaborative system that upholds the rights and potential of every child with Additional Learning Needs, (ALN).
Introduction to ASD
The ALN explored in this discussion is Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD). As described by Alsayouf et al. (2022), ASD is a complex, lifelong neurodevelopmental condition that manifests differently in each individual. It affects how a person perceives the world, communicates, and engages in social interactions (National Autistic Society, 2024). The term ASD encompasses several conditions that were once diagnosed separately, including autistic disorder, Asperger’s syndrome, childhood disintegrative disorder, and pervasive developmental disorder not otherwise specified (Alsayouf et al., 2021). Characteristic features of ASD often include difficulties with social communication, repetitive behaviours, intense or focused interests, and atypical responses to sensory input, whether heightened or diminished (American Psychiatric Association, 2013). The term "autism" originates from the Greek word autos, meaning "self," and was first introduced by Swiss psychiatrist Eugen Bleuler in 1911 to describe extreme self-focus (Blatt, 2025). It was 

later redefined by psychiatrist Leo Kanner in 1943 to describe the developmental condition now known as ASD (Silverman, 2012). According to the Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (2018), ASD is estimated to affect approximately one in every 59 children and is over three times more prevalent in boys than in girls. Furthermore, the Office for National Statistics (2021) reports a significant increase in autism diagnoses in the UK, with a 787% rise recorded between 1998 and 2018.
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McConkey (2020) analysed the rising prevalence of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in UK schools from 2010 to 2019, noting significant increases across England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland, with Northern Ireland showing the highest rates.
Signs and symptoms of ASD
Young children with ASD often exhibit challenges in social communication, such as delays in speech development and difficulty interpreting social cues, including eye contact and body language (National Autistic Society, 2024). Many children with ASD also engage in repetitive behaviours like hand-flapping or rocking, showing a strong focus on particular interests or objects, sometimes to the exclusion of other activities (Autism Anglia, 2024). They may also have heightened sensory sensitivities, reacting intensely to sounds or becoming upset by specific textures (NHS, 2022). In addition, children with ASD often resist changes to their routines and have trouble managing their emotions, which can result in meltdowns when they feel frustrated or overwhelmed (Snap Cymru, 2024). ASD can be diagnosed as early as 18 months; however, most children are identified after age three (National Neurodivergence Team, 2022) People diagnosed with ASD frequently experience additional mental health conditions, such as anxiety, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD), mood disorders, and other types of disruptive behaviour disorders (Gadow et al., 2018; Gotham et al., 2020).



Diagnosing ASD
Diagnosing ASD in children involves gathering detailed developmental histories from parents or caregivers and observing the child's behaviour by healthcare professionals (NICE, 2021). In the UK, the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence provides guidelines that recommend assessments based on the diagnostic criteria outlined in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th Edition (DSM-5) and the International Classification of Diseases, 11th Revision (ICD-11) (NICE, 2021). These assessments include a comprehensive evaluation of the child’s social communication skills, behaviours, and medical history (American Psychiatric Association, 2013; WHO, 2022). The process should also consider cultural factors and the possibility of under-recognition, particularly in groups such as girls or children with learning disabilities (NICE, 2021). The guidelines emphasise the importance of a multi-source approach, ensuring that the diagnosis is accurate and clinically relevant (NICE, 2021).
ASD Barriers and impacts on Children and Families
Many children with ASD attend mainstream educational settings, where they often face significant barriers to learning (Hasson et al., 2022). One major challenge is sensory sensitivity, as many children with ASD have heightened reactions to sensory stimuli such as lights, sounds, textures, and smells, which can lead to discomfort and distractibility in the classroom (Catalyst Group, 2023). Other identified barriers include difficulties with social interactions and communication, cognitive rigidity, attention and learning difficulties, sensory differences, and emotional distress (McDougal, Riby & Hanley, 2020). Learners with ASD often encounter social challenges in mainstream settings, including issues with interpreting social cues, sustaining eye contact, and engaging in reciprocal conversations (Cheng, 2024; Naznin et al., 2023). Stigma and misunderstandings about ASD among students and staff are key factors that contribute to these social barriers (Simón et al., 2023). In addition to sensory processing issues and difficulties with executive functioning, many children with ASD struggle with conventional teaching methods (Holmes, 2024). Transitions can also be problematic, as children with ASD often have a strong 

preference for routines and experience anxiety or distress when changes occur in their learning environment (Holmes, 2024). Furthermore, behavioural challenges, such as meltdowns and withdrawal, can arise when children feel overstimulated or frustrated, further disrupting their learning (Holmes, 2024). The lack of individualised support and trained educators exacerbates these difficulties, with many teachers reporting feeling unprepared to support the specific needs of students with ASD without adequate training and resources (Frontiers in Psychology, 2022). Families with children diagnosed with ASD encounter several challenges that can affect their access to essential support, education, and healthcare. A key issue is the delayed diagnosis, often caused by lengthy waiting lists and a shortage of specialist services, which delays timely intervention (National Autistic Society, 2023; Crane et al., 2016). Additionally, a lack of public awareness and understanding of ASD can lead to social isolation, as stigma and misunderstandings about the condition persist in both community and educational environments (Gray, 2002; Simón et al., 2023). Financial difficulties are also prevalent, with many families facing the added burden of therapy costs, specialised equipment, and the need to reduce work hours to care for their child (Sharpe and Baker, 2007; Totsika et al., 2011). In educational settings, securing appropriate support is often a challenge, especially in mainstream schools where there may be a lack of resources or staff trained to cater to the needs of autistic children (Hasson et al., 2022; McDougal, Riby and Hanley, 2020). These challenges can significantly impact the mental health of caregivers, who frequently experience high levels of stress, anxiety, and emotional strain (Hayes and Watson, 2013; O'Nions et al., 2014).
Support Strategy for children with ASD
The Attention Autism Programme is an evidence-based intervention designed to enhance communication and attention skills in children with ASD. It includes the Curiosity Programme, which targets children with a developmental age up to 2.6 years, (Davies, 2019). Both programmes focus on engagement, attention, and communication, adapting to the learning styles of autistic and neurodivergent children (Davies, n.d.; Just One Norfolk, n.d.). The programme consists of four stages each aimed at fostering attention and communication skills (Toppelberg et al., 

2020). Research suggests that children with ASD, especially those with limited social communication, benefit from the intervention, as it uses motivating, visually stimulating activities to capture attention (Harris et al., 2017). A pilot study by occupational therapists found that training in Attention Autism increased confidence in establishing rapport and engagement (Emerald Publishing, 2023). Additionally, the National Autistic Society (2021) reported improvements in social communication and joint attention in young children with ASD. Attention Autism is widely implemented in Early Years settings, schools, and therapy programs (Davies, n.d.; Just One Norfolk, n.d.).
Inclusion and inclusive practice
According to the Early Years Alliance (2019), specific individuals and groups may encounter systemic, attitudinal, and physical barriers to equality due to their personal circumstances and characteristics. It is crucial for early years settings to actively address inclusion barriers such as negative attitudes, implicit and explicit bias, and stereotypes to create an environment where all children feel included and valued (Early Years Alliance, n.d.). Discrimination can manifest in various ways, including through attitudes, behaviours, curriculum and resources, or values and beliefs (Louis et al., 2023:96). Inclusive practice involves identifying and eliminating barriers that may hinder learning, ensuring that all children, including those with ASD, can access and fully participate in early years education. This requires educators to adapt their teaching approaches, use flexible communication methods, and develop supportive learning environments (Florian & Black-Hawkins, 2011). Recent guidance from Birth to 5 Matters (2022) emphasises that inclusion is a process of identifying, understanding, and breaking down barriers to participation and belonging. This approach involves listening to children's voices, recognising their diverse ways of expression, and ensuring that early years practice meets the needs of all children by considering their unique contexts and backgrounds.
Question 1 
Does an ASD diagnosis in a child automatically result in an identification of ALN in the Early Years?
According to ALNET (2018) and the Equality Act (2010), there are two tests to determine if a child has ALN. The first test assesses whether a child has a learning difficulty or disability, possibly linked to a medical condition, by determining if they face greater learning challenges than their peers or have a disability, as defined by the Equality Act 2010, that limits their access to typical educational resources (Equality Act, 2010; ALNET Act, 2018) The second test evaluates if the child requires Additional Learning Provision (ALP), which may include support inside or outside the classroom or from external professionals. If ALP is necessary, the child is considered to have ALN under both the Equality Act (2010) and the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act (2018) (Equality Act, 2010; ALNET Act, 2018).
Question 2
Could you provide an example of how Early Years settings can foster inclusive practice for children with ASD?
A multisensory approach to learning benefits young children with autism by improving communication, social skills, and cognitive development. By engaging multiple senses, it supports language development, memory, and emotional regulation while encouraging peer interaction and fostering inclusion in learning environments (Advanced Autism, 2024; Autism Toolbox, 2024). Rooted in Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, this approach caters to individual strengths and enhances overall learning outcomes (Advanced Autism, 2024). The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2023) supports a child’s right to participate in a tailored and inclusive curriculum that fosters equal opportunities, engagement, and a sense of belonging. Every child is entitled to greater engagement and participation in a curriculum designed to meet their individual needs, ensuring equal opportunities and fostering a sense of belonging. This approach aims to create an environment where all children can flourish and achieve success (Children’s Commissioner for Wales, 2023; Equality Act, 2010; ALNET, 2018).
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