
With an increased awareness of autism, policies in education are being adapted to meet the needs of autistic learners, so that these students can be included in mainstream classrooms. This essay critically reviews some of the key findings in these policies relating to autistic spectrum disorders (ASD), to understand how inclusive practices are delivered in schools and the impact it has on autistic students. The effectiveness of best practice for autism in identification of needs, communication and cognitive development is considered to see whether teachers are able to implement the policy guidelines into the classroom, and what prevents inclusive practice in these areas. Recommendations for how to increase inclusion for those with autism are noted, alongside acknowledging any further research that that could be considered further to support whether schools are able to successfully implement good autism practice into mainstream classrooms. 

According to the national autistic society (unknown) inclusion in schools is described as the quality of the learner’s experience, and how they are supported to develop skills and engage with a variety of people. Inclusion in the classroom involves being aware of ASD and having access to resources and training to be able to support the student’s individual needs. According to the welsh government’s code of practice all students with special educational needs should have access to early identification, so they can gain access to appropriate support and resources. According to the document ‘Working together to safeguard children’ this early identification will prevent these pupils developing coping mechanisms which disconnect them from engaging in school, and allows the school to approach the learner in an inclusive manner. Yet, early identification of needs is only effective when the school has links with local organisations and agencies that have support in place to safeguard pupils. This is because an autistic learner and their family need support in different areas of their life, not just in school. By having access to support systems in their local area could prevent a statutory assessment being required in schools because their development is being supported by evidence-based services outside of education, positively effecting how the pupil engages in the school environment. (HM Government, 2018) . This approach to connecting schools with local organisations, agencies and communities ensures that all staff, parents and those who work with the learners have access to up-to-date training which addresses all aspects of the problems those with ASD and parents may experience. This accessibility to support services and up-to-date information of assisting autistic pupils creates a consistent approach ensuring that the early identification of needs delivers the appropriate support. The process of assessing the needs has been identified to need an increase in funding, which suggests that there are autistic pupils without the support they need. (Welsh Government, 2019)

The code of practice suggests that using a person-centred methodology enables the teacher to find a suitable approach for individuals and deliver lessons in a way that supports all learners. This inclusive practice allows autistic learners to feel accepted and develop their social interaction, however, if appropriate resources to support the learning in the class are not available, this can have a negative impact. (Campbell, 2016). This suggests that all teachers must receive training in how to support autistic learners, alongside having visual aids and learning resources available before including autistic learners into mainstream classroom. The welsh governments best practice states that classes with autistic pupils should have appropriate learning strategies that support the learner to fully engage within the classroom (Welsh Government, 2015). This requires knowledge and understanding of the key areas effected by autism so that the teacher can identify the learner’s strengths, weaknesses and challenges, enabling them to adopt the right teaching approach to fully support the individuals needs. (Guldberg, Bradley and Wittemeyer, 2019). The National Autistic Society (2018) notes that 70% of autistic learners will attend mainstream school, which further emphasises the requirement for autism training for all teachers. Yet despite the likelihood of a teacher having an autistic learner in their class and the requirement of having flexible teaching arrangements to include these learners, teachers in the study by Brede et al (2018) commented that they feel ill-equipped to support the pupils academic, social and behavioural needs functionally. This feeling of being unprepared to support autistic pupils correctly, is compounded with the pressure of the national curriculum and supporting every pupil to pass exams. As the curriculums emphasis is on the academic attainment, not the skillsets learnt, autistic pupils that require additional support do not receive the attention to develop the necessary skills to attain academic achievement. (Brede et al, 2017). An example of this is a teacher unable to appropriately address an autistic pupil having a meltdown in that moment due to the high numbers of other pupils that also need supervising. Teachers are aware of the positive effects of successfully implementing inclusive practices into classrooms, yet are unable to support the autistic learners needs at all times. This makes the good practice guidelines impossible to meet without additional resources, such as an increase in classroom assistants and access and understanding of supportive interventions and approaches, available to the teacher. (Lindsay, 2013). Yet, it could be said that because teachers are finding it challenging to find the right approach that this could be because of the uncertainty of using the correct approach, and instead if teachers were given more autonomy with their students and attainment and being trusted with their professional judgement (Young, 2018). However, without the correct training and experience this could cause a decline in the autistic pupil’s inclusive experience. (Brede et al, 2017)

Additional training could help teachers successfully implement supportive strategies that help autistic learners, but also teach the other pupil’s different strategies of interacting and engaging with the learning and other class members. An example of an approach that develops specific skills is the Pictures Exchange Communication System (PECS), which is a visual aid to support the development of communication. (Guldberg, Bradley and Wittemeyer, 2019). This form of communication supports the autistic pupil to engage within the class, whilst also providing a form of communication that is better suited to an autistics natural neurological disposition, enabling them to process and understand the information correctly. It also provides an opportunity to pupils who prefer to use different communication methods to express themselves, which positively impacts their self-esteem and develops their ability to interact within a group or with different people. According to the good autism practice report, this early practice of communicating in different social settings is crucial to reaching their full potential later on in life. It is an example of how good practice recognises the strengths of autistic learners, and how developing effective forms of communication using methods such as PECS, creates an inclusive environment for autistic pupils and other non-verbal learners. This creates a common language across the school, engraining the inclusion as a whole school approach and removing communication barriers. Having a variety of learning approaches to access also compounds the learning that takes place in school. (Jantzen, 2009). By developing positive communication strategies that are understood by the individual, schools can better support those with autism integrating into the class, developing their ability to communicate their choices, nurture autonomy, and support the development of being able to self-regulate and cope with daily school transitions.

In the supplementary guidance for autism it describes how anyone working with children should interact with respect and find a way to support the person and family in how to best support their individual needs. (Estyn, 2019). As the SEND code of practice endorses open dialogue between parents and schools to enable consistent action being taken to address the pupils needs, it is recommended that further open communication between teachers and parents is established. (Welsh Assembly Government, 2004). A collaborative approach to supporting the individual needs of the learner can be taken, which leads to a consistent, predictable approach, helping the pupil to feel safe. (Azad and Mandell, 2015).  According to a study by Azad, Wolk and Mandell (2018), both teachers and parents can feel unable to ask for more involvement in the pupil’s development. This resistance was suggested to be caused by a lack of confidence in the others understanding and expertise for the autistic learner, emphasising the current lack of open communication that is occurring between parents and teachers, despite both wanting the best of the pupil. By developing structured learning sessions for both teacher and parent and developing emotional intelligence in the interactions, could create new opportunities for transparency and a solidarity in finding the right approach to meet the autistic learners needs. This transparency will also let the parent share further insight into their child’s strengths, weaknesses and reveal any challenges that may be present at home which could be reflected in the student’s behaviour or ability to engage. (Scanva, unknown). Further research is required to find how teachers and parents can communicate in a way that leads to the pupil being able to be fully included in their school, and what communication skills would nurture confidence and engagement. This development of open communication could also provide the autistic students in gaining the right support for developing skills that will help with transitioning into adulthood. (Nicholls, 2019)

A recommendation to develop communication skills in autistic learners would be to create a whole school approach in sign language. This would create an inclusive environment for all non-verbal students, alongside nurturing inclusive attitudes across the whole school. By adopting a recognised language that is inclusive for deaf and non-verbal pupils, demonstrates the value of every child being heard, understood and accepted by their school. Although PECS is used in schools, adopting a language that these autistic learners can use to communicate in their school as well as with other sign language users in their local area, continues nurturing inclusion and breaks down barriers as pupil’s transition into adulthood. As people are predisposed to gesture during communication, it naturally supports every pupils cognitive and communication development. (Jantzen, 2009). PECS has been recognised to be an effective intervention for improving communication skills, yet according to the study published by Tincani (2004), sign language is more effective in the development of verbal communication when compared with PECS. This suggests that using sign language in schools could be a communication bridge whilst supporting autistic pupils in developing their verbal communication, leading to further inclusion and opportunities of expression. It was also noted that using sign language can increase the likelihood of eye contact, increasing the opportunity of forming trusting relationships and increasing engagement in class. During intense emotions pupils may find it difficult to access verbal communication, yet be able to gesture or sign to indicate their emotional state. As the person is able to effectively communicate, this can prevent learned helplessness developing because there is a reduction in frustration linked to a break-down in communication. (Jantzen, 2009). Overall, sign language provides an opportunity for non-verbal learners to interact and it has shown to increase the development of cognitive and motor skills. This suggests that this implementation alone could continue to meet the good practice guidelines. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The combination of strategies mentioned, alongside additional interventions to support all key areas of the individual’s needs are crucial in supporting the autistic learner’s development, yet in many cases these needs are not met in a holistic way due to funding restrictions for the initial identification or needs, as well as the accessibility to training and essential resources for teachers and parents. (Welsh Government, 2019). It is evident that a whole school approach is vital to the success of creating an inclusive environment for autistic pupils, alongside nurturing an inclusive attitude. At present the awareness of autism is increasing, which is having a positive effect on the inclusion of autistic learners in mainstream classrooms. (National autistic society, unknown). The guidelines in place have addressed the key areas of how to support the needs of autistic pupils, with a commendable suggestion to how these good practices will continue to create an inclusive schooling system. Yet, there appears to be a gap between literature and training that would support teachers in successfully implementing inclusive practices for autistic pupils in the classroom, whilst still addressing the needs of the remaining class members. The ASD good practice guidance notes that multi-agencies are a necessary part of identifying and meeting the needs of the autistic learner. This could be extended to the adaption of practices to include sign language training to incorporate into inclusive practice in mainstream schools, yet as mentioned both these services require additional funding to be consistently implemented in mainstream schools. Until this core component of the effectiveness of interventions is addressed, the success of including autistic learners into mainstream classrooms will continue to be uncertain. Yet with the increased awareness and ongoing research into good practice, this should support teachers in finding helpful approaches that works for their pupils until the education system is funded appropriately. 
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