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A Practitioner’s Guide to Supporting the Inclusion of Autistic Learners in Mainstream Primary Education in Wales.

Introduction
Inclusive education is based on the principle that all learners should have meaningful opportunities to take part, learn, develop relationships with peers and adults and experience a sense of belonging within their educational community. This practitioner guide focuses specifically on the inclusion of autistic learners within mainstream primary education in Wales. Autism has been selected because autistic learners may experience a range of barriers within mainstream education relating to communication, sensory environments, social expectations, transitions, emotional regulation and the organisation of teaching and learning. However, according to the research (Autistica) we can determine that autistic learners are not a homogeneous group. Their strengths, communication preferences and support needs vary considerably and therefore, support should not be based solely on a diagnostic label. 
A central argument throughout this guide is that physical presence does not necessarily equal genuine inclusion. An autistic learner may be educated within the same classroom as their peers but still experience barriers that restrict participation, independence, wellbeing or belonging. Research concerning autistic pupils’ mainstream school experiences has identified the importance of relationships, accessibility of the school environment and feelings of being different from peers (Williams et al., 2019). Therefore, inclusion should be understood as more than placement. It requires the school environment, curriculum and practitioner approaches to respond to learner diversity. This guide considers autism within the legislative and policy context of Wales, including the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018, the Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales 2021, Curriculum for Wales and the Equality Act 2010. It also considers current Welsh Government guidance concerning autism and ALN.
Two fictional case studies are used to apply these principles to practise. Child A is a younger autistic learner who's sensory and transition needs are relatively visible, while Child B is an older, academically able autistic learner who masks many of her difficulties. The contrasting cases demonstrate why effective inclusion must be individualised rather than based on stereotypical understandings of autism. Ultimately, practitioners should consider not only how autistic leaners can adapt to mainstream education, but also how mainstream education must adapt to include them. 
Understanding Autism 
According to NHS we can determine that Autism is a lifelong neurodevelopmental difference which can influence communication, social interaction, sensory processing and how an individual experiences and understands their environment. Autistic learners may experience differences in communication, routines and predictability, emotional regulation, sensory processing and focused interests. However, the way these characteristics are experienced differs considerably between the individuals. 
Welsh Government guidance on supporting autistic children and young people in educational settings emphasises that autism presents differently across individuals and that approaches and interventions need to be considered in relation to the individual learner rather than automatically applied to everyone with an autism diagnosis (Welsh Government, 2019, updated 2025). 
This is particularly important for practitioners because diagnostic labels can unintentionally lead to stereotypical expectations. For example, practitioners should not assume that every autistic child is non-verbal, socially withdrawn, academically less able or dependent on visuals. Some autistic leaners may communicate fluently and achieve highly while experiencing significant but less visible sensory, emotional or social difficulties. Different theoretical perspectives can also influence how practitioners understand autism and inclusion. According to the research (Armstrong) we can determine that a medical or deficit perspective tend to locate difficulty primarily within the individual. From this perspective, differences in communication, behaviour or interaction may be understood as impairments requiring interventions. Individual needs cannot be ignored, as practitioners may need to understand a learner's difficulties to provide appropriate support that is needed. However, an exclusively deficit-based interpretation risks suggesting that successful inclusion depends upon changing the autistic learner. 
In contrast, social and neurodiversity perspectives encourage practitioners to examine the relationship between the learner and their environment. For example, if an autistic leaner becomes distressed in a crowded dinner hall, the difficulty should not automatically be described as inappropriate behaviour. Noise, movement, smells, unpredictable social contact and the organisation of the environment may all contribute to distress (Autism Speaks, 2024). 
Current Welsh Government ALN guidance explicitly promotes consideration of a learner's functional needs and participation and states that diagnosis alone is not sufficient to determine ALN. It encourages practitioners to focus on barriers and apply a social rather than solely medical model of disability (Welsh Government, 2026).
Environmental adaption cannot remove every difficulty associated with autism, while individual-focused support cannot remove all disabling barriers within the environment. Effective inclusive practise therefore requires practitioners to understand the learner while simultaneously evaluating how school systems may contribute to exclusion. It is said that the question should consequently move from “What is wrong with this learner?” towards “What is preventing this leaner from accessing, participating in and benefiting from education?”. 

Autism and Additional Learning Needs in Wales
It is essential to distinguish the Welsh ALN system from SEND arrangements operating in England. Within Wales, the key terminology includes Additional Learning Needs (ALN), Additional Learning Provision (ALP), Individual Development Plans (IDPs) and Additional Learning Needs Coordinators (ALNCos). Under the Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018, a learner has ALN when they have a learning difficulty or disability which calls for additional learning provision. For children aged three and over, according to (“Additional Learning Needs (ALN) and Elective Home Education, GOV.WALES”) we can determine that ALP means educational provision generally made for learners of the same age within mainstream maintained education. 
The 2026 Welsh Government guidance explains this through a two-stage statutory test. Practitioners must firstly consider whether the learner has a learning difficulty or disability and secondly determine whether it calls for ALP. 
An important consequence is that autism does not automatically mean that a learner has ALN. A medical or neurodevelopmental diagnosis alone is insufficient. Practitioners must consider the functional impact on learning and participation and whether difficulties remain despite appropriate ordinarily available teaching and support. Welsh Government guidance explicitly confirms this distinction (Welsh Government, 2026).
This is significant for inclusive practise. Two autistic children within the same school may require completely different arrangements. One learner might access the curriculum successfully through high-quality inclusive teaching and reasonable adjustments, whereas another may require ALP identified within an IDP. The distinction prevents practitioners from equating diagnosis with educational need and encourages assessment of the learner within their actual educational environment. 

Welsh legislation and policy
Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018.

The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 provides the central legislative framework for learners with ALN in Wales. It created a unified statutory system for children and young people ages 0-25 and places emphasis on earlier identification, collaboration, person-cantered practise and participation. 
According to the research (BeyondAutism) we can determine that person-centred practise is particularly important for autistic learners. Children and young people should be supported to participate meaningfully in decisions affecting them rather than simply being the subject of professional discussion. 
However, meaningful participation may look different between learners. For example, expecting Child A to verbally explain his needs during a formal meeting may not be the most accessible way of gaining his views. Photographs, observations, drawings, visual boards or discussions with a trusted practitioner could provide more meaningful opportunities for participation. 
The ALN Code emphasises that practitioners should consider how individual children and young people refer to communicate and what support they need to participate. It also recognises that where attendance at meetings is inappropriate, their views should still be obtained through other suitable methods (Welsh Government, 2021).
Therefore, pupil voice should not be measured simply by whether the pupil attended a meeting. 


Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales 2021 
The ALN Code provides statutory guidance concerning how the duties contained within the Act should operate in practise. Where a learner has ALN, an IDP should identify their ALN, desired outcomes and the ALP is required to support these outcomes. An effective IDP should be person-centred and meaningful rather than treated as an administrative document. Current Welsh guidance emphasises collaboration with children, parents and relevant professionals, and that IDPs should be written in a way that reflects the individual learner (Snap Cymru,2024).
This is relevant to autism because support should not become a generic list of “autism strategies”. If Child A and Child B both required IDPs, their provision should look substantially different because their barriers and strengths are different. 



Curriculum for Wales
Inclsuive education should also be embedded within everyday curriculum practise rather than viewed as separate from it. Current Welsh guidance expects schools to adapt teaching to enable learners to access the curriculum and recognises that high-quality teaching, differentiation and targeted intervention form part of ordinarily available provision Welsh Government (“Introduction to Curriculum for Wales Guidance - Hwb”, 2026).
For autistic learners this means practitioners should consider how the design of learning itself affects accessibility. An academically able autistic leaner should not automatically receive easier work because they require additional support with communication, sensory regulation or organisation. Instead, practitioners should distinguish between the intellectual challenge of a task and the barriers involved in accessing that challenge. 
Differentiation should alter access where appropriate rather than automatically reducing academic expectations. 

Equality Act 2010
According to GOV.UK we can determine that the Equality Act 2010 is also significant because it provides protection from disability discrimination and establishes duties concerning reasonable adjustments. For autistic learners, reasonable adjustments could include modifications to communication, sensory environments, routines or methods of participation. Examples may include additional transition preparation, access to quieter working environments, changes to seating, visual or written information and alternative approaches to particularly overwhelming activities. 
Reasonable adjustments and ALN should not be treated as identical concepts. An autistic learner may require reasonable adjustments even where they do not meet the statutory definition of ALN. This distinction reinforces an important principle: a leaner does not need to wait for an IDP before inclusive classroom practise can begin. 

Autism-specific guidance and the Welsh context
The Welsh Government’s Code of Practise on the Delivery of Autism Services (2021) aims to improve consistency and accessibility across autism services and has relevance beyond education alone. More directly applicable to practitioners is the Welsh Government guidance Support for children and young people with Autistic Spectrum Disorder (ASD) in educational settings, originally published in 2019 and updated in October 2025. The guidance reviews a range of approaches while recognising that evidence and learner responses differ between interventions (The Additional Learning Needs Code for Wales 2021). 
This supports a useful; practitioner principle: 
Strategy – rationale – benefit – limitation – individualisation – review. A strategy should not be retained simply because it is commonly described as appropriate for autism. It should be retained because there is evidence that it reduces barriers for the learner. 

Case Studies 
Child A – Year 1 Pupil
Child A is a six-year old pupil and attends a mainstream primary school. He is autistic, communicates verbally and is working at an age-appropriate academic level. He particularly enjoys numbers and has a strong interest in transport. Child A experiences significant difficulty when routines change unexpectedly and is sensitive to loud, unpredictable noise. When overwhelmed, he may cover his ears, withdraw from communication or attempt to move away from the environment. 
These behaviours should not automatically be interpreted as deliberate non-compliance. Practitioners should consider whether they communicate sensory overload, uncertainty or unmet need. 
Child B – Year 5 
Child B is ten years old and autistic. She has fluent spoken language and strong academic ability and rarely displays behaviour that concerns practitioners. However, she finds group work and social expectations difficult, is highly anxious about making mistakes and spends considerable effort observing and copying how other pupils behave. She often reports being fine during school day but experiences significant exhaustion and distress afterwards. 
Child B demonstrates the danger of equating quiet behaviour and academic success with successful inclusion. 
Research concerning autistic girls has identified camouflaging or masking within mainstream classrooms. Halsall, Clarke and Crane (2021) found that autistic girls could hide or compensate for difficulties in an attempt to meet social expectations, but that this could be exhausting and distressing and influence relationships, learning and their wellbeing. 
Therefore, the absence of visible difficulty is not necessarily evidence of the absence of need. 

Effective Inclusive Practise 
Person-centred practise and pupil voice 
Person-centred practise should provide the foundation for support. Practitioners need to identify strengths, interests, relationships and aspirations alongside barriers. 
With Child A, his interest in transport could be incorporated into aspects of mathematics, literacy or topic learning where this supports engagement. However, his interest should not simply be offered as a reward for compliant behaviour. Treating interests only as reinforces risks overlooking their significance to the learner. 
For Child B, pupil voice may require more careful consideration. Asking “Are you okay?” may generate little meaningful information if she has learnt that “yes” is the socially expected response. Practitioners could ask more specific questions, such as which part of the day required most effort or whether there was anything that felt confusing or overwhelming. 
According to Williams et al. we can determine that Research exploring autistic leaners’ mainstream school experiences highlights the importance of listening to the perspectives of autistic learners themselves rather than understanding their experiences only through adult interpretations. 
Pupils voice could be gathered through conversations, drawing, writing, rating scales, photographs or different methods. The principle is not that every learner should participate in the same way, but that every learner should have an accessible way of participating. Parents and carers are also important partners. This is particularly relevant to Child B because a substantial difference may exist between her presentation at school and at home. According to the research (BBC Bitesize) we can Demonstrate why reports of post-school exhaustion should not be dismissed simply because a child appears to cope within lessons. 
However, partnership with families should not replace the child’s own voice. Person-centred practise should remain centred on the learner. 

Communication
Practitioners should consider whether the communication used within the classroom is accessible. Potential approaches include clear and concise language, manageable instructions, visual or written information, additional processing time and alternative methods of responding. 
Child A may find a multi-stage spoken instruction difficult to process, particularly within a noise environment. Breaking it into smaller steps and providing a visual reminder could reduce unnecessary cognitive demand. 
Visual timetables, photographs, symbols, written checklists and now and next boards may support some autistic leaners by increasing predictability. According to (“Effective Approaches to Assessment That Improve Teaching and Learning”) we can determine that Welsh Government guidance recognises a range of approaches, while emphasising that their suitability and effectiveness should be evaluated for individual leaners. 
However, practitioners should avoid assuming that evry autistic leaner requires symbols. 
Child B may find picture symbols inappropriate for her age and ability and may prefer a written or electronic timetable. Therefore, rather than asking “Which autism visual should I use?” the practitioner should ask, “What information does this learner need and what is the most accessible way to communicate it?”. 
Similarly, ambiguous classroom instructions can create unnecessary barriers. Instructions such as “behave properly” provide less usable information than explaining the specific behaviour expected. Nevertheless, figurative and ambiguous language should not necessarily be eliminated entirely. Where it forms part of everyday communication or curriculum learning, explicit explanation may be more appropriate than avoidance. 

Sensory environment and regulation
Sensory differences can have a significant effect on participation. School environments contain multiple sensory demands, including, noise, lighting, smells, crowded corridors, physical contact, visual displays and busy environments. 
For Child A, distress during assembly should be considered within this context. The practitioner might explore seating near an exit, reducing waiting time, using ear defenders where appropriate, accessing a quieter assembly arrangement temporarily or gradually building tolerance with suitable support. 
This approach shifts attention from simply changing Child A’s behaviour to examining whether the environment itself contributes to the difficulty. Research in a systematic review of accommodations for autistic learners in mainstream schools, found promising evidence for adaptations to pedagogical and psychosocial environments but also noted limitations and heterogeneity within the evidence base.
This limitation is important. It would be inappropriate to assume that every sensory resource advertised for autistic children is evidence-based or appropriate for every learner. 
Sensory resources should therefore have a clear purpose and be monitored. Providing every autistic learner with identical sensory equipment is no more person-centred than providing every learner with identical academic intervention. According to the research (Lumsden) we can also determine that sensory regulation should also not automatically function as a reward. 
If Child A requires a quiet break to remain regulated enough to access learning, withdrawing that provision following perceived inappropriate behaviour could increase rather than reduce the underlaying difficulty. 
Child B demonstrates the opposite risk: sensory distress may be overlooked because it is not outwardly visible. A leaner who remains seated and silent within a noisy classroom may still be using significant emotional and cognitive effort to tolerate the environment.
Practitioners should therefore avoid assuming the following:
No visible distress = no sensory difficulty. 

Predictability and transitions 
Transitions occur repeatedly during the school day, including entering the school, changing activities, going to their outdoor session, moving between rooms and preparing to go home. 
Child A may benefit from visual timetables, countdowns, transition warning and preparation for unusual events such as trips, supply teachers or timetable changes. For example, if his usual Friday assembly is replaced by a visiting performance, informing him beforehand could reduce uncertainty. However, providing predictability should not mean creating an entirely rigid environment. 
Unexpected events are unavoidable. If practitioners attempt to remove every change, Child A may have fewer opportunities to develop supported strategies for managing uncertainty. A more appropriate approach would provide a sufficiently predictable foundation while gradually developing flexibility in manageable and supportive ways. This demonstrates the importance of balancing accommodation and development. Support should reduce disabling barriers without unnecessarily restricting opportunities for independence. 


Teaching, learning and maintaining expectations
According to the research (The Incredible Years) we can determine that supporting autistic learners should be viewed as part of effective teaching rather than separate from it. Potential approaches include clear learning intentions, chunking complex tasks, reducing unnecessary copying, providing processing time, scaffolding organisational demands and allowing different ways of demonstrating understanding.
Consider Child B during a science lesson. If the learning objective is to demonstrate understanding of a scientific process, requiring an extended handwritten response may introduce additional demands involving handwriting, planning and language organisation. Allowing her to demonstrate understanding through a structured template, oral explanation or technology may remove an access barrier without reducing intellectual challenge.  
This distinction is important because inappropriate differentiation can unintentionally lower expectations for autistic learners. 

Support should change what prevents the learner demonstrating their knowledge, rather than automatically changing the knowledge they are expected to acquire. 
Many people argue that research has often concentrated on helping autistic children adapt to school environments while giving less attention to adapting environments to children's needs. This raises an important critical question: is an intervention increasing inclusion, or is it simply making the autistic learner appear more like peers? 
This is especially relevant to Child B. Requiring her to participate in every group task in the same way as her peers may appear inclusive. However, if she is using substantial energy to mask confusion and social discomfort, physical participation may conceal emotional exclusion. 
Therefore, structured group work may be more appropriate. Practitioners could clarify roles, reduce ambiguous expectations, provide preparation time and allow different forms of participation. Choice should become automatic avoidance, but compulsory participation should not automatically be equated with successful inclusion. 

Relationships, friendships and belonging 
A genuinely inclusive school needs to consider social belonging alongside academic access. According to the research done by (Seren) we can determine they identified interpersonal relationships, accessibility of school and feelings of difference as central aspects of autistic leaners’ mainstream experiences. This demonstrates that academic placement alone is insufficient. Bullying also requires consideration. In a systematic review and meta-analysis, Kloosterman et al. (2016) found that autistic young people experienced substantial levels of school victimisation and were at greater risk than typically developing peers. 
This means schools cannot place responsibility for social inclusion solely inclusion on autistic learners by repeatedly teaching them to improve their school skills. Whole school approaches could include: 
· Anti-bullying practise
· Neurodiversity awareness
· Respectful language
· Practitioner modelling 
· Structured opportunities for peer interaction 
Recent systematic review evidence reinforces this wider approach. Tsou et al. (2026) reviewed 56 studies of mainstream-school social inclusion interventions. They found that interventions could increase autistic pupils’ access to activities, but increased access did not necessarily lead to reciprocal relationships or friendships. The authors argue for a more holistic approach which considers peers, staff and the wider environment rather than concentrating solely on autistic children’s social skills. 
This provides a particularly important distinction: participation is not automatically belonging. 
Child A might be physically present in a playground activity but remain dependent on an adult throughout it. Child B may stand with a friendship group while feeling unable to understand or contribute to the interaction. Practitioners should therefore consider not only where a learner is physically located, but also the quality of their participation and their own perception of belonging. 

Masking and less visible needs
Child B’s profile requires particular attention because practitioner decisions can become overly dependent on observable behaviour. Halsall, Clarke and Crane (2021) found that autistic girls described camouflaging within mainstream environments and that this could affect their relationships, sense of belonging, learning and wellbeing. Practitioners should therefore be cautious when describing an autistic learner as “fine in school”. The learner may be:
· Copying peers
· Rehearsing conversations 
· Suppressing sensory responses 
· Avoiding asking for support 
· Remaining silent when confused
Child B’s strong academic results could make these difficulties easier to overlook. 
Check ins should therefore consider effort rather than simply behaviour. Questions such as “Which part of today felt the hardest?” or “Was there anything you wanted help with but didn't want to ask?” may provide more meaningful information than “Did you have a good day?”. However, practitioners should also avoid if all autistic girls mask or that masking occurs only in girls. Individual assessment remains essential.

Practitioner attitudes and professional knowledge
Inclusion depends partly on practitioner knowledge and expectations. Petersson-Bloom and Holmqvist’s (2022) systematic review identified environmental adjustment, practitioner knowledge, attitudes, relationships and collaboration as important themes in supporting autistic learners in inclusive education. Practitioner training should therefore move beyond learning a list of characteristics of autism. Staff should understand sensory barriers, communication differences, masking, person-centred practise and the interaction between learner and the environment. 
There should also be reflection on the use of adult support. For example, assigning a teaching assistant to sit constantly beside Child A may initially appear inclusive. However, excessive one to one support could potentially reduce independence, create reliance on adult prompts and interfere with spontaneous peer interaction. 
The relevant question therefore should not be: “How much adult support can we give?” but “What support allows this learner to participate as independently as possible?”. 
Similarly, removing an autistic learner from the mainstream classroom may sometimes be appropriate, particularly where a quieter space is needed for regulation or specialised learning. However, withdrawal should have a defined purpose and be reviewed rather than becoming the easiest organisational solution. 
 
Whole-school responsibility 
Responsibility for inclusion should not rest solely with the ALNCo or a teaching assistant. Classroom practitioners, senior leaders, support staff and the wider school community all influence whether an autistic learner experiences meaningful inclusion. This is particularly relevant within the current Welsh context. 
Estyn’s 2024 review found examples of strong inclusive culture and successful implementation of ALN reform. However, it also identified inconsistency across Wales, including differences in interpretation of the ALN code, quality of inclusive teaching guidance and approaches to IDPs. It also highlighted the importance of ALNCos being strategically involved in leadership (Estyn, 2024). 

Conclusion
Supporting autistic learners within mainstream primary education in Wales requires considerably more than placing autistic children within mainstream classrooms. Genuine inclusion involves ensuring learners can participate, progress, develop relationships and experience a sense of belonging. Autism should not be understood as a single profile of need. Child A’s sensory and transition difficulties differ substantially from Child B’s masking, social demands and anxiety, despite both learners being autistic. Consequently, strategies must be selected according to individual need rather than diagnosis.

The Welsh legislative framework supports this individualised approach. The Additional Learning Needs and Education Tribunal (Wales) Act 2018 and ALN Code 2021 establish a person-centred system focused on learning difficulties, disabilities and the ALP required, while the Equality Act 2010 provides duties relating to reasonable adjustments. Current Welsh Government guidance further confirms that an autism diagnosis does not automatically establish ALN and that decisions should consider functional barriers to learning and participation (Welsh Government, 2026). Effective practice should therefore involve meaningful pupil voice, collaboration with families, accessible communication, sensory consideration, supported transitions, appropriate curriculum adaptation and high academic expectations. Relationships and peer belonging must also be considered alongside classroom access. Importantly, practitioners should critically evaluate their own practice. Support that appears helpful can sometimes unintentionally create dependence, isolation or lowered expectations. Similarly, apparent compliance may conceal distress or masking.

Estyn’s findings demonstrate that despite the strength of the Welsh legislative framework, implementation remains inconsistent. This reinforces the importance of practitioner knowledge, reflective practice and whole-school responsibility (Estyn, 2024).

The central question should not simply be: “How can this autistic learner change in order to fit our school?” Instead, practitioners should continually ask: “What can we change within our teaching, environment and school community so that this learner can participate, progress and belong?” It is this distinction that separates physical placement from genuine inclusion.
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