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Practitioners Guide



A collection of information to provide you with examples and tools for hands on classroom adaptations, encouraging inclusion and supporting autistic primary school aged children. 
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This practitioners guide is aimed at NQT’s (newly qualified teachers) at a primary school level. The guide is intended to help support you in your mission to help adapt your teaching and adopt inclusion for those students living with Autism. 

Difficulty making friends, avoiding eye contact; delayed/lack of speech - characteristics pertinent to all people with autism? It is often wrongly assumed that “obvious” traits of autism are synonymous to all living with the disorder, however this is incorrect (NHS, 2022). There is a high likelihood that within your classroom, you have a child(ren) living with autism. With the prevalence of autism now being suggested to be at least 1% of the population (Blackburn, Read and Spencer, 2012); with others suggesting two or three children within a class could be displaying autistic traits (Wharmby, 2023). Despite the incidence of autism increasing annually (Davidson, 2024), the difference in the way the disorder is characterised varies from person to person and at a greater rate between genders (NHS, 2022). For this reason, this guide also has a section focused specifically on autism in girls. Through legislation and policy, case studies and theoretical background, this guide is intended to help reduce barriers to learning, ensuring an inclusive environment for all learners, including those with autism. 
Background

The discussion of autism tends to be a hot topic in modern society, with a perceived increase in prevalence (Donaldson, 2024) as well as increased attention through the media bringing the disorder into the forefront of many people’s thinking (Davidson, 2024). Within education itself, there’s huge discrepancy on the prevalence of Autism; with the National Autistic Society (2025) claiming more than 1% of the population are on the autistic spectrum and researchers like Maenner et al. (2023) writing that 1 in 36 children are identified with autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Despite this inconsistency, the fact remains, more people are being diagnosed with ASD and professionals need to accept student difference, celebrate it, and accommodate as necessary irrespective of diagnosis (GOV.UK, 2018)
The discussion of alleged acceleration, as discussed within the Welsh Government’s Autism Action Plan (2019), could be due to many factors. Whether this be a national and global catch up of gender discrepancies (National Autistic Society, 2023), greater awareness (Lowri, n.d.); or a mixture of multiple variants (Hill, 2024). The need to educate the education sector and ensure inclusivity for ALL is imperative (Welsh Government, 2019). Ensuring we, in Wales, have classrooms suitable for all has never been more important. 
[image: (Morton, 2020)]An analogy that I think fits well when starting to think about the importance of supporting students with ASD, is the Japanese art of Kintsugi (Image 2). Kintsugi is the art of repairing broken pottery and accentuating this difference and uniqueness with golden paint (Sho, 2021). From initial glance it is a bowl, but upon closer inspection you can see the cracks and imperfections. It is unlike all your other bowls which look “normal.” In parallels to education, a child struggling within the classroom due to their ASD may be perceived as different, difficult or “broken”. Through successful inclusion and embracing the differences autistic children may display, behaviours that were once described as “broken” are now celebrated for their uniqueness. Just like the “broken” bowl, with time, patience, and skill, what was once disregarded is now celebrated as beautifully imperfect.Stock Image 2

As perspective on neurodivergence has changed over the years, so have the theories, policies and legislation working in the background (Hargreaves and Goodson, 2006). The term ‘neurodiversity’ was first introduced in the 1990’s by Singer as a blanket term initially used to group those with ASD, dyslexia, and ADHD (France, 2023). Before this movement, neurological conditions, according to Singer, were hailed with negative connotations, ignorance, and discrimination (Bates, 2023). The neurodiverse movement was the start of ASD being seen to have strengths as opposed to solely its perceived weaknesses. Even those in the public eye began to speak of how it was their ASD which allowed them to be successful in their respective fields, for example Temple Grandin (TED, 2010). However, getting to the point of acceptance hasn’t been easy. Due to centuries of intolerance towards being anything other than neurotypical, governments have had to drastically catch up to become more inclusive (E.g. the Equality Act, 2010). However, despite improvements there is still a struggle from governments to make education equal for all. In 1989 the UN amended the Rights of The Child (1959) which recognised autistic children had the rights to education, to develop in the best way and have their differences respected (UNICEF, 2019). Legislation central to protecting the rights of those with ASD include the Equality Act 2010 (GOV.UK, 2010) and Disability Discrimination Act 2005 (GOV.UK, 2013), which both ensure everyone is included and treated equally regardless of impairment(s) or barriers. 


In 2001 the Welsh Government introduced the Children’s Commission to further focus on the rights of children (Children's Commissioner for Wales, 2019). More recently, further legislation has been implemented to prioritise the equality and inclusion of neurodivergent children by setting clear parameters and rights e.g. the Additional Learning Needs Act (Wales) 2018 (GOV.UK, 2018) and the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (Welsh Government, 2015). Although a groundbreaking step towards respecting equality there are again gaps which require improvement (British Medical Association, 2024) i.e.:
· Funding
· The nuances in the laws leaving space for dispute.
· A lack of explanation on HOW to apply every single element of the law.
· A lack of consistency between the services (for example schools may focus on one area, whilst social services may focus on another)

Focusing on equality for those with additional learning needs (ALN) has led to further support for schools and their mission for inclusion. The introduction of the new Curriculum in Wales has been radical in giving schools the autonomy over their own curriculum based on the needs and interests of their community (Welsh Government, 2024). This legislation mandates that children should be working toward 4 purposes (Welsh Government, 2022):
· Ethical, informed citizens
· Ambitious, capable learners 
· Healthy, confident individuals
· Enterprising, creative contributors 
While flexibility within the curriculum is important in encouraging inclusion, the blending of subjects may cause distress to students who require clear structure and boundaries between subjects (Anne Emerson, 2020).

Suggestions that humans have an innate response to learning can be traced from the beginning of philosophy. According to Plato, a person’s behaviour is pre-set and difficult to modify without reflection (Bates, 2023). This principle laid the foundations for modern theories regarding the acceptance of individuality and work differentiation. Ensuring teaching is focused on students reaching their best potential regardless of their peers (Aubrey and Riley, 2022). When applying to an ASD child, the recognition that their way of learning is individual is powerful. Understanding that through guidance, reactive behaviours can be lessened through coping mechanisms and sensitivity from the teacher.

Other influential theories regarding student differences include those by Bronfenbrenner and Vygotsky (Aubrey and Riley, 2022). Vygotsky’s theory of scaffolding a student’s learning was significant in ‘special education’ (Aubrey and Riley, 2022). One of his key theories was based on observational teaching which is vital in the identification of neurodivergence (Mooney, 2013). He believed successful curriculum planning was ‘scaffolded’ by a ‘knowledgeable other’ (e.g. Teacher) challenging children to push their knowledge (Mooney, 2013). Bronfenbrenner’s theory focused on tailoring classroom teaching around educational needs by learning and accepting student differences. This includes building a rapport with care providers, to build a picture of what could affect their learning e.g. homelife and relationships (Aubrey and Riley, 2022). Regarding children with ASD having a holistic view on them as individuals and their environments will contribute to reducing barriers to learning. 

Even with the myriad of theory, legislation and policies in place, there are still barriers to learning for those with ASD which is why the discussion is needed on what YOU can do within your own classroom. 

This guide is not to help you diagnose students with ASD, or to be used as a diagnostic tool. The purpose is to provide you with a brief background to give you an idea of what someone with ASD may struggle with and how best to support them. As well as acknowledging the difficulties, it is also vital to celebrate their strengths- enabling self-confidence within the student and allowing peers to understand the importance of individual difference (as highlighted within the 4 purposes). Case Study example

People tend to think they know the “signs of autism”, commonly focusing and incorrectly generalising on a perceived lack of emotion or an intense interest in a particular topic (Wharmby, 2023). Although there is an element of truth, there are so many more layers to understand especially around individual difference. 
 Stock Image 3
Jessica
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Facts about Jessica (Image 3):
· She is a 9-year-old girl with no formal diagnosis of any ANL, although concerns have been raised by a fellow teacher who has recently done a training course on autism and after covering your lesson has spoken to you about Jessica.
· Although she has lots of friends, she likes to spend time by herself colouring when seemingly looking overwhelmed.
· Jessica is very enthusiastic about wildlife and despite no firsthand experience, can reel off lots of facts about safari animals, in particular ‘the big 5’.
· During lessons, Jessica often complains that she cannot see the board properly despite you, as her teacher, moving her to different seats around the classroom.
· Jessica also often swings on her chair and has difficulty keeping still within class.
Unfortunately, Jessica’s case isn’t unique. Whether Jessica has a diagnosis or not, there are clear areas which are causing distress and impacting her education and those around her. As her teacher you have a duty of care and need to put provisions in place to meet her needs to be met (National Autistic Society, n.d.). We will move through the areas of difference discussed about Jessica above and discuss the challenges. 

The Additional Learning Needs (Wales) Act (GOV.UK, 2018) states that irrespective of a formal diagnosis, any child displaying ALN traits should have their needs met with access to support. During the process it is highly important to build a relationship with care providers to build a whole picture (ESTYN, 2023). Remember, home life can vary and impact a child’s behaviour at school; things like slow processing speed, memory and behaviour could be attributed to lack of quality sleep or arguments within the family (Curcio, Ferrara and De Gennaro, 2006).
As concerns have been raised within the school, a meeting to discuss Jessica’s needs is arranged. In the meeting with Jessica and her care providers, an Individual Development Plan (IDP) or one page profile (Welsh Government, 2022b) should be put into place, discussing her strengths, important information and communication/sensory differences [image: A screenshot of a computer screen

Description automatically generated](Pembrokeshire County Council, 2021). A basic example is shown to the right (TES, 2015), although your school will have their own. The importance of the IDP’s are to ensure continuity between services as well as being available within the school when needed, ensuring needs are constantly reviewed to ensure needs are being met (Autism.org.uk, 2024). Highlighting the importance of IPD’s, ESTYN’s 2020 report on ‘effective school support’ for vulnerable children emphasised the importance of tracking, inferring that potential barriers were tracked allowing for effective engagement (ESTYN, 2020). Image 4 (TES, 2015)


In relation to Jessica’s intense interest in ‘the big 5’ is not unexpected, and hyper-focused interests are common with those with ASD (Wood, 2019). When thinking about the general traits of ASD, expressing feelings of overwhelm, disliking a feeling of over crowdedness and wanting to spend time alone are common (National Autistic Society, 2025). In the case of Jessica, it could be easy to make incorrect assumptions that because she has a circle of friends, means she cannot be autistic. Social isolation or distancing from peers are not a prerequisite for diagnosis and shouldn’t be used as such. 
Also, because Jessica is female, there is a higher likelihood that traits are camouflaged (Cook et al., 2021). Many researchers including Gould (2017), Dean, Harwood and Kasari (2017) and Lai et al. (2016) state that girls are more likely to mask traits, as well as learning to mask earlier in life due to the pressures from society. It is therefore important to stress that appearing to be social, particularly in girls, is not a reason for ASD to not be raised. It is important to use due diligence in assessing the situation and use a comprehensive approach to all areas of concern.
Another way that Jessica doesn’t fit the “typical” mould of autism is that although she has sensory dysregulation, they aren’t as obvious as others e.g. a child in deep distress as a result of noise sensitivity (National Autistic Society, 2024). Although responses to sensory stimuli are frequently an issue with ASD, they are not always on the side of extreme. Research by Hazen et al. (2014) discusses how sensory stimuli tend to be received in different ways; ranging from distress caused by tags on an item of clothing to an injury going unnoticed. It is important to raise a caveat here, as discussed by Lowri (n.d) a person’s sensory system is not fully developed until around 8 years old, so when thinking about children before this age do bare this in mind. For example, if Jessica were 6-year-old, her swinging on her chair could be because her sensory system is not fully developed yet, however at 9 years old it could be due to her vestibular system being hyposensitive and the swinging is highly relaxing (Lowri, n.d.). Another potential sensory sensitivity Jessica could be experiencing is in relation to her sight (assuming vision has been checked and there are no issues elsewhere). As with all 8 senses (discussed below), those with ASD can be hypersensitive or hyposensitive. Having a discussion with Jessica about how she sees the board is a good starting place in understanding how you could help (National Autistic Society, 2020)
· Hyposensitive: Jessica describes the board as blurry but walls clear with everything looking quite dark. Practical solutions (if possible) – accommodate by increasing the light in the room, putting a lamp/light on her workstation, putting her next to the window etc.
·  Hypersensitive: Jessica describes objects moving around with constant discomfort when things are too bright. Practical solutions (if possible) – accommodate by providing sunglasses, moving away from lights, creating a workstation sheltered from harsh lights etc.
Hopefully, this has highlighted the importance of collating isolated incidences or stressors to build a bigger picture, understanding there are many principles needed to ensure good autism practice (Guldberg et al., 2019). 
Good Practice

Due to the increased demand for ASD assessments, people are facing longer waits for a formal diagnosis and therefore negatively impacting the formulation of necessary support (Foster and Crew, 2024). One way the government has tried to bridge the gap for children with suspected ASD is by ensuring initial strategies and techniques are put into fruition immediately, so they are not hindered by the delay in assessment (GOV.UK, 2018). Based upon guidance, the curriculum, and a plethora of theoretical precedence, several tweaks, improvements, and changes can be made within your classroom setting and teaching to reduce barriers and promote inclusion. 
The senses


When thinking about barriers which may be in your classroom, it is important to think about the 8 senses (National Autistic Society, 2020). Using your IDP, making a profile on sensory stimuli can help pinpoint areas of amendment. For the basis of this guide, I will focus on the senses which are most likely to impact your classroom (highlighted):
· Sight 
· Sound
· Smell 
· Taste 
· Touch 
· Vestibular (balance)
· Proprioception (body awareness)
· Synaesthesia 
As we have already discussed vestibular and sight within the case study above, sound will be the first sensory system that will be discussed. 
[image: Blue megaphone with sound wave ribbons]Sound (National Autistic Society, 2020)Stock Image 5 

As discussed in the case study, a sensory system can be either hypersensitive or hyposensitive. Those with ASD translate sound differently from person to person, so making notes on an individual’s responses can help understand how they are responding to the sound stimuli. 
Hyposensitive – may not recognise certain noises; may enjoy bangs, crowds, and the noise of places. 
[image: ]Within your classroom, a child struggling with a hyposensitive sound sense may need information to be relayed in another way to ensure effective communication and reinforce learning (Bates, 2017). This could include non-verbal instruction, for example with British Sign Language (BSL) or a communication system like picture exchange communication system (PECS). Stock Image 6

For universal communication, PECS allows children who struggle with their communication to interact with teachers and their peers without the need for training (Leicestershire Partnership NHS, 2024). For PECS to truly be successful it is important to have continuity throughout all areas of their life (Hall and Hickey, 2024). 
[image: People using sign language]In discussion with Hall and Hickey (2024), BSL was expressed as being an important form of communication for people with autism. A big benefit to BSL being used to communicate is with the involvement of facial expression, allowing emotion to be felt which may naturally be a struggle (Golden Care Therapy, n.d.), however BSL is like any other language and needs to be taught and learnt with professionals. Stock Image 7

 Hypersensitive – noise may be received as quite intense; difficulty in concentration because of background noise being overwhelming. 
Within your classroom providing headphones is a simple way of aiding noise cancellation. As well as this, shutting doors and windows to reduce outside background noise can also be a benefit. You may notice, for example if your school is by a busy road or in the countryside, a child in your class may be hyper focused on the noises made outside of the classroom- this could be due to their sound sensory system being oversensitive (Lucker and Doman,2012)[image: Close up of white headphones]. However, it’s not always possible for windows to be shut in the summer or headphones to be worn at all times, so managing expectations is key to keeping emotional distress to a minimum. Stock Image 8
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Touch (National Autistic Society, 2020)
[image: Human hand and robot hand nearly touching]Hyposensitive – a child with hyposensitivity to touch may have a high pain threshold and as a result may self-harm; enjoy textures with smearing or chewing on objects; may be rough with peers, holding them tightly without realising. 
Within your classroom having things like sensory toys, messy play with cornstarch or jelly etc provides a necessary sensory outlet.Stock Image 11 
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Hypersensitive – a child with hypersensitivity to touch may dislike the feeling of anything on their hands or feet; have difficulty brushing and washing hair; having preference for certain textures. 
As the responsible adult, it is important to notice and understand clear sensory boundaries ie giving no contact comfort when a child with hypersensitivity to touch is in distress. You should also be aware of and try to identify potential external stressors although these may not necessarily be easy to spot. 

Proprioception (National Autistic Society, 2020)
This sometimes-forgotten sense is our bodies awareness of the space around us. 
[image: Pile of woolen garments on wooden table]Hyposensitive – a child may need to be extremely close to others without understanding the personal boundaries of others; struggle with space perception; and bang into people, objects etc. Stock Image 12

To help assist a child who struggles with hyposensitive proprioception you could provide weighted blankets to help the child feel close pressure (although results of the success is up for debate, as highlighted in the study by Gringras et al.(2014)). Another classroom adaptation could be by using coloured tape to indicate boundaries or using arm length to judge personal space. 
However, funding, space, and accessibility hinder the implementation of these adaptations, e.g. it is not always possible to have weighted blankets provided for each class in case of sensory dysregulation. 
[image: Hands holding pen and cappuccino at desk]Hypersensitive – you may notice a child in your class struggling with fine motor skills, including struggling with writing (Bates, 2017); or using their whole body when moving around. Stock Image 13 

For a child struggling with their fine motor skills, as discussed by Bates (2013), adapting your classroom to allow the use of a laptop or alternative method for producing work can be hugely beneficial to a child struggling with hypersensitive proprioception. Offering activities to promote the strengthening of fine motor skills functioning would also be beneficial (National Autistic Society, 2020). In recent times,  most schools have adopted the use of laptops/tablets in rooms, so accommodating this way of producing causes little disruption (Hall & Hickey, 2024)
Implementing likes and interests


ASD is, as the name suggests, on a spectrum (Bates, 2013). It is therefore impossible to provide good practical examples which fit all children living with the disorder. 
Bates (2013) emphasised that being patient and persevering will eliminate aggression and disturbance. Expanding upon Bronfenbrenner’s theory as discussed earlier (Aubrey and Riley, 2022), getting to know the children in your class and learning their likes will allow you to tailor your teaching, potentially incorporating  aspects of their interests into the curriculum to enhance their learning (Koegel et al., 2013) i.e. - if your child has a keen interest in superheroes, you could incorporate Spiderman into stories or simply have a Marvel poster next to the board to encourage focus towards the board (Lowri, n.d.). Again, keeping open dialogue between care providers and the school is important as hyper focuses can quickly change and will need to be amended to reflect this (Hall & Hickey, 2024). 

The NHS (n.d.) has highlighted the differences of executive function in those with ASD compared to those without ASD traits. It is stated that up to 80% of people with ASD suffer from some form of executive functioning delay, such as: Managing executive function difficulties

· Time management
· Understanding different points of view 
· Staying focused 
When thinking of school age children, some neurodivergent students have difficulties understanding routine due to the imbalance of their executive functioning (Bogdashina, 2014). One way to help alleviate some anxiety is by introducing the timetable in a visual way (Autism Education Trust, 2024). For example, creating a ‘now, then and next’ board will not only show structure but will also help build independence, confidence and potentially reduce anger (National Autistic Society, n.d.).
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Concluding points 


These guidelines are to assist you in implementing potential ideas and strategies within your classroom. Although the focus is on providing ASD children with an equal education; it is imperative that practitioners proceed with a holistic approach, ensuring there is an open dialogue with care providers and understanding the potential impact of outside factors on learning. It is also important to recognise that a child’s needs are individual to them and can quickly change especially regarding interests and hobbies. Within your practice it is important to promote equality by tackling potential barriers and prejudice, whilst acknowledging more could still be done. With the new curriculum for Wales providing a good precedence for inclusion, ASD learners in the modern day are increasingly being given a voice and able to thrive in an ever-changing world. 
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