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Children with additional support needs: inclusion, advocacy and equity


This essay looks at research on autism spectrum disorder as an additional learning need. It will focus on the importance of early intervention, barriers that may occur and how children with autism may be supported in settings. Autism is a developmental disability that affects how that person may communicate with others and their experiences of the world around them (National Autistic Society, 2018a). According to the National Autistic Society (2018a), in today’s society there are around 700,000 adults and children diagnosed with autism in the UK.


Importance of early intervention 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The medical model of disability from the 1800s began to segregate children with disabilities and the disability was often seen as being a problem (Retief and Letsosa, 2018). Harrower and Dunlap (2001) backs this up by saying historically children with disabilities were segregated from their peers and society. The Social Model of disability is a newer view that society adapted in the 1970s and focuses more on the barriers we have in society rather than the disability being the barrier (Oliver, 2013). Within the United Nations Convention on the rights of the child (UNCRC), under article 23 it states that children with a disability have the right to dignity and independence in order to live a full and decent life (Unicef, 2004). In addition to this there is also a Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD), which states that disabled children should be respected for who they are as they grow up and are entitled to the same rights as everybody else in society (United Nations, no date).

With the number of children being diagnosed with autism on the increase, there is more focus on early intervention and how to asses children (Koegelet al., 2014). Hadders-Algra (2011) suggests the earlier the interventions start, the greater beneficial impact it will have on the child. According to the Removing Barriers to achievement report it can be said that early intervention can give children the opportunity to achieve their full potential (DfES, 2004).
National Assembly for Wales (2002) suggests that the assessment of children should be an ongoing process in order to identify children’s specific needs and to monitor their progress. 
Looking in more depth, early intervention for children with autism has more of an impact on the child’s cognitive development than on their motor development (Hadders-Algra, 2011). 
Every Child Matters (2003) sets out a multi-agency approach to ensure every child has the support they need. They also ensure children have the right to make a positive contribution and that their views are listened to (Every Child Matters, 2003). Mainstream schools have become more inclusive with more children with disabilities attending them (Koegel et al., 2001). Schools are providing more opportunities for children with disabilities to build social skills and gain positive friendships (Koegel et al., 2001).

There are many early intervention strategies to support children with autism. One intervention strategy is applied behaviour analysis (ABA), which is a system of rewards and consequences in order to try to change behaviours in autistic children (Austism speaks, 2019). Corsello (2005) suggests that ABA is a structured programme that works on individual goals. ABA Programme data found that 71% of children showed signs of improvement when it came to interacting and being around other children and 82% of children started to use meaningful words after the programme (Corsello, 2005). ABA has strong links with Burrhus Skinner who was a behaviourist theorist (Pound, 2006). Skinner experimented on rodents and pigeons and had the idea that behaviour can be shaped by giving rewards and consequences (Frost and Bondy, 2009). His work started to be applied to child development and he believed that children would act to try to avoid consequences and to gain rewards (Frost and Bondy, 2009). However, in a documentary one person describes ABA being similar to dog training and expresses that people should learn to accept people who are different rather than trying to change them (Nurture, 2017). Furthermore, Skybound Therapies (2016) currently have a specialised team that carry out intensive ABA programmes as an intervention strategy. They state that all their staff have recognised ABA qualifications and keep up to date with current research (Skybound Therapies, 2016). According to Spectrum (no date), it is difficult to find one early intervention programme to suit all autistic children because of the nature of autism being so varied and different for each individual. 

There may be occasions when early intervention is viewed negatively by the parent/s (Wall, 2011). Parents may be reluctant to accept that their child has a disability and may argue that their child is just a little delayed (Wall, 2011). Parents may fear their child being labelled as having a disability (Farrell, 2010). However, according to a study involving thirty two parents who had children with a disability, most of them had an optimistic outlook of their child’s future and acceptance of the disability (Heiman, 2002). Another study, also including thirty two parents of autistic children, suggest that the parents and children feel stigmatised because of the lack of knowledge and understanding that people have of autism (Gray, 1993). To overcome parent fears it is important for early years settings to engage with parents to gain positive relationships and foster open communication (Wall, 2011). Parent involvement is a crucial role in early intervention (Wall, 2011). Parental confidence will increase as they will feel involved in part of their child’s learning and development (Wall, 2011). In addition, the child will feel part of a supportive network and a positive relationship between home environment and school setting will make the child feel more at ease (Tassoni, 2003). It can be said that an effective partnership with parents will lead to improved outcomes and achievement in their child’s development (Wall, 2011).

There are also many views on whether children with autism should go to a special educational setting or mainstream schools. Jordan and Powell (2003) suggest that if children are going into a mainstream setting, the teachers and practitioners should be knowledgable about autism in order to understand the child and their style of learning. If practitioners do not have the knowledge, this can lead to misinterpretation of language and behaviours (Jordan and Powell, 2003). According to DfES (2004), to improve expertise amongst staff there should be consistent training provided in all settings. 





Barriers and their impact on children with Autism Spectrum Disorder 

In today’s society the theorist Friedrich Froebel has had an influence on play in early childhood education with the belief of child centred learning (Pound, 2006). 
The Foundation Phase Framework has a strong emphasis on play with the child being at the heart of the curriculum (Department for Education and Skills (DfES), 2015). It also promotes equality and inclusion of all pupils (DfES, 2015). 

Children with autism may come across many barriers when it comes to play which can have an impact on the child’s development (Seach, 2008). Their ability to socially interact and gain understanding of the world around them can sometimes prove to be difficult (Seach, 2008). The National Autistic Society (2018b) suggests that Autistic children may prefer to play on their own or when trying to play with other children they demonstrate unusual behaviour. Jordan and Powell (2003) agree with this and add that the difficulty within social development can have an effect on other aspects of their learning. The UNCRC states that all children have the right to play and have the right to an education (Unicef, 2004). 
To overcome barriers to play it is important to encourage play with children by connecting with them at their level (Raising Children Network, 2019). Pretend play can often be delayed in children with autism but it is simple to use everyday situations to encourage children to join in (Raising Children Network, 2019). These can include actions such as, pretending to eat food, drive a car or ride a horse (Raising Children Network, 2019).  

There have been many studies to try and encourage play with children who have autism.  During one case study they used a small humanoid robot with three autistic children in order to encourage communication and social interaction (Robins et al., 2009). The study shows that the children interacted with the robot and with adults facilitating the activity, breaking down isolation barriers the children may be experiencing (Robins etc al., 2009). Another study also used technology in the form of video modelling (MacDonald et al., 2005). They presented a video to two preschool children with autism which modelled adults playing with toys and acting out different verbalisations and actions (MacDonald et al.,  2005). After the children had watched the video twice they found that both children adopted the play actions shown and maintained this during their play, having a positive impact on their development (MacDonald et al., 2005).

However, children with autism will often have special interests, including activities, actions or a particular subject to talk about (Pittman, 2008). These can be used or bought up to relax or motivate children on the autistic spectrum, especially when they become distressed in new situations (Pittman, 2008). Furthermore, sometimes a special interest can turn into an obsession which can have a negative impact as this is all the child wants to do or focus on (Ambitious about Autism, 2017a).
There has been research studies on the role of LEGO therapy and whether it can help motivate behavioural change and communication skills (Lindsay and Cassiani, 2017). There was varied results across the studies but there was evidence that LEGO therapy encouraged inclusion amongst children with autism (Lindsay and Cassiani, 2017). The studies also showed improvement of social interactions, behaviours and reductions in children playing alone (Lindsay and Cassiani, 2017). 

The role of play in an early years setting gives children an opportunity to develop their cognitive, emotional, social interaction and communication skills (Seach, 2008). It is important for teachers and practitioners to facilitate and provide these opportunities in order for children to make progress and develop these skills (Seach, 2008). It will also help children with autism gain improved social understanding and make sense of the world around them (Hanbury, 2012). Within the Foundation Phase Curriculum Framework statutory areas of learning include social development and knowledge and understanding of the world (DfES, 2015).


Support for children with Autism within an early years setting

There can be difficulties within a classroom environment. It can be said that children with autism find it difficult to engage and concentrate on classroom activities (Wong and Kasari, 2012). According to the National Autistic Society (2018c) children with autism can find unstructured times difficult during the school day and can often lead to anxiety and meltdowns. In addition to this, they may also have difficulty understanding or predicting what it going to happen for them next (Tassoni, 2003). In order to prevent this, settings can provide a timetable of activities or milestones throughout the day (Hanbury, 2012). Strategies to help with communication may include the Picture Exchange Communication Systems (PECS) or Makaton (Tassoni, 2003). These are known as Augmentative and Alternative Communication (ACC) devices (National Autistic Society, 2018d).

PECS is used to teach functional communication and consists of six phases (PECS, no date). The phases go from teaching individuals how to exchange single pictures for items or activities to using pictures to encourage discussion and responses to questions (PECS, no date). 
A study including four children with autism between the ages of six and nine, resulted in them requesting desired objects through the use of PECS (Angermeier et al., 2008). However, within the protocol the children participating did not point to a symbol or picture but exchanged the symbol for an object (Angermeier et al., 2008). Bondy and Frost (2011) believe that PECS in a groundbreaking method to help with communication skills at home, early years settings and within the community. Furthermore, research was carried out on six children with autism to compare how PECS and Sign Language had an impact on early intervention (Shaw-Cosman, 2008). The results showed that PECS had success in gaining joint attention and the generalisation of specific items (Shaw-Cosman, 2008). On the other hand, sign language showed higher levels of eye contact and encouragement of speech, which demonstrates both interventions were beneficial but impacted differently (Shaw-Cosman, 2008). 

Makaton is also a support stategy to develop children’s communication skills (Makaton, 2017). The programme uses signs, symbols and speech which can help people communicate by giving extra clues about what someone is saying (Makaton, 2017). However, children with autism may find it difficult to represent an object they see in the real world because they tend to be concrete thinkers (Ambitious about Autism, 2017b). When communicating with a child with autism it may be beneficial to speak slower using simpler sentences or phrases (National Autistic Society, 2018d) This will help them to be able to process the information (National Autistic Society, 2018d). Makaton is very flexible and can be personalised to each individuals needs (Makaton, 2017). Practitioners in settings can use Makaton to help communicate with children for a variety of situations within the school setting or routine (Makaton, 2017). This includes listening or telling stories, sharing thoughts and emotions, taking part in activities such as games or songs, writing letters or messages and labelling real life objects (Makaton, 2017). 
These ACC devices need to be evaluated by professionals before making a decision on which best meets the needs of the child (National Autistic Society, 2018). They will consider cognitive and motor abilities, communication levels and needs, learning style and abilities (National Autistic Society, 2018d). 


Conclusion

Buescher et al.  (2014) states that to support an individual with Autism who has through their life span costs around 1.5 million pound in the United Kingdom and $2.4 million in the United States. The largest cost for children was educational and special services costs (Buescher et al., 2014). It is interesting that the total costs for both countries are similar, despite having completely different approaches when it comes to health care services and provision (Buescher et al., 2014). Autism in children will vary and the decision on which interventions and strategies used will depend on the needs of the individual (National Autistic Society, 2018e). Some children may be suited to mainstream schools, whereas others may benefit more in specialised education (National Autistic Society, 2018e).  It is important for professionals to work together in a multi-agency approach in order to recognise the correct interventions and support for each individual child (Every Child Matters, 2003). 
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