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A)
According to Dillenburger (2015) Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) can be detected from as young as six months old. However, Dillenburger (2015) says it is more common for children between the age of two and three to get a diagnosis. In contrast, a study by Shattuck et al (2009) discovered the average age of diagnosis for ASD, is six years old. According to Pasco (2018) the recognition of ASD differs on the observation and evaluation of a child’s skills, difficulties and needs. For a diagnosis for ASD, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2020) explain that it can be difficult, as there is no singular test which diagnoses the disorder. However, the National Health Service (NHS) (2019) explains if a child is showing signs of ASD to contact the general practitioner, health visitor or additional learning needs coordinator within the child’s school.
There is much evidence (Volkmar, 2014, Rotholz et al., 2017) to support the significance of obtaining an early diagnosis of ASD and early intervention imminently. Studies into early intervention in early childhood by Bradshaw et al. (2015) and Smith et al. (2015), have consistently found that outcomes are often more positive the earlier in a child’s life intervention is instigated. However, studies by Makrygianni and Reed (2010) and Virues-Ortega (2010) suggested that a child’s age may not be of importance, due to the significant range of symptom seriousness intrinsic to the autism spectrum. De Clercq and Peeters (2007) explains the quality of the diagnostic process needs to include perspectives from the individual, the family and professionals collaboratively. This collaborative working supports article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, as explained by Unicef (2021) states that all children should have the right to express their own views, on decisions made about them.
However, despite parents showing concerns at an early age, in a study by Oswald et al. (2017) found children who were grouped showing signs of ASD were detected later, than children grouped as developmentally delayed. A late diagnosis could be linked to increased stress with parents, subsequently resulting in late early intervention as noted by Elder (2016) and Zwaigenbaum et al. (2015). Koegel et al. (2013) found that interventions are available for children as young as two years old. These interventions have been drawn from well-founded treatments, that have been proven successful with older children (Koegel and Koegel, 2012). Koegel et al. (2013) explains how parents are heavily relied on during the process, making early intervention time and cost efficient. Intervention as early as two years old has found substantial benefits to language, cognition and adaptive behaviour (Dawson et al., 2010, Vivanti and Dissanayake, 2016).
Kaplan and McCracken (2012) explain how interventions for children with ASD, are both educational and behavioural. According to Landa (2018) and Pasco (2018) there are two well-established approaches to early invention. The first is Naturalistic Developmental Behavioural Interventions (NDBI), as described by Schriebman et al. (2015) as constant stream of back-and-forth social engagement with the interventionist. In contrast, the second approach is Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA) or Early Intensive Behavioural Interventions (EIBI), which Smith (2011) explains is an highly structured approach where particular skills are educated in a stipulated order. Regardless of the intervention, Schrieibman et al. (2015) argues that the child’s day-to-day environment such as a school, home and nursery provide enriched prospects for learning and practicing specific skills and behaviours for the intervention. However, in a study by Sansosti et al. (2012) which aimed to investigate family encounters in Ohio America, during the ASD diagnostic process found that medical and educational professionals, had little understanding about ASD and lacked sufficient training. Similarly, in a study by Crane et al. (2018) who interviewed parents with experience with the ASD diagnosis process within the United Kingdom, found that there was a perceived lack of autism awareness and training between general practitioners and teachers.
Carlsson et al. (2016) explains how parents regularly assume that having the ASD diagnosis, will be a postern to access to help and support, but has resulted in battling access to services. Similarly, Hennel et al. (2016) found that in a study 98% of parents informed the significance of a diagnosis and accessing services, was vital to them but that health professionals infrequently provided this information. However, Rondeau et al. (2011) argues that diagnosing very young children with ASD, could result in incorrect diagnosis. In contrast, in response Koegel et al. (2013) explains it is unwise to delay intervention, given the possible effects ASD may have on the individual and their family.
Additionally, Unicef (2021) explains how under the UNCRC article 24, all children have the right to quality healthcare and services if needed for their health and well-being. Therefore, children should always have access to the appropriate support and services adjacent to their needs. However, there is a regularly documented concern of often lengthy diagnostic wait time, as explained by Rutherford et al. (2016) and Rogers et al. (2016) leaving parents frustrated.
Furthermore, during the diagnostic stage Crane et al. (2018) reported that parents felt naïve and unsure about the meaning of their child being diagnosed with ASD, due to lack of information from professionals. However, Braiden et al. (2010) explains parents should feel like they are being listened to and want honest communication from professionals through restorative partnerships between both the parents and professional. Though, Crane at al. (2018) noted that professionals felt extreme pressure from parents for a ASD diagnosis but, felt in some circumstances the individual child a diagnosis would not be appropriate.














B)
With more children with ASD now attending mainstream school classrooms, educators are under increasing pressure to create an inclusive environment, with often having little or no guidance on how to do this (Lindsay et al., 2013, Symes and Humphrey, 2010). Challenges such as inadequate training for teachers, availability of support staff and attitudes of typically developing children, have all influenced children with ASD success within mainstream schools (Osborne and Reed, 2011, Parsons et al., 2011).
Evidence (Chandler-Olcott and Kuth, 2009, Eldar et al., 2010) noted on inclusive educational environments, has suggested that inclusive principles can lead to encouraging outcomes for children with ASD, such as increased social skills with their social networks.
Despite this evidence current research, (Barnhill et al., 2011, Feldman and Matos, 2013, Morrier et al., 2011) has advocated that there is a worrying amount of lack of knowledge, through inadequate training between practitioners and professionals working with children, with diagnosed ASD within mainstream schools. Inadequate training will be the first barrier this paper will critically analyse. According to Finke et al. (2009) and Symes and Humphrey (2010), mainstream teachers have voiced concerns about the lack of training and knowledge to support children with ASD. Moreover, Segall and Campbell (2012) noted that some teachers even have misunderstandings on ASD. Mavropoulou and Sideridis (2014) explain that teachers’ misunderstandings can be due to lack of experience with children with ASD. Furthermore, Alnemary (2017) discusses how a lack of knowledge, inadequate training, and incorrect presumptions about children with ASD can lead to the individual needs of the child not being met. Despite this, studies have reported (Siu and Ho, 2010) to create an inclusive environment within mainstream schools for children with ASD, teachers need specialised training to meet the needs of the children. Furthermore, establishing an inclusive environment for children with ASD within mainstream schools will support the 1989 UNCRC, which Unicef (2021) explains stipulates the importance of children being active participants within all aspects of the community. Likewise, Lindsay and McPherson (2012) explain children with ASD who are integrated within mainstream schools, not only is advantageous for their social and educational development but gives typically developing children, the opportunity to appreciate those who are different to them.
However, challenges surrounding lack of training for educators have shown to be a persistent barrier within mainstream schools. In a discussion by Iadarola et al. (2014) it was noted the necessity for increased opportunities for specified ASD training for those working within schools. A study by Lu (2020) concluded that mainstream teachers, could participate in more specialised ASD training by working alongside ALN coordinators and other professionals, who work with children with ASD. Erevelles and Minear (2010) explained that this lack of knowledge by professionals, can create an environment of negative attitudes towards differences. Furthermore, Rotheram-Fuller et al. (2010) and Kasari et al. (2011) explains how environments of negativity towards children with ASD, can have negative effects for the child including loneliness and not feeling socially accepted by peers. Likewise, White and Robertson-Nay (2009) give details that these social impairments, may follow on into adulthood and result in fewer friendships and anxiety.
In contrast to concerns of lack of training within mainstream schools being a barrier for children with ASD, studies have suggested (Larcombe et al., 2019, Humphrey and Symes, 2013) that children with ASD are simply not school ready or mainstream schools are not able, to accommodate to the child’s needs. Furthermore, Britto (2012) described how school readiness depends on the child being able to control their own behaviour and emotions but, also centred on what the child has been educated or knows such as counting. In addition, Larcombe et al. (2019) added these school readiness perspectives, lead to more focus on social and cultural influences.
The second barrier to be critically analysed as a potential barrier for children with ASD, is a lack of social skills making progress difficult in mainstream schools. Current research (Keane et al., 2012, Osbourne and Reed, 2011) has said that children with ASD have difficulties forming social relationships and recognising different emotions, can show challenging behaviours and are resistant to change. A study by Hsiao et al. (2013) found that children with ASD who had a lack of social skills, were associated with having negative attitudes towards teachers and peers and negative peer interactions. Schreiber (2010) explains social skills deficits with children with ASD are characterised by poor eye contact, difficulty in starting and retaining conversations and lack of empathy. Likewise, Humphrey and Symes (2013) notes that children with ASD who have problems establishing social relationships, can impact on readiness to attend mainstream schools. Moreover, Parsons et al. (2011) explains these individual difficulties have also led to children with ASD, being removed from mainstream schools and placed into specialised schools or home schooling. However, in a study by Reed et al. (2011) found that children who are placed within specialised schools over mainstream schools, do not make more progress with socialisation.
In contrast, Symes and Humphrey (2012) argue that difficulties with children with ASD engaging in interactions with their peers, can be due to typically developing children having little or no understanding of ASD and consequently, can lead to bullying and marginalization. As a result of typically developing children having no understanding of ASD, research has suggested (Kauffman and Landrum, 2012, Thompson and Morris, 2016) that children with ASD will be at higher risk of negative social outcomes, loneliness and depression.
Yet, Lindsay et al. (2013) explains many teachers find difficulty in promoting peer understanding and inclusion within mainstream schools. Furthermore, Thwala (2018) found that teachers within mainstream schools, had knowledge of strategies to help support social skills for children with ASD however, they did not have the sufficient resources to carry out the strategies. Though, Koster et al. (2009) emphasises that an inclusive education within mainstream schools, can result in increased peer interactions and acceptance between children with ASD and typically developing children.











C)
Current research (Reichow et al., 2012) has allowed for a heightened capability to detect and establish children with ASD at an earlier age, which gives the opportunity to put in place early support for the child as explained by Schreibman et al. (2015). Firstly, Tiura et al. (2017) explains that the most common intervention for ASD is Applied Behaviour Analysis (ABA), which is a therapy for children with diagnosed ASD. Furthermore, Vismara and Rogers (2010) explains that ABA focuses on the teaching of a skill through simple tasks and a system of rewards are used, to encourage the desired behaviour or skills. However, Dawson (2008) explains how little research is available for support interventions for ASD, to be adapted to very young children to achieve positive outcomes. According to Salomone et al. (2015) research has primarily focused more on older children around the age of six years old, rather than children in the early years. Furthermore, Anagnostou (2014) explains how the little studies on toddler intervention apply more naturalistic approaches, in comparison to traditional applied behaviour analysis (ABA) interventions or also known as, early intensive behavioural interventions (EIBI).
Currently there are mixed outcomes reported using ABA interventions with toddlers with ASD, many researchers such as Eikeseth (2009) and Howlin et al. (2009) found that whilst ABA interventions generally provides positive outcomes for young children, most children required additional specialised services. Additionally, Scheffer et al. (2011) attempted to challenge these previous results in a research study, but similarly found that children who were receiving ABA interventions outperformed children receiving other interventions. However, Spreckley and Boyd (2009) found that ABA was not an effective intervention within the early years. One reason, according to Reichow (2011) is that these findings were because of a misinterpretation of a study included in the analysis, invalidating the findings. Despite this evidence that ABA provides positive outcomes with young children, Rotholz et al. (2017) found that there is limited availability accessing EIBI or ABA services for children under the age of three, with a necessity for increased availability. Nevertheless, Vivanti et al. (2014) clarifies that although there is mounting evidence of positive outcomes through EIBI and ABA interventions within the early years, it is important to consider these interventions will not be suitable for every child with ASD.
In addition, Matson and Konst (2014) conducted a study examining the effectiveness of the transition between early intensive behavioural interventions to educational settings, the results found that little effort was being made for an efficient transition. Furthermore, researchers such as Eikeseth et al. (2012) and Fernell et al. (2011) found that most of the intervention was taking place at home, as parents taking the role as a co-therapist. However, Matson and Konst (2014) adds that multiple settings would be ideal such as within early years settings. Similarly, Eapen et al. (2013) concluded in a study with nursery aged children with ASD within early years setting, found that intervention programmes within day nurseries offer positive prospects for simplification of skills and developments, in school readiness ensuing a positive transition.
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