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Based on evidence from current research and policy as well as on data gathered from a group questionnaire, critically discuss an inclusive approach to supporting the needs of a particular group of pupils.  Focus on one specific learning difficulty, disability or additional need for your discussion.
Use ICT skills developed within the module to present your findings.

Introduction 

It is worth noting that there are developments occurring in the context of Additional Learning Needs (ALN) in Wales, and it is suggested by Welsh Government (2017), in the Draft Educational Learning Needs Code, that the future of education needs to be inclusive and also provision, that is suited to the children’s personal needs, needs to be provided. This is a key concept that will be demonstrated throughout this assignment. It is also suggested by the National Assembly for Wales, (2005) that the United Nations Convention on the Right of the Child (UNCRC), provides the basis for work with children and also young people in Wales. As such it is important to recognise children’s rights regardless of any differences between children.  

There is such a broad range of learning difficulties, disabilities and additional needs that could be researched but, as a group we considered different ALN conditions and came to the conclusion that we would further research Autism. In a meeting (Appendix 1), as a group we discussed what experiences of ALN we had on Professional Teaching Practice. All of the group had experiences with children with Autism and we also discussed the increasing number of children with Anxiety. Consequently, researching Autism and Anxiety further we discovered that they shared similar characteristics and can overlap. As a result, we decided to research Autism, but focus specifically on the emotional aspects. It is important for teachers to have a clear understanding of what Autism is, as it is clear that many children in the UK have Autism, it is stated by (Ambitious about Autism, 2017), ‘the UK estimate is that approximately one in 100 children’ have autism. There are more children with Autism in mainstream schools also, so there is a clear benefit to educating ourselves about Autism in order to develop our understanding and as a result improve the provision that is provided. 

Throughout this assignment I will engage with both a primary and secondary resources in order to draw conclusions and make links with regard to how best to support children with Autism. This will allow discussion on the key implications Autism has for teaching and learning. As a primary source, a questionnaire was sent out to a variety of schools in South Wales with key questions that our group was intrigued to get more information on. In conducting any research, it is important to consider ethical implications. As such the results and information of the questionnaire will be anonymous throughout this assignment. 


Main body

When planning the research, the group considered the positives and negatives in using a questionnaire to research a topic. As a group the decision was made that the questionnaire would be constructed online due to the convenience of distribution this would allow. It is mentioned by (Clarke and Dawson, 1999, pp.68-69) that questionnaires can produce large quantities of standardized data and can also provide descriptive data. However, it is noted by (Burton and Bartlett, 2009, p.82) that questionnaires can have an agenda which results in leading questions and can be complex, as such it is hard for responders to categorise their thoughts and opinions.

In order to construct the questionnaire as a group we delegated specific areas of Autism that we wanted to research further between different members of the group (Appendix 2). Then through feedback of our research every member of the group had a better understanding of the topic and as a result what types of questions would be the focus in the questionnaire (Appendix 3). Once we began to explore the types of questions that would be addressed in the questionnaire a flowchart was made in order to allow us to make sure that the questions flowed, and the questions were sequenced in a sensible order (Appendix 4). The purpose of the questionnaire was to determine how schools are able to support children with Autism emotionally. 

As there are both strengths and weaknesses to open and closed questions (McLeod, 2018), in the questionnaire there are a variety of question types in order to collect a range of data. 
The questionnaire was distributed between five different local authorities, this is important as it gives a range of data from different schools in different areas so there is a good sample. The group also conducted a pilot study. It is useful to conduct a pilot study before conducting research as it is stated by (Cohen and Manion, 2017) that, a pilot study can help to improve questionnaires as it is a way to address any misconceptions, get feedback on the validity and also helps to check that the questionnaire is clear.

As mentioned previously it is important to consider ethical implications when conducting research. While constructing the questionnaire and throughout the research the (British Educational Research Association [BERA], 2018) guidelines were followed as well as other necessary documents highlighted in the Ethics Form. It is important to note that all of the participants took part in the questionnaire out of free will and informed consent was obtained prior to completing the questionnaire. The participants were also informed that they had the right to withdraw, and withdraw data, at any time during the process. Also as mentioned earlier all of the data stated in the assignment will remain anonymous and confidentiality will be upheld throughout the assignment.

There is some debate with regards to the amount of men and women that have been diagnosed with Autism and whether there is a significant difference. Petty (2016) commented that there may be evidence to suggest that more men than women are have Autism, as in the general public men are five times more likely to be diagnosed with Autism than women. The results of the questionnaire also support this notion as 75% of the respondents think more boys than girls are diagnosed with Autism. (Figure 1).
[image: ]There are many theories to explain the gender differences in Autism however, more research is needed in order to further credit the theories. It is suggested by (National Autistic Society, 2018a) that the assessment of Autism is focused towards males and does not consider the ‘female autism phenotype’ and also gender difference may be due to females being more able to disguise their characteristics. This is support by (Lowery, 2013), as it suggested that some girls with Asperger Syndrome have their own intelligent coping strategies put in place which make it harder to identify their condition. It is suggested by (Halladay, 2015, p.2) that there may be a gender difference may be prevalent due to a lack of understanding of the symptoms of Autism that females present. Due to this lack of understanding of the symptoms, it may be perceived that there are far less females being diagnosed with Autism. 

Engaging with the diagram (Appendix 5) from (Lai, et al. 2015, p.12) it is addressed that the diagnosis, characteristics and how we research the gender difference in Autism are all connected and corelate with each other. This research needs to be connected together so that there is a better understanding of, if there actually is a gender difference and if so, the implications that it has on teachers. It is important that there is communication between teachers and autism research companies as in the future there may be new developments in both diagnosis and support for children with autism. Therefore, teachers need to understand what signs they should be aware of for boys and girls and if there is a difference between the two. It may be that the timing of the diagnosis needs to be considered as it is suggested by a study by Solomon et al (2011, mentioned in May and Cornish and Rinehart, 2014, p.1078) that ‘one cross-sectional study found more anxiety in high-functioning girls with ASD during adolescence but not childhood’. This would indicate that a lot of extrinsic factors need to be considered when diagnosing Autism in children and when considering gender difference. It is important that teachers are vigilant and perceptive when working with children as there are many other conditions that present themselves similarly to some of the characteristics of Autism. 

Identifying Autism in children, as just mentioned can be a hard task, as there are many links between Autism and other disorders, one of those being anxiety. It is mentioned in an article by (Gold, 2015), that a paediatrician stated, ‘many of the kids diagnosed with autism really have anxiety disorder’. This is further supported as research shows a link between high functioning children with Autism and Anxiety (Gillott and Furniss and Walter, 2001). This could be used to explain why a diagnosis can be hard to conclude due to the similarities of the two conditions. You could even suggest that they come together in some cases, due to Anxiety being a direct symptom of Autism. 

Looking at the results of the questionnaire by participant 1, (Appendix 6) shows that in order to start the process to identify children with Autism observations need to be made, either by the class teacher or other members of staff. It is clear that this will have an impact on the teaching in class as it is the teacher’s responsibility to be observative and seek the correct next steps if they believe that there may be a child with autistic tendencies. Staff should continue to make observations after the child have been diagnosed also, in order to create a learning environment that it suitable for that child. It is also suggested by (Wall, 2006, p.142) that in order to give appropriate provision, practitioners should aim to see the world through the child with Autisms eyes. Observations throughout the school day, as well as communication, will help the teacher to construct a picture of the child and how they see things and how they react in different situations. 

It is also important to note that diagnosing Autism is not something that a teacher or school can do independently. Noted in the questionnaire by participant 2 (Appendix 7), is the need for collaboration between staff in school and other professionals such as professional agency observations and SENCO coordinators. This is supported as it is discussed by (National Autistic Society, 2018b) that there are many different teams and individuals working together in order to give a diagnosis of Autism, some of those mentioned are a Behaviour support team, SENCO (Special Educational Needs Co-ordinator) / Learning Support Teacher, Speech and language therapist (SLT) and Educational psychologist along with others. The collaboration between parents and teachers is also considered to be very influential when educating a child with Autism. It is stated by (Hays, 2005), that due to the nature of Autism, it is important to note that a diagnosis of Autism does not give readymade targets and goals for all children with Autism. This is where the collaboration of parents and teachers becomes extremely valuable because the parents and the teachers should be working together to ensure continuity and to establish strategies that work best for that child, in order to achieve their own personally set goals. 
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Analysing (Figure 2), shows that just under 57% of respondents are either not confident or neutral with regards to supporting pupils with Autism. It is shown in (Figure 3) that although some of the respondents have had various types of training to help them to support Autism, 7 of the respondents have not received any training at all. This could possibly explain a lack of confidence in supporting children with Autism as confidence may correlate with the amount of training that respondents have received. 

[image: ]However, (Department for Education, 2015, p.276) state that ‘A range of organisations offer support and training to schools on overall identification and teaching approaches for pupils with SEN as well as on specific conditions’. Despite this statement it may be that the training is not always available to the staff that need it. This is something to consider when discussing confidence levels in supporting children with Autism. It may be that teachers are not given the training but have children with Autism in their class and are required to research the condition themselves in order to provide effective provision for that child, however without input from other professionals feel a lack of confidence in doing so. This could have an impact on the strategies that teachers use with children with Autism. 
Most of the respondents rated their strategies above 5 out of 10 (Figure 4) however, there were 2 respondents who rated their strategies as being 2 out of 10. This is a very low score and could indicate that they believe more needs to be done in order to provide better support for the children with autism in their school.  It may be that they have not received training and their strategies and provision could benefit from Autism specific training as it may expose them to new strategies that they have not interacted with before and give them more confidence to apply those strategies. 
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Obviously, children with Autism may come across challenges on a daily basis. In some cases, it may be that children have managed to develop their own coping strategies to help them to complete certain tasks or even just to complete daily activities. This can then have an impact on the teacher’s role in supporting their learning in the class. It is suggested by (Beardon, 2002) that it is ‘impossible to list all coping strategies used by individuals with ASD’, this is because there so many different coping strategies that are used daily by children with Autism and also, in some cases they may be oblivious that they are even using a coping strategy but do so subconsciously. The responses from the questionnaire also show [image: ]pupils can have a range of coping strategies and as shown by (figure 5), it is common among 
all of the schools for children to develop their own coping strategies. A common strategy among the children seems to be Repetitive patterns in play communication and familiar daily events as 83% of the respondents suggested that this is something that they have witnessed in their school. 

This also corelates with the results of question 14. While analysing (Figure 7), it is noted that the most popular strategy in supporting emotional needs is increasing structure and predictability of activities. This matches the children’s own coping mechanisms of repetitive patterns in play communication and familiar daily events. This indicates that structure and repetitiveness are key features of ensuring a child with autism can thrive and learn. It is suggested by (Livington and Shah, 2017) that children with autism may have been able to create their own coping strategies, however these strategies may help them with certain circumstances but can cause stress and anxiety as it can take a lot of energy to apply these strategies. As a teacher it may be valuable to enquire what a child’s coping mechanism is in order to determine how you could assist them so that it is less stressful for them. 
[image: ]

It could be argued that the work on developing social interaction for children with Autism is more focused on the child with Autism rather than the class as a collective. It can be noted in (figure 6) that social stories and visual prompts are some of the key ways that schools use to support and develop social skills in schools. Ali and Frederickson (2006, cited in Cosgrave, date unknown) support the use of social stories as it is suggested that, ‘A Social Story might then be used to explain social situations in terms of what another person might be thinking and/or why they may behave in certain ways; thus reducing or removing the confusion and unpredictability’. More support is given to visual resources as most respondents agreed that ‘pupils with autism typically perform better when tasks are presented visually rather than when tasks are presented verbally’, (Appendix 8). The use of visual resources such as a visual timetable is supported by (Reed, 2012) as it is suggested that children can become more independent and aids transitions as the children can clearly see what they will be doing throughout the day which can help to prevent panic and stress. 
The use of visual aids is further supported as it is suggested that for children with Autism that have trouble with oral speech and language skills and may never be able to communicate orally, the use of pictures and gestures to communicate could be a goal for them (National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders, 2018).

[image: ]However, it was also noted by participant 3 (Appendix 9), in question 16 that the best strategy for developing social skills for children with autism cannot be answered because each child is different and there are strategies that may work for one child that will not work for another. This is also supported by question 21 (Appendix 10), as 100% of the respondents agreed with the statement that ‘approaches and expectations should be personalised to each pupil’. Also noted in (Figure 7) is that only 3/23 of the respondents suggested that their school teach the children about Autism awareness acceptance. This may not be a big issue with regard to the children with Autism emotionally, however this contribute to the social issues that some children with Autism have in school.  One of the social issues that children with Autism face in school is bullying. This is supported by (Alexa, 2013) giving reference to a survey claiming that ‘65% of parents who have school going children with Autism reported that their children had, in some form, been victimized by peers within the last one year’. It could be argued that schools and teachers should be encouraging the whole class to show acceptance for everyone and help each other rather than ridicule children for their differences. It may be useful to introduce all of the children in the class to a resource like (ASD info Wales, 2017), where Autism is explained to the children in a way that they can understand. 

Another key aspect to consider when discussing a child with Autisms social skills is the relationships they have. All of the respondents agreed with the statement ‘a positive teacher-pupil relationship is vital to the pupil’s development’ (Appendix 11). This is supported as Teacher 1 commented during a professional teaching practice how important it is to have a good relationship with the pupil with Autism in their class and spent a long time trying to build the relationship and the trust with them and as a result felt the provision they provided for that child was more effective. As children with Autism can sometimes have difficulties with social skills and interaction, it is important that they are given opportunities to develop these skills. It is suggested that practising play gives children with Autism the opportunity to practise taking-turns, winning and losing and following rules (Raising children, 2017). Engaging in activities like this will allow the child to understand how to interact with other children and the skills that they learn will help them throughout their entire lives as there will always be a need to interact with other people. A key point to consider when addressing the social interaction of children with Autism is not only how the child with Autism communicates but also how the responder interacts with them. For example, it is suggested by (Vicker, date unknown), sometimes children with Autism do not have an understanding of the concept of humour and can also have a tendency to process statements in a literal sense. As such it is important as a teacher to understand the issues that a child with Autism has with communication and social interaction and adapt the provision in order to cater to their needs.

The learning environment is also a key aspect of ensuring that the children with Autism, and also the class in general, feel comfortable and safe in order to learn to the best of their ability. Looking at (Figure 8), it is clear to see that the environment plays a big role in the lives of the children with autism in their class with almost all of the respondents suggesting they use visual pictures, calendars and timetables in order to make the daily routine easier for the children. This is supported as (Rose and Howley, 2007, p.57) give reference to a case study where the classroom space was reorganised in order to suit the needs of a child with Autism but also benefitted the other members of the class. For example, the use of a quiet area allowed the child with Autism somewhere to withdraw from others but also proved useful for other children to reduce anxiety. 
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It is important that within a learning space the staff are aware of key elements of the environment that may have an undesired effect on a child with Autism. For example, it was suggested by participant 4 in question 18, that it is important to know what could act as a trigger for a child, such as loud noises or crowded spaces (Appendix 12). It could be suggested that an environment like a Forest School may be an enriching environment for a child with Autism dependant on their triggers and could possibly help to manage their emotions. It is suggested by (Burrows, 2011, p.147) that ‘Forest Schools can become environments that are inclusive of Gestalt perception which can regulate and contain ‘hypersensitivity’ and reduce anxiety’. This is a valid consideration when creating tasks and lessons that can be inclusive and beneficial to a child with Autism as well as the rest of the class, as it may be that outside is the place they learn best and feel most comfortable. This notion is further supported as all of the respondents agreed that ‘a calm learning environment is essential for low anxiety and pupil concentration’ (Appendix 13). 

[image: ]The environment may also be a key influence on behaviour as well as other factors. It is shown in (Figure 9) that there was only 1 participant that suggested that the emotional aspects of autism have no affect on the behaviour of the child. This suggests that the majority of the time the emotional affects of autism do affect behaviour. It can be seen that 20/23 of the respondents have noted meltdowns as witnessed behaviour and also 19/23 suggest that anxiety displays in the children’s behaviour. Mentioned in a guide for mainstream primary schools is some of the behaviours that may occur with children with Autism in school, such as: ‘tantrums and aggressive behaviour, becoming withdrawn and resisting any interaction with others, complaining of pain or illness, engaging in repetitive behaviours, hurting self’ (Manikiza, 2015). It is suggested by National Autistic Society (2018c), that the important thing to consider when dealing with undesirable behaviour from a pupil with Autism is that behaviour is a means of communication. Their behaviour, for example an outburst, may be because they can not communicate how they feel, therefore anxiety and anger build up into a form of behaviour that they struggle to control. Consequently, it is vital that where possible strategies be put in place, where the child can express themselves in a healthy, appropriate way. For example, emotion cards could be used or like suggested previously a quiet place to gather their thoughts. 


Conclusion 

In conclusion it is suggested that the key thing to consider when providing provision for any ALN is to understand their needs by researching and educating yourself about that condition specifically. Also noted several instances throughout the assignment is the need to personalise the provision for the specific child in question, as no two children with the same condition are the same. As a teacher you need to be able to build a relationship with the student in order to determine how their emotional needs would be best met, this may also include working with other professionals and the parents of the child. From this research a lot of new data and interesting insights have been recognised and has educated the writer on Autism and specifically the emotional aspects. This will act as a support in future Professional Teaching Practices and also in my career when educating children with Autism. 
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16. Which strategy would you consider to be the most effective for supporting and developing
social skills within pupils with autism and why?

I don't think you can pin point one strategy as different strategies work differently for different children.
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18. Which strategy would you consider to be the most effective for supporting pupils with
autism within the classroom environment and why?

Embedding routine, explaining the timetable in advance. Being aware of triggers that could have the
potential to escalate into the pupil being unable to cope e.g. loud noises, crowded spaces

19. Maskey et al. (2012) believes there is a link between less verbal pupils with autism and
undesirable/difficult/aggressive behaviours.

In your experience, do pupils who are less verbal generally display more
undesirable/difficult/aggressive behaviours than those who are more verbal?

Always
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